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Submission/Contribution of ARCH Disability Law Centre regarding the CISC Accessibility Issues Working Group (AIWG)

January 30, 2006
ARCH continues to be of the view that the issues referred to CISC by the Commission in CRTC Telecom Decision 2005-28 have not been addressed appropriately by the AIWG and that they must be addressed in a more comprehensive manner and in another forum.

This Submission is in addition to the views ARCH expressed throughout the VoIP Public Notice 2004-2 proceeding as well as the process of the AIWG.  Some of the information ARCH provided and positions taken by ARCH throughout the existence of the AIWG process can be found in the following:

1. Presentations arranged by ARCH given at the AIWG in person meeting on June 24, 2005 of experts (Jim Tobias and Steve Jacobs) in disability technology and VoIP telecommunications services 

2. Reading List on Telecommunications and Persons with Disabilities prepared by ARCH, July 8, 2005

3. The Needs of Persons with Disabilities in relation to VoIP Services prepared by ARCH, September 1, 2005

4. Letter from Phyllis Gordon of ARCH, to John Lawford, of PIAC and chairperson of the AIWG, October 18, 2005

5. ARCH’s views as documented in the minutes of the AIWG and the AIWG Non-Consensus Report of January 31, 2006

The statements of ARCH’s concerns and recommendations below are not a complete expression of ARCH’s views and should be read in conjunction with the documents referenced above.

Summary of ARCH’s Concerns regarding AIWG
1. CISC is not the appropriate forum to address policy matters.

2. The limits placed on the AIWG’s mandate by the CRTC staff's interpretation of Decision 2005-28 are not consistent with the Decision itself.

3. The CRTC must play a more active role to support CISC committees.

ARCH’s Recommendations
ARCH’s Recommendation for a Public Notice
ARCH recommends that the CRTC initiate a Public Notice in the very near future which will investigate telecommunications in the context of persons with disabilities.  The Public Notice should address how the industry and the CRTC will ensure accessibility in compliance with the Telecommunications Act and the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms.  ARCH recommends that this be a comprehensive investigation that addresses accessibility in all aspects of telecommunications, including but not limited to VoIP, wireless, terminal equipment, local exchange services as well as other issues that may be raised by persons with disabilities.

ARCH’s Recommendations regarding Process
In this Submission ARCH highlights certain concerns regarding the process of the AIWG.  Our purpose is not to advance complaints with respect to individuals or organizations.  ARCH, in particular, acknowledges John Lawford's (of PIAC) work as chair of the committee and Lynn Solvason’s (of Bell) work as secretary of the committee for their contributions to the committee's work throughout this difficult process.  Rather, we wish to set out the most problematic aspects of the process for the record. Perhaps some of these comments will be of use in the future.  

In order to succeed, a working committee should share at least some mutually respected goals.  This was not the situation at the AIWG. There were significant substantive issues about which there was no agreement. This is noted in the AIWG's Non-Consensus Report of January 31, 2006 as well as in the Non-Consensus Submission of the Public Interest Advocacy Centre of November 28, 2005.  The process at the meetings reflected the lack of mutual goals from the outset.  

1. At the request of the committee members for more information, ARCH arranged for experts in disability technology and VoIP to attend a meeting and also prepared and circulated a very detailed reading list, a time-consuming project.  Unfortunately, it did not appear that many committee members had attempted to understand the issues or read the materials. This limited the committee's ability to work towards a common understanding of the issues.  We recommend that should similar undertakings occur in the future, they be followed by an informed discussion on the information circulated.      

2. Throughout most of the AIWG process and until the very end, with rare exceptions, most contributions at the meetings were from PIAC, ARCH and Bell.  That many others in attendance did not participate has led us to wonder about the expectation of persons who attend a CISC working group.  We recommend this be clarified at the outset of any new working group. 

3. The administrative support for these meetings fell solely on PIAC, Bell and ARCH to a more limited extent.  We recommend that administrative support be more evenly shared in the future.

4. The role of the CRTC was never clarified and was minimal until the very end of the process.  ARCH makes the following recommendations about future involvement of the CRTC in CISC committees:

(a) Even if the CRTC does not wish to take a lead, Commission staff should ensure that directions set out in a Decision of the CRTC be followed. In this case, this would have been to ensure that the directions in Decision 2005-28 regarding the composition of the working group be implemented.

(b) CRTC staff should orient participants on committees, especially newcomers, by providing details, at the outset, about the CISC process generally, document formats, CISC guidelines and so on.

(c) CRTC staff should provide administrative assistance and actively assist and participate in committee meetings where appropriate.

(d) The CRTC has the obligation to ensure that all appropriate accessibility and disability accommodations required by potential participants is arranged and paid for.

5. ARCH recommends that a method exist to ensure that sufficient advance funding is provided for consumer participation on CISC working groups and that such funding be advertised in advance of participation.  The Canadian Association of the Deaf (CAD) shares this view, as expressed in their Comments/Submission of November 28, 2005. 

6. The process of mandate clarification was not satisfactory. ARCH recommends that if clarifications are needed in the future, that the clarification be requested of those Commissioners of the CRTC who issued the decision, with an opportunity for differing views to be presented. 

7. Reports of CISC committees should be required to clearly state what aspects of the report relate specifically to discussions that took place during committee meetings and what materials were circulated as part of the process, as compared to those contributions that were made at the very end of the process, largely for the purpose of the report, the contents of which the Committee did not have an opportunity to discuss and clarify.  Much of the detail contained in the AIWG Non-Consensus Report of January 31, 2006 was not provided to the committee at all during the entire process.  The details were contained in submissions made at the very end for the purpose of the preparation of the report, and were subject to very limited discussion, if at all.

ARCH’s Recommendation regarding Participation of Persons with Disabilities

ARCH submits that it is essential that industry, consumers with disabilities and the general public have the opportunity to address the issues fully.  Throughout its participation ARCH has maintained the view that effective consultation with persons with disabilities and their organizations is essential if we are to arrive at a fully accessible telecommunications system in Canada.  Some essential components for this to become a reality include a well-publicized, fully accessible process with the provision of front-end funding for participation. 

ARCH notes the extremely valuable contributions made by both the Canadian Association of the Deaf and the Public Interest Advocacy Centre to the AIWG.  They each provided useful and necessary information and perspectives of persons with disabilities and consumers.  The absence of contributions of other such groups to the AIWG was glaring.

At a subsequent date ARCH will provide the Commission with suggestions for how to include a broad disability perspective in deliberations. 
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