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Introduction
Access to digital products and services is of paramount importance to people with sight loss. With technology evolving apace and an increasing number of platforms to access products and services, there is an urgent need to ensure interoperability and accessibility of these products and services for all users, otherwise the ‘digital divide’ will only continue to increase. We believe that free access to interoperability information and better standardisation would greatly improve provision of and access to digital products and services, including that of bespoke access services for blind and partially sighted people. We also believe that access to these products and services should be included in the scope of the future European Accessibility Act. 
Questions to users of digital products or services possibly presenting interoperability limitations

Q1.1: Have you encountered interoperability issues when exchanging data between different products or services?  Examples can be as diverse as, but are not limited to, the exchange of documents between different word processors, the synchronization of calendars or contacts between different applications or devices, the access to internet contents or services like streaming media on different platforms, the exchange of design or engineering data between tools, etc.  

Yes, we have encountered interoperability issues when exchanging data between different products or services. 

For example, some of our members are unable to provide a common accessibility tool for blind and partially sighted people to help them operate their digital television because of a lack of interoperability information, a lack of documented APIs and fragmentation in terms of implementation and connectivity features between manufacturers. Third party providers cannot at present produce access applications across a range of devices (such as tablets and smartphones) that would connect to smart TVs and offer a blind and partially sighted user full control over the system, for the same reasons. In addition, where APIs are available and (partially) documented, they frequently lack key features needed to build a fully functional accessibility application. In our experience, manufacturers do not generally support open access to interoperability information. For example, smart TV implementations are increasingly based on open standards based frameworks (e.g. Hybrid Broadcast Broadband TV or HbbTV) but there is no agreed core set of API functions in support of such applications and manufacturers often choose to implement external connectivity in their own proprietary ways.

Another example is access services for Video on Demand (VOD). More and more TV content is made available through Internet-based 'on demand' services; often this content will not include the access services (e.g. audio description) that were originally created for television broadcast because of interoperability problems caused by either a) the technical format of the content, b) interoperability issues related to the business process or c) Digital Rights Management (DRM) issues. As a result, a television programme that was audio described when originally broadcast, is not so when viewed 'on demand'.

We have also encountered major interoperability problems with regards to mobiles phones, for example when a person changes their mobile phone from one manufacturer or software platform to another. Transferring contacts and web favourites and even personal settings can be very difficult – sometimes it is not possible. Although this is an issue for everybody, for blind and partially sighted people it is a major barrier to access. The third party solutions (e.g. apps or web services) that exist may not be free; in addition they may collect data and may not be accessible. Whilst mobile operators and sellers have in-store transfer software tools to enable transfer of data at the point of purchase, these may not support the latest phone devices.

As many people own a tablet, desktop/laptop and a mobile device, they may have products with differing operating systems which will need to synchronise data – there are interoperability problems with this too. In addition, it would be helpful to think about interoperability in order to ensure that mobile devices are able to link to kiosks and other digital devices where public and/or commercial services are provided, as this would also benefit users. Issues in relation to electronic payments
 are also of concern as this is an area where standardisation is currently lacking.
In relation to applications (apps), interoperability problems are often linked to the chosen protocol or API ecosystem. For TV command and control apps this is largely a function of the receiver. The main interoperability challenge for such applications is therefore between the app (irrespective of the platform) and the receiver in terms of what functions the receiver chose to expose to the app environment. In addition, many apps are merely websites made to look like "real" apps. In this context and in the context of online services more generally, W3C interoperability is essential for seamless web delivery – in other words the web has to be an interoperable platform across devices. 

The main issue around web interoperability is one of conformance; current W3C standards are defined more tightly than early generations, but there are still implementation differences amongst those using the standards, which is what causes most of the interoperability issues. This is compounded by the fact that there is no EU-wide legal requirement to comply with a specific set of W3C WCAG guidelines at present. In addition, some EU Member States are introducing national legislation on web accessibility, thus further increasing market fragmentation in the field of web development. According to the European Commission Web Accessibility Action Plan Roadmap
 ‘the main persistent problem is the fragmentation of approaches to web-accessibility among the Member States, which includes the use of different functional specifications. Eleven Member States have direct legislation; eleven have other measures; and five have no clear measures. Where there is legislation, this refers in different ways to WCAG 1.0 as well as variations of it, and leaves room for interpretation. More recent national legislations (or proposals for one) refer to WCAG 2.0 or variations of it. The scope of the legislation in terms of type of websites concerned and timing also varies. Most legislation is weakly enforceable, and compliance levels are highly variable.’
We are also identifying interoperability problems with social networking sites, while many also present significant accessibility problems. This should be addressed to enable better access to web 2.0 media for all.  
Other examples of interoperability problems affect ebooks that cannot be accessed on all platforms, but also PDF files that can be difficult to convert to ensure screen reader access.  
From our perspective, effective interoperability is a key driver to achieve accessibility for blind and partially sighted people so we believe that free access to interoperability information about digital products and services should be the norm. 

Q1.2: Do interoperability limitations of existing products or services in use in your environment significantly constrain your choice when acquiring new ones?

Yes.

Questions to potential users of interoperability information  (typically system integrators, in-house developers or developers of complementary products or services)

Q2.1: Have you come across significant interoperability issues with commercial IT products?

Yes.

If yes could you briefly describe the issue?  Do you consider that access to the interoperability information would have allowed you to resolve the issue? 

See our detailed answer to question 1.1 above.

Q2.2: Upon encountering interoperability issues, was it easy to determine if required interoperability information is available (publicly or licensed for a fee)

Not always. A great deal of the interoperability information is not available in the public domain at all, while some of the information can be accessed for a fee. We would therefore support the Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) model where information about technical standards and protocols is available for free in the public domain.

Q2.3: Was the needed interoperability information protected by copyrights, trade secrets and/or patent? 

Yes, the interoperability information needed is frequently protected by patents, trade secrets and/or copyrights. Please note that DRM systems can also hamper access to interoperability information. 

Please describe the case briefly, including any action you may have taken.  In the case of copyrights was the protection also meant to control the use of API’s in the development of interoperable applications or services?

With regards to information protected by copyrights, access to copyright holders is not easy. In addition, discussions with industry are difficult because there is no lever, legislative or otherwise, to guarantee access to the information needed. Finally, our experience with industry is that they frequently resist attempts to standardise connectivity in order to safeguard proprietary eco-systems and/or marketing and up-selling strategies.

Q2.4: Have publicly available licensing conditions and fees for interoperability represented a barrier, preventing you from proceeding? 

Yes, fees constitute a barrier. In relation to the provision of access services, copyrights and other rights-related issues can also prevent reuse of existing material on different platforms. 

Q2.5: In cases where you were able to determine that the interoperability information was licensable, but the terms and conditions were not publicly available, did you proceed with contacting the owner of proprietary interoperability information?

Q2.6: When acquiring licences for interoperability information, are transaction costs like checking or negotiating the licence significant compared to the licensing fees?  

We understand that these costs are significant. 

Q2.7: Do you reverse engineer or decompile products to get access to interoperability information that is not readily available through other means?  (With decompilation staying within the legal boundaries of the Directive on the legal protection of computer programs (2009/24), i.e. only performing that act on parts which are necessary to achieve interoperability.)

Yes, some of our members do occasionally reverse engineer or decompile products to access interoperability information - they do so within the legal boundaries outlined above. For example we use monitoring tools to inspect data transferred between systems over a network connection to establish the communications protocol in order to create accessibility solutions for a given system - this would include 'packet inspection' on an IP network.

If yes, could you elaborate on the reasons, as compared to seeking an agreement on licences covering the interoperability information?

The main reason is that there is no information available in the public domain or through other means. 

If no, is the licensing path generally considered more efficient?

N/A

Questions to both owners and users of interoperability information

Q4.1: Do you think that a methodology or guidelines for helping both licensors and licensees to assess and agree on the value of interoperability information would greatly facilitate licence negotiations?

From our perspective this would not sufficiently address the problems identified above.

Q4.2: Do you think that a methodology or guidelines for helping both licensors and licensees to assess and agree on the value of interoperability information is reasonably feasible?

Q4.3: Do you think that an industry-led consolidation of best practices regarding the licensing of interoperability information would be really useful and would likely have significant effects on interoperability?

Increased access to interoperability information would be extremely valuable for disabled people and for society as a whole so we believe that effective systems should be put in place to this effect. 
Our experience, however, is that industry-led initiatives do not deliver suitable outcomes in terms of access to information about interoperability - on the contrary. For example, some of our members spoke to industry representatives about common standards for connectivity of smart TV to build accessibility solutions - their conclusion was that industry is actively resisting this process. In addition, development of accessibility applications often requires not just theoretical opportunities for interoperability, but practically sustainable interoperability in the form of common, widely supported and future proof implementation platforms that expose the full set of features needed for such applications. Again, in many areas this is actively resisted by industry, mainly because of protectionist attitudes towards proprietary eco-systems and market positions.

Q4.4: Would you be interested to participate in such a consolidation of best practices? 

We would be reluctant to spend limited resources on a 'soft' approach such as this, unless the governance set up specifically included a mandate to increase access to interoperability information.

Q4.5: Would you support the mandating of licences of right on interoperability information protected by patents resulting from publicly funded R&D projects?

Yes. We believe that any publicly funded research and development should involve an accessibility impact assessment that focuses on interoperability. Funding mechanisms should ensure that grantees actively address interoperability issues; any resulting contract should make this an explicit requirement.

Q4.6: What other measures could be considered for encouraging the licensing of interoperability information, to whom should they apply, and under what circumstances?

We believe that manufacturers of access technology (including NGOs) should have free access to every piece of interoperability information needed for the purpose of creating new products.

We are happy for our contribution to be made public.

For further information or clarification on this paper, please contact Carine Marzin in the first instance. Email: carine.marzin@rnib.org.uk - Tel: +44 207 391 2087
Alternatively, please contact the EBU office:

EBU Office, 58 avenue Bosquet, 75007 Paris, France 

Tel : +33 1 47 05 38 20 - E-mail: ebu@euroblind.org
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