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I) Introduction
Section 508 of the United States’ Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) protects people with a disability’s equal right to information. Section 508 establishes requirements for electronic and information technology developed, maintained, procured, or used by the US Federal government. This section requires Federal electronic and information technology to be accessible to people with disabilities, including employees and members of the public. An accessible information technology system is one that can be operated in a variety of ways and does not rely on a single sense or ability of the user. For example, in the areas of purchase and service, a company that does not comply with the standards of the ADA is not allowed to take part in government tenders.

This is also covered in the Disability Discrimination Ordinance (DDO) in Hong Kong. But at the time of enactment, emphasis was placed on the areas of employment and education. However, in the present era of information technology, everyone should be entitled to the benefits of information technology, and people with a disability are no exception. To realize an information society for all, I believe that creative application of ICT, users participation and tripartite collaboration are necessary.
II) Issues and examples of an “Information Society for All”
Having served people with visual impairment for 35 years, I think that members of the public need to concur with the above point of view that accessible information technology is a basic right for people with a disability. In order to achieve an information society for all, I would like to share with you the following issues and examples:  
1) Establishment of Hong Kong’s first Tele-Digital Library for the Visually Impaired
In order to help people with visual impairment to have better access to information so that they will not be left behind in this fast developing information era, we have established the world’s first computer telephone system. By connecting to the system through the telephone, people with visual impairment are able to listen to live news reports on the internet, including the contents of eight major newspapers in Hong Kong, with the help of a text-to-speech engine. This is similar to connecting the telephone to the internet. Users can also listen to various kinds of audio books and audio magazines available in the library through the telephone. They can also adjust the speed, make bookmarks and move forward and backward according to the table of contents, etc.
2) Establishment of Hong Kong’s first portal site for people with visual impairment 
In order to enhance people with visual impairment’s ability to use and knowledge about information and communication technology, and provide a platform for Chinese speaking people with visual impairment all over the world to share knowledge and obtain information (from Chinese and foreign sources) about the latest technologies relating to visual impairment and the work of organizations that serve blind people, the Hong Kong Society for the Blind (HKSB) during my term of administration has established a portal site for people with visual impairment.
3) Establishment of the first computer support helpdesk for people with visual impairment 
People with visual impairment need to rely on screen reading and screen magnification software when they use the computer, and enter computer commands by using the keyboard, which is unlike the way ordinary people use their computers (e.g. by using graphic user interface). Therefore when people with visual impairment encounter problems in using the computer, they often have nowhere to turn to for help. In view of this, the HKSB has, in November, 2006, established Hong Kong’s first computer use support hotline exclusively for people with visual impairment, to help them solve the problems they encounter in using the computer or operating assistive devices, such as screen reading software and magnification equipment.
4) Scan to Light project – helping people with visual impairment to read independently and protect their privacy 
In order to help people with visual impairment to integrate in society and overcome their reading difficulties, the HKSB has carried out a Scan to Light project in September, 2007 to help people with visual impairment to realize that they can read print materials, such as passbooks or love letters independently. By using a scanner and character recognition technology, and then inputting the file into the computer to have it converted to text version, people with visual impairment can read the contents of the file with the help of a screen reading software. This can help boost their self-confidence. 
5) Advocating for amendment(s) to the Copyright Ordinance to ensure that people’s reading rights will not be affected by their disabilities
I wrote to the Commerce and Economic Development Bureau in 2006 to advocate for amendment(s) to the Copyright Ordinance for people with visual impairment. The government enacted the Copyright (Amendment) Ordinance 2007 on 6 July 2007, which offered a copyright exemption for people with a print disability. From 6 July 2007 onwards, people with a print disability and welfare organizations or non-profit making schools (referred to as “specified bodies” in the Ordinance) may make specially adapted copies (e.g. Braille, large-print, sound recording or electronic version, etc.) of copyright works to enable people with a print disability to read copyright works. If they can satisfy the requirements under the Ordinance, they will be exempted from copyright infringement.
The issues and examples mentioned above help protect the equal right to information for people with visual impairment. We have entered the age of the Internet. If people with a disability cannot have access to the information they need, their opportunities to lead an independent life and to receive education and integrate in society will be affected. 
III) Factors for achieving an information society for all
To achieve an information society for all, the factors to note are as follows:
When designing a webpage, launching software and assistive devices, etc., the following have to be borne in mind:
1) Applicability – companies, when manufacturing products, should take as a major consideration their applicability for people with a disability. Companies need to be acquainted with and understand the genuine needs of people with a disability and develop products that are applicable for their use.
2) Accessibility – Compliance with the standards of barrier-free design. For example, the availability of hot keys to enable quick user interface. Some products of novel designs such as those with a touch screen may be innovative, but they create a barrier to people with visual impairment.
3) Usability – enabling users to learn and manage easily.

4) Affordability – all newly-developed products should be affordable to their users. 
If these factors are not taken into consideration, the equal right to information for people with a disability will be affected. 
IV) Vision 
1) Code of Practice on Information and Communication Technology Accessibility
The Disability Discrimination Ordinance has been enforced for 10 years. Its emphasis was on the areas of independent life and discrimination in the fields of employment and education. We have now entered the era of information technology. I suggest that it is the right time to draft a Code of Practice on Information and Communication Technology Accessibility.

2) Establishment of a committee to monitor information and communication technology accessibility  
The committee’s duty will be to monitor the situation regarding whether disadvantaged groups are deprived of fair treatment in our advanced information technology society, on the ground of their age, race or disability. 
3) I hope to see an information society for all, in relative terms 
I hope to see the creation of an information society for all, so that people with a disability can share the benefits of information and communication technology and enjoy an independent life with barrier-free access to information.
4) Appeal
I would like to call upon the business sector, relevant organizations, professionals and users to communicate more closely with each other to achieve the above-mentioned vision. [image: image1.png]
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