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July 29, 2011

Dear Librarian:


I serve as President of the National Federation of the Blind (NFB), the nation’s largest organization of blind people.  I write to you regarding a matter of utmost importance both to the NFB and to libraries across the country: access to information for everyone in our society.


The NFB is a national nonprofit membership organization with over 50,000 members.  The organization has affiliates in all fifty states plus Washington, D.C., and Puerto Rico and over seven hundred local chapters.  Our goal is the complete integration of the blind into society on a basis of equality.  

Digital information represents an opportunity for blind people and others who cannot read print to have equal access to books, magazines, newspapers, research materials, and the rest of the vast amount of information available through the nation’s libraries.  Access to printed materials has historically been a significant barrier for people with print disabilities; digital technology, however, could provide full and equal access to information to blind and print-disabled people for the first time in human history. 
Digital information, unlike print, is not inherently inaccessible to blind people.  Because it is made up of ones and zeros, it can be rendered in text, audio, or tactile formats.  It can be accessed in these formats through mainstream devices with access features (e.g. text-to-speech) and/or through assistive technology (screen access software).  But the existence of this technology does not, by itself, guarantee accessibility.  Although accessibility of digital materials is technologically possible and often simple, it does not happen automatically.  For example, simply scanning a print document into a digital format does not result in an accessible electronic document.  Whether documents are born digital or made digital, care must be taken to ensure that all text is available to screen access technology, that metadata is tagged, and that all graphics are labeled with text descriptions.  In addition, the tools used to find and access the material—such as applications like search tools, book readers, and media players, as well as hardware like self-service kiosks and e-reading devices—must also be accessible or compatible with assistive technology.  


As you and your colleagues make the transition to digital information, you have the ability and the obligation to make sure all of your customers share in its benefits.  You can 
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insist to your vendors that digital books and other materials be accessible to people with disabilities.  You can require that the e-book reading software and devices, databases, search tools, and self-service kiosks you acquire be accessible.  You can make sure that Web sites, online research tools, and other digital services you provide are accessible.


You have legal obligations to insist on accessible digital technology.  The Department of Education and the Department of Justice sent a “Dear Colleague” letter to colleges and universities in June of 2010 stating that information technology, such as e-book readers, which is purchased, required, or recommended by public and private colleges and universities must be accessible under the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act.  According to the letter, “It is unacceptable for universities to use emerging technology without insisting that this technology be accessible to all students.”  In May of 2011, the Department of Education issued a similar letter to elementary and secondary schools.  The Department also issued an FAQ document providing additional guidance on the requirements for accessible technology.  

Libraries covered by the ADA or Section 504—whether public, private, or school-based—are subject to the same obligations.  Generally, a covered entity cannot use inaccessible technology and may provide a different means for people with disabilities to access information only if it provides them with the ability to “acquire the same information, engage in the same interactions, and enjoy the same services” as the non-disabled “with substantially equivalent ease of use.”  


Accessibility is required not only for e-book readers, but for all types of information technology and equipment, including Web sites, online courses and assignments, database systems and search tools, online or cloud-based collaboration tools (e.g. Google Apps), self-service kiosks, and more.  This requirement applies whether or not you currently have a blind patron, just as the requirement for a wheelchair ramp when a new library building is constructed or when renovations are made applies whether or not you currently have any patrons who use wheelchairs.  


Libraries can meet their obligations by adopting and publicizing accessibility policies; incorporating accessibility into their technology procurement, development, and testing processes; holding vendors accountable for accessibility; training staff; seeking input directly from patrons with disabilities; and conducting regular audits of accessibility. 
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We would be happy to discuss this critically important issue further with you and to work with you and your colleagues to incorporate accessibility into your training, development, and procurement systems.  Please feel free to contact me by e-mail at officeofthepresident@nfb.org or by telephone at (410) 659-9314.  Thank you for your attention to this critically important matter.

Sincerely,

Marc Maurer, President

National Federation of the Blind










