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Canadian Association of the Deaf
 
Comments/Submissions  November 28, 2005
 
CRTC AIWG
 
The Process
 
Canadian Association of the Deaf (CAD) submits that this committee is not the appropriate means to address the issue of access for people with disabilities, specifically Deaf people.  There are many problems with doing so.
 
With the exception of the CAD, the committee appears to be composed entirely of able-bodied people.  Their qualifications to consider issues connected with people with disabilities is indeterminate; however, it is worth noting that they did not even use appropriate terminology and had no experience in conducting a teleconference where one participant was forced to use the very same Relay Service that they were discussing.
 
CAD’s late participation in the committee drew criticism.  It was stated that the CRTC publicized membership in the committee and therefore the CAD should have requested to be included from the start.  This attitude fails to take into consideration the fact that CAD like other organizations of people with disabilities do not have either the human or the financial resources to monitor every posting on the CRTC website.  
 
The process by which the CRTC invites applications for committee membership fails to acknowledge this fact.  It also lacks common sense.  The CAD was a party to all proceedings relating to MRS and TTYs, and is acknowledged as the voice of consumers on these issues; it is simply common sense that we would want and expect to be involved in a CRTC committee focusing on MRS.  The Commission should have a default list of organizations to contact in all matters relating to disability.
 
In the deferral account proceeding, CAD proposed a proceeding that would review and address access issues comprehensively.  CAD continues to maintain that this is the way to handle the issue – see  http://www.crtc.gc.ca/PartVII/eng/2004/8678/cad/041015.doc .  

 CAD submits that a first step must be to get a better understanding of the current state of discrimination and of possible accommodations to eliminate such discrimination.  The ILECs have demonstrated that they are incapable of doing so on their own.  They should be required to do so and should be required to employ from “outside” whatever needed expertise they lack.  CAD will be pleased to help identify Deaf experts on deaf telecommunication issues who can do this.

.

ARCH has proposed that a fund be set up to be administered by a Standing Fund Committee.  CAD accepts this as a possible way to start to address the inequalities.  The first step suggested in the above paragraph might be managed by this committee or by the commission itself.  CAD cautions that committees that consist of a mixture of volunteers and paid people as ARCH appears to propose do not generally work well.  The people with disabilities on the committee should have appropriate expertise and should be compensated appropriately.


In this CISC proceeding, the CAD and other disability groups face the insurmountable obstacle of lack of resources while other participants have ample resources.  Adequate resources must be provided to level the playing-field and facilitate our participation.
 
The CAD’s limited and late participation should not be interpreted as a validation of the work of the committee.  Our involvement was limited by the inability of the CRTC and the process to accommodate the needs of anyone other than able-bodied participants.  Meeting by teleconference call put a very large obstacle in the way of the CAD’s effective participation.  Participation by means of relay service was particularly ineffective – but was the only way because of CRTC’s failure to agree to provide interpreters.  With interpreters it still is a very limiting way.
 
 
The Mandate
 
The able-bodied committee members representing the service providers have consistently tried to limit the mandate of the committee.  They apparently want to just consider how accommodations to provide access to POTS service can or can not be applied to VoIP.
 
New technology demands new accommodations!  New technology makes it possible to do much more than the old technology did.  Recognition of this is not unique to CAD – Telus in the Network CISC said in document NTCO0337 http://www.crtc.gc.ca/cisc/COMMITTE/N-docs/NTCO0337.doc  
 “TELUS is of the opinion that the Canadian public is better served if resources are focused in finding superior alternatives that will serve people with disabilities rather than trying to force fit advanced technology and services into existing service configurations.”

 Limiting the mandate the way the committee – and CRTC – has done will have the effect of creating new barriers for persons with disabilities rather than dismantling old ones.
 
 
Preliminary accommodation comments for Deaf
CAD provided in some detail the shortcomings of the current telecommunication services and the improvements needed in submissions for Telecom Public Notice CRTC 2004-1 Review and Disposition of Deferral Accounts for the Second Price Cap Period at

http://www.crtc.gc.ca/PartVII/eng/2004/8678/cad/040517.doc 
The POTS system was essentially limited to handling text/voice-based relay services. Improvements and variations of this basic system have been available in the USA for a long time, but only voice carry-over has been used in Canada.  See the California Relay Service web pages with links to those of Sprint, Nordia and MCI for the various refinements.  http://www.ddtp.org/california_relay_service/CRS_providers/   Similar levels of service are provided in other states.  Internet relay service is one of the services that has been provided for quite a long time now.  Just doing what the USA has been doing all along would greatly advance access for Deaf people in Canada to the communication system.  
 
Voice to text and vice versa is not a natural means for Deaf people.  Their language is Sign language (ASL for English, LSQ for French).  The Internet makes it possible to provide a relay service that interprets voice to Sign and vice versa, called Video Relay Service (VRS).  VRS is already provided in the USA and other countries.  Canadian companies are involved – Nordia, the Bell subsidiary, handles VRS in California, for example.
 
Standard Relay Service is provided on a telco-by-telco basis across Canada.  This set-up is inefficient for VRS and would fail to exploit the best possibilities offered by the Internet.  A national service would be more efficient and less expensive.  The problem is how to fund it.  In the USA the FCC created NECA – National Exchange Carrier Association – is responsible for paying for interstate relay calls (traditional relay, internet relay, video relay, etc.)  http://www.neca.org/source/NECA_Resources_216.asp .  Some of the larger states have a similar set up – e.g. California at http://www.ddtp.org/DDTP/  use similar setups.  Modification of these setups should serve well for Canada.  This setup has provided the service providers with the incentive to offer new and better services and to make a profit doing so.  The Canadian set up by contrast results in the individual telcos providing the minimum service they can get away with and provides no incentive for improvements to be made.
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