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VIA ECFS

October 6, 2009

Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary

Office of the Secretary

Federal Communications Commission
445 12th Street, S.W.

TW-A325
Washington, D.C.  20554


Re:
Comments — NBP Public Notice # 4 (GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137).
Dear Ms. Dortch:


Enclosed for filing in the above referenced NBP Public Notice # 4, are comments of the Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies (Wireless RERC). 


Should you have any questions concerning this filing, please do not hesitate to contact me via phone (404-385-4640) or e-mail (helena.mitchell@cacp.gatech.edu).

Respectfully submitted,
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Helena Mitchell

Principal Investigator

Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies (Wireless RERC)

Executive Director

Center for Advanced Communications Policy

Georgia Institute of Technology
Enclosure 
Before the

Federal Communications Commission

Washington, D.C. 20554

Comments — NBP Public Notice # 4
)  GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137


COMMENTS OF THE 

REHABILITATION ENGINEEERING RESEARCH CENTER FOR

WIRELESS TECHNOLOGIES 


The Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies (Wireless RERC), hereby submits its comments in response to the “Comments—NBP Public Notice # 4”, released on September 18, 2009.

The Wireless RERC
 is a research center focused on promoting equitable access to and use of wireless technologies by people with disabilities, and on encouraging the application of Universal Design practices to future generations of wireless and broadband technologies.

The Wireless RERC supports the Commission’s efforts to identify and obtain a record that addresses barriers and opportunities faced by people with disabilities in accessing broadband capabilities.  Further it is important as stated in Public Notice #4 that it be undertaken in a collaborative format to ensure that all stakeholders are able to contribute to the dialog.  The RERC’s funded by the U.S. Department of  Education, National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR) have found that collaboration among the RERC’s involved in technology research and development, has yielded results that best address issues such as how technology can provide affordable and reliable equitable access for people with disabilities.    As the initial workshop “Disability Opportunities” held on August 20th, 2009 demonstrated there are numerous issues of importance regarding the deployment of broadband usage for people with disabilities.

The Wireless RERC has reviewed your tentative panel topics and format for your upcoming October 20th, 2009 workshop and submits the following comments for your review and consideration.  The NBP Public Notice # 4 seeks answers to specific questions about the barriers, opportunities and policy recommendations of providing broadband access to people with disabilities, a community identified as an integral stakeholder in defining the capabilities of the envisioned national broadband plan.  Regarding this intent, the Wireless RERC submits evidence-based data derived from its two recent reports addressing the wireless communications needs of people with disabilities, and providing interim results of the Wireless Emergency Communications (WEC) Project.   The first report is a survey of user needs (SUN) Report which collected responses from a nationwide group of more than 1600 people with disabilities on their use and usability of wireless technologies
.  The second report summarizes the WEC Project field trial findings of the creation of a Mobile Alerting Framework by the WEC technical team to deliver next generation, prototype emergency alerts in accessible formats utilizing client software to the selected project-based mobile wireless devices assigned to the participating people with disabilities.
 These reports provide, respectively, statistical user needs data and summative research and development findings; information relevant to tailoring the focus of Workshop II, and informing policy recommendations for the creation of the national broadband plan.
Broadband Accessibility for People with Disabilities Workshop II: Barriers, Opportunities and Policy Recommendations

1.  Accessibility and Affordability Barriers Faced by People with Disabilities
Findings of the Wireless RERC Survey of User Needs (SUN) Second Report indicate that, while wireless information and communications technology offer increased opportunity for participation in society by people with disabilities, barriers still exist. Fifteen percent of respondents in 2007 and 16% in 2008 reported not owning or having access to a wireless communications device. For respondents
 in both 2007 and 2008, the most commonly cited reason for not owning or using a mobile communications device was cost. We note, however, that the percentage of respondents citing this barrier dropped considerably from 2007 (40%) to 2008 (29%).

The Wireless RERC SUN Second Report also cites the numerous responses emphasizing the need for greater simplicity or intelligibility to improve the use of wireless devices by the respondents. Others mentioned the need for specific accessibility features, such as speech input and output, hearing aid compatibility, larger buttons and increased font size when asked the question, “What would make your wireless device easier to use”.

Broadband applications encompassing text-based communications and data access do benefit people with disabilities. Data from the Wireless RERC SUN Second Report records that the percentage of respondents who identified text-based communications (text messaging, email, and instant messaging) and Internet access among their most important wireless functions grew considerably.
 For all respondents with disabilities, the percentages are as follows: (1) text messaging 45% (2007) vs. 63% (2008);  (2) email: 42% (2007) vs. 56% (2008); (3) instant messaging: 22% (2007) vs. 33% (2008); Internet access 37% (2007) vs. 49% (2008).

2. Technological Barriers and Solutions

b. Broadband equipment, software, content, and tech support
Long battery life, durability, toughness, lightweight device and simple operation
 are important to all wireless customers.  Data from the Wireless RERC SUN Second Report indicate that these features are also important to people with disabilities.   For example, long battery life facilitates greater reliance on their mobile device. Functional issues of charging (remembering to charge, manipulating the connectors) may also influence battery longevity.
  Long battery life is also essential to the non-disabled public, given the increased power demands of newer, more sophisticated, feature laden mobile devices. Similarly, durability and toughness of wireless devices are critical requirements for people with disabilities, particularly those with manual or dexterity limitations.
 Such hardware considerations are useful for all consumers and could contribute to increased confidence in and use of devices. 
  When developing broadband equipment, software, and content, collaborative front-end consultation and testing with consumers can help assure that recommended design features are effectively incorporated prior to production of mass-market devices.  Thus, implementation of universal design principles for everyone is considered, including people with disabilities. By example, the Wireless RERC’s work with hearing aid compatible cell phones shows that education of both end user and sales staff is critical to ensuring that persons with disabilities can identify the correct products for their needs.  Providing clear labeling of product packaging explaining emergency and accessibility features and posting appropriate in-store signage ensures that potential buyers are more informed in decision making. Training of sales and technical support personnel about the emergency and accessibility features of these wireless products is encouraged as a practical approach to increasing the responsiveness of the marketplace to the accessibility concerns of people with disabilities.
  We extend this recommendation to cover broadband equipment and services.
As government and industry progress towards rolling out next-generation emergency alerting services, such as the Commercial Mobile Alerting Service (CMAS) and broadband networks, their design must integrate accessibility features and universal design principles into mass market products, services and systems to meet consumer demand, reduce barriers and offer technological solutions.  The Wireless RERC recommends that equipment manufacturers incorporating emergency alerting into mobile wireless handsets examine attention signal volume and vibration strength as essential accessibility design features, and consider making them customizable to accommodate the various preferences of end-users who are disabled.  As is evidenced by the tens of millions of Americans currently affected by some form of disability, this ever-growing population will require broadband wireless devices compatible with their end-user preferences as primary sources for communications, and for equal access to emergency information. 
3. Furthering National Purposes and People with Disabilities

c. Public Safety and Homeland Security

Are there certain public safety and homeland security applications that are particularly helpful to people with disabilities?
Broadband applications of particular use to people with disabilities regarding public safety are accessible emergency alerting.  Not only would it provide for a more informed individual capable of responding in a timely manner to an emergency situation; but it would lessen the impact on the emergency responders by having a more informed public at large.  An important strategy to the development of inclusive and accessible emergency communications systems is the design and implementation of appropriate user interfaces.  The WEC project at the Wireless RERC developed and deployed several prototype systems during twelve field trials to study the experience of disabled participants receiving emergency alerts on mobile phones, and to identify the accommodations necessary to ensure equal access to emergency alerting services by persons with disabilities.  The prototype systems comprised typical consumer wireless phones using conventional Short Message Service (or SMS) and web services to deliver the alerts. The use of custom client software allowed the team to test various accessibility features for blind, low-vision, deaf and hard-of-hearing users, such as text-to-speech of alert text, special audio tones to alert the user, and custom vibration cadences to differentiate an alert from a regular message.

These field trials suggest that equipment manufacturers should consider incorporating emergency alerting into mobile wireless handsets.  In particular they should consider attention signal volume and vibration strength as essential accessibility design features, and consider making them customizable to accommodate the various preferences of end-users who are disabled.
More than 83% of the participants of the WEC/EAS trials stated that the wireless emergency alerting system they evaluated was an improvement over other methods they currently employ to receive emergency warnings and alerts.  Of blind and low-vision participants, 100% regarded the alerting presented with the accessible client software as an improvement.  Only 43% regarded the alerts via SMS and the Web as an improvement over their current system.  The low satisfaction of the SMS and Web system with this population is due in part to a lack of accessibility features of the off-the-shelf mobile phones they were assigned.  Of deaf and hard-of-hearing participants, 80% found the alerts presented with our accessible client software to be an improvement, and 77% found the SMS and Web emergency alerts to be an improvement over their current methods of receiving alerts.

 Eighty-three percent of visually impaired participants in the WEC/CMAS trials found the accessible CMAS system to be an improvement over their current source of emergency alerts.  Of participants with hearing impairments, 70% found the CMAS alerts to be an improvement.  The EAS trials received higher rates of approval because more detailed information could be provided in the alerts, versus the very limited information allowed by the 90-character restriction of CMAS. 

In addition to the 12 field trials, two focus groups were assembled to provide feedback on the value of providing American Sign Language (ASL) via mobile devices.  All agreed that ASL video alerts would be a useful tool for people who are both deaf and literate in ASL.  Some participants felt that the combination of the text and ASL together gave them fuller understanding of the message than either on its own. 
3. Policy Solutions and Recommendations Panel
c. Non-regulatory Actions
Role that industry, consumer, government and other national consortia can play working with the disability community, consumer groups, and other non-profit entities to ensure accessibility?
Through research, development and capacity-building activities of the Wireless RERC numerous collaborative activities have been established with industry partners to provide hardware and software for testing and evaluation.  These partners include Research In Motion, AT&T, Microsoft, and CTIA-The Wireless Industry Association.   Additionally organizations such as NENA, COAT, AAPD, TDI and others have worked collaboratively by establishing cross-cutting advisory bodies to review policies and provide recommendations to appropriate federal entities.  Broadcasters such as WGBH, PBA, and educational institutions such as Gallaudet and Georgia Tech have also worked collaboratively to promote accessibility and affordability solutions for people with disabilities and access to broadband technologies.  We also work collaboratively with government, academic and industry partners in developing technological solutions for emergency communications, and preparedness to ensure equal access to emergency alerts by people with disabilities.  The Wireless RERC reaches out to the community of people with disabilities to garner their interest and gather their input regarding their specific accessibility user needs.  This is an ongoing effort conducted through the Web-based Wireless RERC SUN survey, which is updated annually.  The Wireless RERC commends the FCC in its sustained approach for including people with disabilities in public forums, and their concerns in public policy outcomes. 

Respectfully submitted.

Laurel G. Yancey, Chief Policy Officer (CACP)

In consultation with

Helena Mitchell, (Wireless RERC and CACP)

James Mueller (Wireless RERC and Consumer Advisory Network)
Salimah LaForce, (Wireless RERC and CACP)

Ed Price, (Wireless RERC and IMTC)

Center for Advanced Communications Policy


and the

Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies

500 10th Street, 3rd Floor, NW

Atlanta, GA 30332-0620

Phone: (404) 385-4640

Dated this 6th day of October 2009






� The Rehabilitation Engineering Research Center for Wireless Technologies (Wireless RERC) is sponsored by the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDRR) of the U.S. Department of Education under grant number H133E060061.  The opinions contained in this paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect those of the U.S. Department of Education or NIDRR.


� Second Report: Findings of the Survey of User Needs (SUN) for Wireless Technology 2007-2009, March 2009 (“Wireless RERC SUN Second Report”).


� Wireless RERC, Wireless Emergency Communications, Summary of Initial Findings October 2006 – September 2009 (“WEC Initial Findings”).


� The Wireless RERC SUN sample includes all general types of disabilities: blind, low vision, deaf, hard of hearing, difficulty thinking, difficulty speaking, difficulty using hands, and difficulty walking, standing or climbing stairs. See Wireless RERC SUN Second Report at. p. 5.


� Id. at p. 12.


� Id. at p. 13.


� Wireless RERC SUN Second Report at p. 2. 


� Id.


� Id. at p. 10.


� Id. 


� Wireless RECR SUN Second Report at p. 11.


� See � HYPERLINK "http://www.AccessWireless.org" �www.AccessWireless.org� and “Hearing Aid Compatibility: Choosing a Cell Phone that Works for You.” Located on the CTIA-The Wireless Association website.


� WEC Initial Findings at. p.p. 7, 10.
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