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Background 


My work in the field of accessibility focuses on policy reform, primarily with a view to enabling access to knowledge and participation of persons with disabilities in the information society. Over the past few years, I have worked extensively in the areas of copyright reform and promoting electronic accessibility, both at the national and the international level. Activities carried out range from research and policy drafting and review to advocacy through campaigns, capacity building and awareness workshops, etc. 

A summary of my work over the past few years is given below:
· Research & Analysis - carrying out legal research and analysis on different aspects of accessibility, such as conducting a survey of important government websites in India and making a comparative study of Internet and electronic accessibility policies around the world. This analysis as well as a few other sections have resulted into an E-accessibility toolkit for policy makers which was published by G3ICT and the ITU; 

· Copyright reform – looking at the legality of the present copyright regime in India with respect to persons with disabilities and analysing the present situation in the backdrop of international legislations and India’s specific obligations under national and international commitments; 
· Promoting Accessibility - providing reviews and comments on policies and legislations such as the National electronic accessibility policy and the proposed amendments to the Indian Copyright Act, 1957. I also conducted several national level workshops on web accessibility and helped to put together a basic wiki of accessibility related articles.
· Right to Read -  actively involved in launching and carrying on the national Right to Read campaigns around the country and working with disability organisations, policy makers and publishers to raise awareness on the issue and device collaborative working models for access to knowledge. 

My work can be viewed at www.cis-india.org. I have presented papers in international fora like the IGF and the Asia Pacific conference on mainstreaming ICT technologies which was held in Bangkok last year. References to some of my recent publications are given at the end of this document.
Analysis of current policy environments
Introduction

As countries move towards implementing their obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD), it is becoming increasingly clear that there is a serious lack of understanding on the part of policy makers on the kinds of policies required to give effect to the basic human rights enshrined in the UNCRPD for disabled persons. This is further augmented by the lack of expertise and technical knowhow which hinder effective implementation of the mandate of the Treaty. As a result we find that at least in most developing countries, there is still no accessibility for disabled persons to the physical environment, to transportation and information and communication technologies and services, to basic education and employment as well as emergency services. Even basic requirements such as access to public information and public spaces are absent. 
The number of disabled people in the world has been steadily rising on account of increasing population, lower mortality rates and multiple factors such as age related disability, disabilities caused due to changing life styles, lack of early intervention, newer illnesses being manifest due to changing climatic conditions, political unrests and violence, illiteracy, poverty  and so on. Given that the number of persons who are living with disabilities is rapidly multiplying, the priority for countries today should be to look at how trends in policies and practices can be improved. While some progress has been made in bringing the needs of persons with disabilities to the notice of governments, primarily through the UNCRPD, implementation still remains at a very low level. There is also a stark degree of difference in the situation of disabled persons in developed and developing countries. 
Two key requirements which need to be fulfilled if persons with disabilities are to participate in society are accessibility to the physical and virtual environments. These will enable access to information and services and the enjoyment of all human and fundamental rights which are enjoyed by persons around the globe.  Some of the key areas that promote accessibility, the related provisions and gaps are outlined below.
· Access to published works: The UNCRPD clearly identifies the right to education for persons with disabilities and requires parties to enable this right by making information accessible and amending intellectual property laws nationally and internationally. However, merely 57 countries around the world have got copyright laws which provide for flexibilities for persons with disabilities
 and even in developed countries, barely 5 per cent of published works (0.5 per cent in developing countries like India) are available to persons with print disabilities in accessible formats thus effectively denying disabled people the right to read. In order to promote access to knowledge and education, countries should amend their copyright laws to enable national and international exchange of accessible books, encourage collaborative work with different stakeholders and explore alternate licensing options and platforms for sharing knowledge. 
· Access to public information, e-governance and private services: Article 9 of the UNCRPD clearly states that all efforts should be made to ensure that public information should be made available in accessible formats and advises signatories to encourage the private sector to make their services accessible. In many developing countries like India, the level of implementation is abysmally low and this is largely due to a general lack of clarity on the methodology and process for implementation. Consequently, disabled persons in these countries are still denied access to information and services through inaccessible websites, inaccessible electronic documents and so on. 
In such a scenario, there is an urgent need to focus on awareness raising, general and technical training for technology and web developers and exchange of best practices. 
· Access to telecommunications services:  Since most transactions today take place via the Internet and using ICTs, it is vital that countries should focus their attention on increasing Internet penetration, improving broadband services to cater to the needs of disadvantaged sections of society, creating and standardising innovative ways of delivering a huge of array of services at competitive rates and making existing technologies, such as mass media, community radios, television, kiosks, e-education centres and mobile phone services, etc.,  accessible. Apart from this, services such as mobile libraries, mobile schools, education through satellite, etc., should also be explored. 
· Assistive Technology: Although there have been significant developments in the field of assistive technology at the global level, it is important to note that these solutions cannot always be easily adapted to developing countries, primarily because of the high cost of these technologies and the fact that they do not cater to the linguistic needs of different communities. Hence, the thrust should be towards fostering development and innovation at national levels and imparting skill, training and financial aid to facilitate this.
· Environmental accessibility and public transport: Although the disability legislation of many countries recognises the need for environmental accessibility, there is still little or no implementation in this regard. For instance, roads, public buildings and spaces and the entire transportation system are still very inaccessible. 

Focus areas to improve accessibility:
1. In developing countries, there should be both a top down as well as a bottom up approach if disabled persons in remote villages are to be reached. More schemes and implementation strategies need to be developed in order to give effect to policies. 
2. Include universal design in curricula and increase capacity building for trainers and professionals. 
3. Develop designs and standards for rural and remote areas.
4. Engage with public and private stakeholders and service providers such as educational organisations, e-service providers, etc., to ensure direct, immediate and effective implementation of laws and policies.
5. Enable technology development at the national level which focuses on developing low cost, easy to use and sustainable solutions catering to a variety of linguistic needs.

6. Evolve systematic and innovative ways of sharing knowledge resources periodically, both nationally and regionally. 
7. Increase participation of persons with disabilities in the formulation, implementation, evaluation and updation of laws and policies and increasing overall transparency. 

8. Demarcate time bound indicators for countries to achieve accessibility. 
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