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House Passes Legislation to Ensure Greater Accessibility to Communications Technology & Video Programming
 WASHINGTON, DC — Today the House of Representatives passed by a vote of 348 to 23, H.R. 3101, the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010.  The legislation would update the Communications Act to provide individuals with disabilities an “on ramp” to access the internet and other communications services.  
 “Today, as we mark the 20th anniversary of the landmark Americans with Disabilities Act, the House is giving Americans with disabilities access to smart phones, other communications technology, and video programming,” said Chairman Henry A. Waxman.  “This bill ensures that millions of Americans with disabilities can participate in our 21st century digital society.”
 “Whether it’s a Braille reader or a broadband connection, access to technology is not a political issue – it’s a participation issue,” said Rep. Edward J. Markey.  “Two decades ago, Americans with disabilities couldn’t get around if buildings weren’t wheelchair accessible; today it’s about being Web accessible.  The ADA mandated physical ramps into buildings.  Today, individuals with disabilities need online ramps to the Internet so they can get to the Web from wherever they happen to be.  Passage of this bill is a landmark achievement in the fight for equal access to technology for all Americans.  From the time of Helen Keller and Annie Sullivan - through the Americans with Disabilities Act - to closed captioning for television programming and ability of the deaf to make telephone calls – and now to the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act, we’ve made important progress.  We’ve moved from Braille to Broadcast, from Broadband to the Blackberry.  We’ve moved from spelling letters in someone’s palm to the Palm Pilot.  And we must make all of these devices accessible.”
 “Today marks the 20th anniversary of the Americans with Disabilities Act,” said Rep. Rick Boucher, Chairman of the Subcommittee on Communications, Technology, and the Internet.  “It is a significant milestone, and we have come a long way in the two decades since 1990.  With the explosion in Internet-delivered services, both the variety of information and entertainment offerings and the complexity and variety of the devices that receive those services have multiplied.  It is therefore timely to update our communications laws to ensure that all Americans can benefit from those advances, including individuals with disabilities.  The measure, passed overwhelmingly by the House today on a bipartisan basis, will ensure that services such as video programming on the Internet, video conferencing, Internet access on smartphones and emergency information are accessible to persons with disabilities, without imposing unreasonable burdens on equipment makers and service providers.  Passage of this historic legislation, which will promote accessibility and innovation, is a fitting tribute to commemorate 20 years of the Americans with Disabilities Act.”
 The 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act includes accessibility requirements for smart phones, video programming guides, navigation device menus, and advanced communications services and equipment, including hearing aid compatibility requirements for voice communications.  It also requires the four largest broadcast television networks and the five most popular cable networks to provide programming that contains video description.  The legislation requires televised emergency alert scrolls to be audible for viewers with visual impairments, and establishes an advisory committee to examine and report on emergency access and video programming issues.
 A detailed factsheet on the bill is posted online here or can be emailed upon request.
