18 March 2012
Roberta: The New South Wales and Northern Territory Governments have joined other states and territories by publicly endorsing the latest international web accessibility standards. The commitment will help ensure Government websites are accessible for everyone, regardless of disability. Today we are joined by Sarah Pulis, Digital Media and Technology Manager from Media Access Australia who will give us an update on the Government’s Web Accessibility strategy. Welcome Sarah.  

Sarah: Thanks very much Roberta.

Roberta: Now what is the Federal Government’s strategy for improved web accessibility? 

Sarah: The Federal Government has a strategy for improving access to Government websites for people with disability and this strategy is broken up into two stages.

Stage one started back in 2010 and will finish at the end of this year. During this stage all Federal Government websites will update their websites so that they meet the first level of accessibility by the end of this year. Now this is known as level A of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines version two and these are the international Web Accessibility standards we talk about. They’re essentially a list of things that website owners can do to make their websites more accessible.

Stage two will start at the beginning of 2013 and conclude at the end of 2014. During this stage Government websites will make their websites even more accessible. So by the end of 2014 all Federal Government websites, I should say should meet the second level of accessibility, which is double A of those Web Content Accessibility Guidelines.

Roberta: So what can consumers expect from state and territories? 

Sarah: Well the recent of the announcement from New South Wales and Northern Territory Governments add to all states and territories except for South Australia having publicly committed to meeting the first level of accessibility for websites. Most of these states will also make their websites accessible by the end of 2012, which is in line with the Federal Government strategy. Five states and territories have also said they will meet the second level of accessibility as well. While the two other states have recommended that their government departments meet that second level of web accessibility.

Roberta: What does this announcement mean to web users in Australia, Sarah? 

Sarah: Well the announcement and commitment by Government mean that people with disabilities can look forward to Government websites that are more accessible. So we should see results by the end of this year and some of the improvements ah, will include: alt text will be provided for all important images; that websites will be easily navigable by screen readers and also be accessible using just a keyboard; that users can adjust, pause and play any information that is presented on the website like multimedia; that the text length that takes you to a place  will actually be descriptive, so you know if you click on a link where you are going; and also that forms will be more accessible and easier for people with a disability to use.

Roberta: And how is Media Access Australia supporting the initiative?

Sarah: Well look we’re actually really excited about our latest development. Media Access Australia in partnership with the University of South Australia has actually just launched a six-week online training course for people who build websites. The course is taught by our very own web accessibility expert Dr Scott Hollier and the lecturer at the University of South Australia Dr Denise Wood. What we really want to do is we want to support the people who are developing websites by teaching them how to make websites accessible for people with disabilities. And this includes all the people who are making Federal, State and Territory Government websites accessible between now and 2014 as part of the strategy we just talked about.

Roberta: So that makes perfect sense to actually know how to do it right from the word go rather than try and alter it later on?

Sarah: Oh yes certainly. It’s a lot more cost effective to actually include accessibility up front as opposed to what in essence is actually retro fitting a website. I can’t tell you how many calls we get from people saying, “Oh we’ve just redeveloped our website, you know, can you have a look at if it’s accessible.” You know it’s at that stage that you know you, your heart drops and you say, “Well yes but it’s probably going to be a lot more longer road than if you had of contacted us to start with.”

Roberta: In the first place. Well thanks for talking with us today Sarah. For more information and updates on the Government’s web accessibility strategy as well as mews and reviews on Digital Technology and Online Media, visit Media Access Australia’s website at mediaaccess, all one word, dot org dot au or alternatively you can email Access Australia at info@mediaaccess.org.au. Or do as I do, phone 02 9212 6242 that’s 02 9212 6242 for more information. And thank you Sarah today.

Sarah: My pleasure.

Roberta: I’ve been speaking to Sarah Pulis, Digital Media and Technology Manager for Media Access Australia. And Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.
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