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bicycle technology and an app that will help people's literacy
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Public policy, legislation and campaigns

Public sector web accessibility rules become law
On 23rd September the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and
Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations 2018 came into
force. The new legislation transcribes into UK law a European
Union Directive which requires online content published by
public sector organisations to meet accessibility standards
based on the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Content
Accessibility Guidelines.

New funding programme tackles digital exclusion
The Department for Culture, Media and Sport has
commissioned digital inclusion charity Citizens Online to run a
funding programme that aims to uncover new scaleable
approaches to tackling digital exclusion among disabled and
older people. 

MPs call for inclusive virtual learning environment in
further and higher education 
The All-Party Parliamentary Group for Assistive Technology has
marked the introduction of new public sector web accessibility
regulations with a report highlighting the importance of inclusive
virtual learning environments in further and higher education.

Rate it! opens for reviews of assistive products by and for
disabled people 
A Lottery funded partnership of disability focused organisations
has launched a new website that offers disabled and older
people a space to share their views and reviews of products that
can help to make life easier.

Technological developments and innovations

Smart trousers aim to increase mobility among physically
disabled people
A team of researchers at the University of Bristol have created
smart trousers with artificial muscles for people with mobility
impairments.

Start-up seeks to break the mould in wheelchair design
A British entrepreneur has set up a company that makes
adaptable wheelchairs with bicycle technology and seats using
3D printing. Paraplegic Rachael Wallach founded Disrupt
Disability in response to the on-size-fits-all mentality that
pervades wheelchair design.

Communication software inaugurates ‘shout’ feature  
The alternative and augmentative communication software

Training & events

Dementia and Technology:
Mental Health Question Time

Monday 29th October
University College London

A public discussion on the
potential for technology to
transform dementia care.

Technology and the workplace
– fact versus fiction

Tuesday 20th November
BT Tower, London

UK Council on Deafness’s
annual update on
developments in technology
will this year focus on products
and services for the
workplace.

The Occupational Therapy
Show
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symbol communication app Proloquo2Go.

WordQ 5 helps people with learning difficulties develop
their literacy skills
The Canadian literacy education software company Quillsoft has
announced the forthcoming publication of a software package
designed to support school pupils with learning difficulties
become better writers. WordQ 5 offers a range of practical
strategies to assist writers such as word prediction, speech
feedback, proofreading and web searches.

Funding news

Roald Dahl’s Marvellous Children’s Charity
Roald Dahl’s Marvellous Children’s Charity provides grants for
families facing financial hardship while caring for a child with
serious illness. Marvellous Family grants can be used to fund
anything from specialist equipment and creative therapies to
hospital travel expenses.  

Wednesday 21st and
Thursday 22nd November
NEC Birmingham

The UK’s largest free
education and trade event for
occupational therapists.

Assistive and Enabling
Technologies: Past, Present
and Future

University of Bath
Thursday 22nd November

Hear how assistive technology
is vital in the quest to improve
the lives of disabled people.

Comment from Clive, author of dispATches

New web accessibility regulations are a small but significant step towards a more inclusive
Internet

After years in the digital doldrums, the UK’s public sector is slowly upgrading its operating system.
Following a worldwide trend, the country’s central, regional and local government agencies are
moving away from paper-heavy, overly bureaucratic processes and replacing them with more
integrated online services.

They have introduced web-based tax portals, electronic visa applications process and AI powered
chatbots. Public bodies now place a wealth of information on their websites, which are customers’
first port of call for most enquiries. Last month the Ministry of Housing, Communities and Local
Government announced a new £7.5 million funding programme aimed at backing new ideas to
digitise local government. 

Online public services should be a boon for everyone but can be particularly advantageous for
disabled and older people by providing more ways of accessing resources and eliminating or
reducing some of the cumbersome administrative tasks that often accompany them. But the
availability benefits depend on how easy the websites themselves are to use. Internet-enabled
services are only as good as their user interfaces and poor design decisions can result in the
exclusion of scores of people.

The stakes are high. According to a 2016 survey of retail customers conducted in the UK, 73% of
web-surfers with access needs experience barriers on more than a quarter of the websites they
visit for the first time and a third run into problems on more than half of websites. Not surprisingly,
71% of disabled people say they will simply give up on websites they find difficult to use.

Working with the Worldwide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines

On 23rd September, a new European Directive came into effect in the UK that requires public
sector organisations to take steps to ensure their websites are easily accessible.  

Part of the European Union’s drive to fulfil its obligations as a signatory to the United Nations
Convention of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities; the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and
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Mobile Applications) Accessibility Regulations 2018 demand that public agencies make sure their
websites and mobile apps comply with standards based on the WCAG. These set out how web
designers can minimise any difficulties people with different types of impairments might encounter
when viewing their creations.

The law covers all levels of government and includes councils, colleges, universities, the police and
the NHS. Agencies must publish an accessibility statement that explains measures they have taken
to help disabled people view their content. All websites must be accessible by September 2020
while mobile apps are required to comply by June 2021. 

The regulations represent a significant shift in the public sector’s approach to managing the
potential iniquities that can result from ill-conceived web design. It marks an explicit extension of
current legal duty that requires all public buildings to be made accessible to public web spaces.

In addition to placing the onus on public sector bodies to ensure their online content is up to
scratch, the legislation aims to empower disabled people to communicate their needs by requiring
organisations to provide a feedback mechanism – such as a contact form or email address – for
users to request alternative formats for inaccessible material and raise broader complaints about
the usability of the website or app. The effects of the regulations are also likely to reverberate
throughout the technology sector as private companies that want to sell their products to
governments will need to make sure they are compliant.

A web of caveats

However, the new law also has a number of significant shortcomings. For example, it excludes
private organisations, broadcasters and non-governmental organisations involved in delivering non-
essential public services or services that do not specifically address the needs of disabled people.
It also leaves out schools, kindergartens and nurseries (except for content related to crucial web-
based administrative tasks). 

Finally, the regulations’ focus on the public sector lets everyone else off the hook. The European
Union is currently mulling over the Audiovisual Media Services Directive which would oblige both
public and commercial TV channels and streaming services – such as Netflix – to step up their
efforts to improve the accessibility of their services. Meanwhile the long-awaited European
Accessibility Act would impose standards on all goods and services. From a British perspective,
whether either law will make it to the statute books before Brexit is anyone's guess.

Of course, the UK’s present political predicament does not preclude an equivalent legislative
initiative at Westminster. However, so far, there is little sign of that.

If you have news or information that you would like included in the next issue, or if you have
any comments about dispATches, please email Clive.
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