NASA Comments on 36 CFR Part 1194 – Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility Standards


RESPONSE TO QUESTIONS FROM THE BOARD:

Question 1: 

The Board seeks comment on the advisability of making the standards effective 6 months after publication in the Federal Register.  This action would not affect the right of individuals with disabilities to file complaints for electronic and information technology procured after August 7, 2000, since that right is established by the statute.

· Six-months  may not be an adequate time period for manufacturers of electronic and information technology software and equipment to comply with these new standards. In some cases, the software user interface may need to be entirely revamped.  Many Web sites will have to be extensively reworked if the standards are enacted as posted in the Federal Register.  Given the sheer numbers of Web sites that exist across NASA, a 12-month grace period would be more realistic.

Question 2: 

The Board seeks comment on whether factors (2) and (3) discussed above are appropriate factors for consideration in determining whether an action would be an undue burden under these standards.

· Factor 2 is very relevant factor determining whether an undue burden would be placed on an agency by adherence to the standards.  Integrating a product that, although accessible, is not interoperable with other elements of an agency’s infrastructure or is not compatible with an agency’s security architecture could seriously impair functionality.

· Factors 2 and 3 are particularly applicable to Web sites. Certain types of functionality, such as interactive games, tutorials, and demonstrations created with software such as Macromedia’s Flash would be exceedingly difficult to translate into an accessible version.  Alternate versions of these functions could be provided, but they are limited to a textual summary of the concepts covered in the dynamic functionality.  These textual versions would be limited in their effectiveness, and perhaps ineffective in some cases.  The burden required to make these textual versions as effective as the originals would in many cases be excessive, and therefore should be considered an undue burden.

Question 3: 

The Board seeks comment on the current organization of sections 1194.21 and 1194.23. Other ways of organizing functions may be more appropriate.  The Board seeks comment on other approaches to organizing functions and requirements that might be easier to understand and implement.

(1) No suggestions regarding organization, however, there was confusion due to the potential conflict between 1194.21(f) and 1194.23(a)(1) because of an inconsistency in terminology.  We suggest that the word “mechanical” should be included with the term “touch operated controls” in 1194.21(f) so as to make clear that it does not conflict with 1194.23(a)(1). 
Question 4: 

The Board seeks information on whether a system is commercially available that would allow an individual user to adjust the response time interval, and if so, whether five times the default setting is the correct standard.  If available, what is the cost of such a system?

The Board is also interested in comments addressing any security concerns raised by this requirement. For example, would the security of an information kiosk, which allowed individuals to access personal information, be compromised by allowing for the adjustment of the time-out feature?

· No comment on commercial availability or the 5x “standard".  However, a security compromise could be possible depending on the application. Given the information kiosk example in the proposed regulation, assume someone has reset the timed response setting to the maximum value.  A person unfamiliar with this additional delay could attempt to use this system, incorrectly assume the system was not working properly (possibly after entering personal data), and leave the kiosk.  A second person that enters would have access to the previous person’s data before the system has “reset” from the delayed state.  The same security concerns would exist for Web sites with the additional time delay.

Question 5: 

The Board may consider requiring multiple forms of biological identification as an alternative to requiring non-biological identification in the final rule.  Would this be a better solution?  What would be the cost impact of requiring multiple forms of biological identification?  Does requiring alternative modes of identification which are not based on biological characteristics lessen security?  The proposed standards require that an alternative form of identification be built-in whenever biometric identification is used. The Board is seeking comment on whether the final rule should permit the alternative method of identification to be added on at a later date rather than built-in at the time of procurement.  If so, should compatibility be limited to workstations or to all systems that use biometric identification?

(1) We believe that multiple forms of biological identification would be the better solution.  The cost of impact of this solution may be minor if it is installed on an “as needed” basis.  Requiring alternative modes of identification, which are not based on biological characteristics would most definitely lessen security.  Realizing that the alternative method of identification would most certainly be less secure, we feel that built-in is the only way to go.  Add-on should not be considered. Compatibility should be with all systems.

Question 6: 

The Board seeks comment on whether eight foreground and eight background colors is sufficient to give the user ample selections.  If a larger number of choices were required, is software commercially available from more than one manufacturer?

Eight foreground and background colors are sufficient, although limiting. Functionality can be added to a Web site that will allow the user to change the foreground and background colors.  This can be accomplished using JavaScript or other scripting languages.  Special care must be taken so that the user would not be able to select a color combination that would render the screen unreadable such as a white foreground and background.   Offering the ability to change the background color may not be feasible for all Web sites.
Question 7: 

The Board seeks comment on how to better quantify the "lowest possible level" of interference.

(1)  The audio settings for web content are controlled outside the browser therefore, no provisions need be made in the Web software. 

Question 8: 

The Board seeks information on the technical feasibility of making various computer generated presentations that comply with these provisions. Based on the proposed rule, computer based narrated slide presentations must be both captioned and audio described if they are shown multiple times and to varied audiences, the composition of which may include people with hearing or vision impairments.

· Although technology may exist that allows this possibility, the additional cost and effort incurred in the production of the additional presentation materials, added to the hardware costs at the end-site, may be quite high.  The requirement is also fuzzy:  does two presentations of a briefing constitute “multiple times?” We believe this requirement to be excessive.

Question 9: 

The Board seeks information, other than that collected from GSA, which would provide additional product specific data to further assess the cost impact of this rule.  The data should cover either the entire, or at least a representative majority, of Federal Government acquisitions of electronic and information technology; or capture non-GSA procurements.

· In addition to the significant costs associated with modifying existing Web content to comply with the new standards, the cost of adding and creating new content will also increase.  Web sites with multimedia presentations, tutorials, and other interactive functionality will require a significant additional cost to comply with the accessibility standards.  It is difficult to quantify this cost without doing a pilot study.

Question 10: 

The Board requests comments on the assumptions applied to determine the cost associated with software products.  The Board also seeks comment on alternative methods or data sources for evaluating the Federal Government's expenditure on software products.

· No comments on this question.

Question 11: 

The Board requests comment on the sufficiency of the benefits assessment and seeks recommendations for alternative methods of evaluating the benefits generated by the proposed rule for persons with disabilities, including the public as a whole.

· This may be one of those areas that cannot always be objectively 'measured' in the traditional dollar/cent method.  Accessibility and usability are very subjective and may only be measurable in terms of usage and customer satisfaction.
· Disabled users of Web sites could be polled to determine the perceived value and effectiveness of the alternative representations.  This information could be correlated with web statistics to determine the level of Web site usage by disabled persons.  An increase in usage might be a sufficient type of benefits assessment.  A similar exercise could be conducted to gather the general public’s response to the presence of the alternative representations.

RESPONSE TO THE PROPOSED STANDARD:
Section 1194.3  General Exceptions

NASA recommends that space vehicles be included in the list of exceptions identified in this section.

Section 1194.21  General requirements.

NASA recommends that additional standards be included such as providing sufficient contrast; using type color only for headlines and titles; including leading spaces, or spacing between lines of text 25-30 percent of the point size; and avoid the use of complicated, decorative or cursive fonts.

Section 1194.23  Component specific requirements.

(b) Non-embedded software applications and operating systems


(1) Required the use of keystrokes for navigation among interface elements.

 This requirement is expected to have a large impact at NASA since many existing web forms, Cold Fusion elements, CGI scripts, JAVA scripts and Applets will need to be modified to include keystroke navigation.  


(4) Sufficient information about a user interface element including the identity, operation and state of the element, to assistive technology software.

This requirement is expected to have a medium impact at NASA since existing web elements will need additional information created to explain the user interface.



(8) A minimum of eight foreground and eight background color selections capable of producing a variety of contract levels shall be provided.

This requirement is expected to have a large impact at NASA since many Common Gateway Interface (CGI) programs which are used to automatically generate Web pages would need to be modified to incorporate these color schemes.

(c) Web-based information or applications.

This section appears to be an attempt to provide an essential set of accessibility requirements rather than the Priority 1 and Priority 2 guidelines proposed by W3C Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) found at http://www.w3.org/WAI/.  

(1) A text equivalent for every non‑text element shall be provided via "alt" (alternative text attribute) "longdesc" (long description tag) or in element content.

Clarification requested as to what "element content" means - if this means text placed near to graphic so as to make clear what it is without "longdesc" tag, then impact would be lessened - example:  NASA logo with NASA spelled out next to it.  This requirement may create a large impact at some NASA Centers due to all newly created images, Web forms, Cold Fusion elements, CGI scripts, JAVA scripts and Applets would need to be developed with text elements.

(2)`Web pages shall be designed so that all information required for navigation or meaning is not dependent on the ability to identify specific colors.

This requirement could have a significant impact to some NASA Centers. Hyperlinks are often presented as a different color than the rest of the text. If the hyperlink is underlined as well (which is usually the case), will that meet the intent of this requirement.   In addition, an implementation approach could include the following:  When one hovers the mouse over a link, the cursor will change to identify that area as a LINK.  

(4) Documents shall be organized so they are readable without requiring an associated style sheet.

 This requirement may create a significant impact based on the way that style sheets have been previously implemented at NASA. We can implement for newly created Web pages; however, many existing style sheets will need to be modified to comply with this requirement.

(5) Web pages shall update equivalents for dynamic content whenever the dynamic content changes.

This requirement may create a large impact and expense, if all video feeds or multimedia display of information are included.  

(10) Frames shall be titled with text that facilitates frame identification and navigation.
NASA suggests the use of NOFRAMES as well as meaningful titles (some currently used browsers do not support frames).  Additional support will be required at the agency to check and verify to ensure all applications/pages work properly with the new framing naming convention.  This could significantly increase the cost to develop these Web applications/pages.

(11) Pages shall be usable when scripts, applets, or other programmatic objects are turned off or are not supported, or shall provide equivalent information on an alternative accessible page.
Some functions may not have an equivalent html counterpart.   Scripting is pervasive on the web now, probably much more so than when these standards were first being considered.  This requirement could potentially have very large costs associated with it.  Advances in assistive technology may address this shortly, which would be the preferable route.

The plug-in rule needs to be rethought.  It includes everything from scripts and Java -- normally quite accessible -- to exotic plug-in applications that are completely unsupported by screen readers.  Screen readers are developed in response to what is common in the market, so naturally they tend to handle popular Web content first.

A better description of rule 11 might be:  "Where dynamic content is to be presented, attempt to employ the simplest (most main-stream) rendering mechanism that can serve the content. "  We must recognize (as does the actual proposed rule) that certain content is intrinsically inaccessible to people with certain disabilities.  The idea should be to make as much of what we serve the public as accessible as it can be, and to try to take advantage of new assistive technology as it is developed.

(12) Equivalent alternatives for any multimedia presentation shall be synchronized with the presentation.

We do not understand this requirement.  If audio is used, does that mean a text transcript would have to be provided?  If the alternatives imply sensory receptors such as sight, sound, touch, language, etc., the overhead burden will be huge, requiring multiples of each medium.  What does this mean relative to streaming video?  If the user does not have the plugin, the content can not be provided in an alternative style.  This requirement will have a potentially significant impact, especially as multimedia is expected to increase significantly in the near future.  For instance, a mission operations organization is planning to make a great deal of training video material available via the web.  To what degree should equivalency exist - by this, we mean how detailed should a text or voice reading of a training video be?  Also, virtual reality simulations are interactive - this may be difficult to translate into "equivalent alternatives"

(13) An appropriate method shall be used to facilitate the easy tracking of page content that provides users of assistive technology the option to skip repetitive navigation links.

This requirement could have a significant impact to some NASA Centers. Many current sites would need to be totally redesigned to support this requirement. 

Section 1194.27  Functional performance criteria.

(b) At least one mode of operation and information retrieval that does not require visual acuity greater than 20/70 shall be provided in audio and enlarged print output working together or independently, or support for assistive technology used by people who are visually impaired shall be provided.

We found that the "visual acuity" requirement may not be clear.  First, the statement that the provided mode not require visual acuity "higher" than 20/70, really should say "better" than 20/70 (since 20/100 is "higher" than 20/100).  Also, there is a big difference between visual acuity at reading distances and that at longer distances.  The "20/XX" system refers to the latter.  Someone with 20/30 vision can read a stop sign from several hundred feet away, but may not be able to read a book without glasses. 
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