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Subject:  
THE NEEDS OF PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES IN RELATION TO VOIP SERVICES

At the July 22 meeting of the CISC Accessibility Issues Working Group, the Committee followed the direction from CRTC staff that qualified para. 270 of the VoIP Decision by adding “in relation to VoIP services” to the first bullet point.  This document only addresses this mandate.  However, ARCH objected to this limitation of para. 270 at the July 22 meeting and maintains that objection.

IMMEDIATE ACCESSIBILITY REQUIREMENTS

1) Adjustable Voice Quality:  The user should be able to adjust the level of compression and corresponding bandwidth consumed in order to match their hearing and speech requirements.  This feature must be incorporated in all VoIP networks, services and equipment.

2) Emergency 911 Services: Emergency 911 access is especially important to persons with disabilities.  As discussed in the 911 Advisory Board’s submission to the Telecom Policy Review Panel, wireless Emergency 911 remains problematic many years after mobile services were introduced.  Effective E-911 could prove just as difficult to implement, if not more so, with VoIP. The service must be available over IP and accessible as quickly and effectively as to ordinary telephony users.

3) Accessible Installation/Setup/User Manuals: The complexity of VoIP services (connection with modems, routers, ATAs, and the interface with computers and computer-like phones) poses problems for persons with cognitive disabilities and others who are unable to access the user manuals.  The setup must be as simple as possible, without sacrificing functionality, and must have documentation available in multiple, accessible formats.

4) Legacy Accessibility Compatibility: TTY/MRS compatibility remains unresolved.  Although the use of this aging technology has been declining with the availability of IP and wireless messaging services, in many cases it is still essential for accessibility.  Until software advances make it possible for text-to-any and any-to-text to exist universally, MRS operator service must be a strict requirement.  

Compared to ordinary telephony, many standard VoIP codecs sacrifice audio quality to the point of being unable to transmit data-over-voice (like TTY) and exacerbating barriers faced by persons who have speech and hearing disabilities.

5) VoIP Phone Basic Accessibility: Any phone that is used with a VoIP service should meet the Tiresias/Phoneability POTS and Screen Phone accessibility guidelines and associated relevant accessibility standards. Whether a physical phone or a virtual ‘softphone’, interfaces must allow access to persons with disabilities.  For example, for persons with hearing disabilities, a jack should be provided for use with a portable TTY unit, or the phone should include a built-in TTY.  IP Screen, web, and soft phones that may accompany VoIP services can be inaccessible.  The touch screens, context-sensitive buttons, and a lack of screen-reader compatibility prevent access by persons with visual disabilities.  Touch screens, in addition, may be inaccessible for people who use prosthetics.  Finally, softphones must be made compatible with screen readers and allow alternative interface mechanisms.  Some of the important features of physical phones include accessible keypad design, volume control/hearing aid compatibility, ringing mechanisms, and accessible visual displays.

FUTURE VoIP POSSIBILITIES FOR EQUAL ACCESS

1) Universal Transfer of Voice with Text, and, eventually, Video: Video, audio, and text should eventually combine as a multimedia package that includes VoIP.  In the near term, text should be included, while video can be added as network bandwidth continues to increase.  Advances in speech recognition software (used in automotive GPS systems and Bell and Rogers customer service IVR, for example) are making it feasible for all voice communications over IP to be automatically translated to text and included along with the voice.  This is analogous to captioning being provided with the broadcast signal.  Combining the VoIP signal with other media opens up many possibilities for equal access to telecommunications for persons with disabilities.  These include multimedia E-911 and Video Relay Service (“VRS”), amongst others.  VRS is being developed in Europe through the COST 219ter accessibility initiative and is available in the United States (see www.fcc.gov/cgb/consumerfacts/videorelay.html). 

2) ‘Smarter’ Networks and Phones: IP PBX’s and public exchanges that can upload the correct accessibility software on-demand to whichever IP phone across the network that a person with a disability is using.  Combining a compatible VoIP environment with smart card technology that is widely available and in use in telecommunications and IP smart phones offer the possibility of accessibility anytime, anywhere for persons with a variety of disabilities.  Information on the particular needs of the person can be carried on a smart card that they insert into the IP smart phone.  In addition, there can be text-to-any functionality incorporated in IP phones.  VoIP networks, technology and services must be designed and developed to implement this potential.

3) These are preliminary ways VoIP can allow equal access to telecommunications if the technologies and services are developed inclusively.  As new VoIP, IP, and other technologies develop, their potential for accommodating persons with disabilities must be examined at the outset.  It is not possible in the quickly evolving technical environment to freeze accessibility problems or potential opportunities at any particular point in time.
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