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Abstract 
 

This keynote introduces definitions and concepts 

related to eAccessibility and its potential for the 

inclusion of people with disabilities. It defends the idea 

that a fully accessible society can only result from a 

global policy where all players are involved. It 

examines and discusses the main instruments that 

should support such a policy, namely standards and 

recommendations, development methodologies, 

training, conformity assessment and certification, and 

eventually legislation.  

 

1. Introduction 
 

The term eAccessibility stands for electronic 

accessibility. It refers to electronic products or services 

that are accessible to all users. The fundamental 

paradox on which eAccessibility is based is the fact 

that electronic data are not directly accessible to human 

beings, by nature.  These data are inscribed on such 

tiny supports, at a such microscopic scale, that they 

cannot be read by human eyes, nor touched or 

manipulated by human fingers. Only appropriate 

software programmes and interface devices can retrieve 

these data from computers’ memories and give them a  

shape  that we can perceive and understand. We cannot 

access electronic contents, or e-contents, without 

display units such as screens,  Braille devices, speech 

outputs, and without keyboards, mouses, trackballs, 

joysticks, for instance.  

 

One important consequence is that people who are not 

able to read printed information, due to physical or 

sensory limitations, can access e-contents by means of  

appropriate computer equipments. Thus, eAccessibility 

provides a new opportunity to include people with 

disabilities in the Information Society. This is 

particularly true in countries where the population is 

ageing and where the disabilities related to age are 

increasing accordingly.  

 

This has also produced the concept of e-inclusion, 

which has become a key objective of the overall 

European Social Inclusion Strategy. For instance, the  

European Community has established objectives 

towards eAccessibility within the plan i2010 – A 

European Information Society for growth and 

employment [1]. To make use of ICT to enhance 

quality of life and eAccessibility chiefly through 

market-oriented policies is one of the main objectives 

of the i2010 initiative which seeks to establish a 

European Information Society for growth and 

employment.  

 “The demographic change in Europe is a tremendous 

social challenge that Information and Communication 

Technologies can help to tackle”, declared Information 

Society and Media Commissioner Viviane Reding, in 

September  2005. 

 

“Make It Accessible!” has become a kind of 

commandment in industrial societies, supported by 

directives, legislations, and/or regulations, at different 

levels. In a Communication published on September, 

2005, the European Commission calls “for coordinated 

action to make information and communication 

technologies more accessible for citizens”, including 

standardization, Design for All (DFA), Web 

accessibility and Research & Technology Development 

[2]. The Commission proposes the use of three policy 

levers available to Member States: 

1. to improve the consistency of accessibility 

requirements in public procurement contracts in the 

ICT domain, 

2. to explore the possible benefits of certification 

schemes for accessible products and services. 
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3. to make better use of the 'eAccessibility potential' 

of existing legislation 

Nevertheless, a commandment is not enough. As 

several studies have shown, eAccessibility is far to be a 

reality, even where the appropriate political decisions 

have been made. For instance, a study published by the 

UK Cabinet Office in  2005 , or a report commissioned 

by the United Nations in 2006 evidenced  that 97% of 

Web sites tested fail to achieve the minimum Web 

accessibility level [3][4]. 

As several eAccessibility programmes have shown in 

different countries, the main reason of this situation is 

that companies or people developing electronic 

services lack the instruments necessary to support their 

activity and  to make accessible products. These 

missing instruments are:  

• operational definitions; 

• appropriate development methodologies; 

• expert staff for carrying out the work; 

• conformity assessment staffs or services. 

 

Both public and private organizations express also a 

need for a framework defining clearly their legal  

obligations. 

 

In the following sections we examine and discuss what 

should be the main instruments that may support the 

implementation of efficient eAccessibility policies. 

These reflections are drawn from the experience gained 

though the development of the AccessiWeb resource 

center in France [5], and the Support-EAM European 

Support Action  that we have coordinated in 2004-2006 

[6]. It also reflects similar experiences of organisations 

in several European countries [7][8][9][10]. 

 

2. How to define eAccessibility ? 
 

A first difficulty is to define clearly what does 

“accessible” mean, when e-contents or e-services are 

concerned. In general, people would use “accessible” 

about a thing or a place, if it is able to be reached 

easily. Concerning a book, an article, one would use it 

if the contents are easy to understand, clearly 

organised. Thus, something is  “accessible” if  there are 

no obstacles to use or reach it. 

In the context of e-contents and services, this concerns  

people with disabilities more specifically. Concerning 

Web accessibility particularly, the Web Accessibility 

Initiative (WAI) of the W3C consortium proposes the 

following definition: “ Web accessibility means that 

people with disabilities can use the Web. More 

specifically, Web accessibility means that people with 

disabilities can perceive, understand, navigate, and 

interact with the Web, and that they can contribute to 

the Web. Web accessibility also benefits others, 

including older people with changing abilities due to 

ageing. Web accessibility encompasses all disabilities 

that affect access to the Web, including visual, 

auditory, physical, speech, cognitive, and neurological 

disabilities” [11]. 

 

Despite the fact that this definition is clear for the 

common sense, it raises some practical issues. First, it 

is easily recognised that many factors may influence the 

way people perceive, understand, navigate and 

interact with e-contents or e-services. Previous 

knowledge and experience, ability to learn, motivation,  

context, a disability, permanent or not, play an essential 

role, for instance. All these factors are independent of 

the e-product itself.  

In concrete situations, the design of an accessible 

product, or the decision whether a product is accessible 

or not, involves operational definitions and instruments 

that may differ considerably. A Web site developer will 

need technical specifications and documents, while the 

owners of the Web site will principally consider the 

satisfaction of their clients. Procurers will need a 

collection of unambiguous requirements to be included 

in call for tenders. They may attach references to 

technical documents, as well. Policy makers will have 

to measure how far their decisions in favour of 

eAccessibility have produced effects. Lawyers may 

simply need to find certified experts capable of writing 

authorised reports on eAccessibility. 

 

Moreover, the W3C/WAI has emphasised how 

eAccessibility may combine different technical 

components that shall work together in order for a Web 

service  to be accessible to people with disabilities 

(Figure 1). These different components are:  

•  the content,  including natural information such as 

text, images, and sounds, code or mark-up that defines 

structure, presentation, etc. 

•  Web browsers, media players, and other "user 

agents" 

•  assistive technology, in some cases - screen 

readers, alternative keyboards, switches, scanning 

software, etc. 

•  users' knowledge, experiences, and in some cases, 

adaptive strategies using the Web 

•  developers - designers, coders, authors, etc.,  

•  authoring tools - software that creates Web sites 

•  evaluation tools - Web accessibility evaluation 

tools, HTML validators, CSS validators, etc. 

 



 

 

 3 

Thus, any “Make It Accessible” commandment has to 

be supported by an appropriate technical 

documentation corresponding to the context and the 

task to be performed. 

 

Figure 1: technical components in accessible design, 

according W3C/WAI (from the WAI Website) 

 

4.  Recommendations, Standards  
 

To be able to answer accessibility questions  

professional operators need suitable technical 

documentation. This documentation shall provide 

precise criteria and methods making possible to verify 

them on an objective basis. It shall allow for the 

characterisation of the products or services to be 

controlled. It may refer to technical standards, or to 

widely accepted recommendations. Such a 

documentation also constitutes a basis for providing 

clear  information to customers and users.  

In a  White Paper on eAccessibility, the EICTA, an  

industry organization composed of 54 major 

multinational companies and 35 national associations 

from 26 European countries, representing more than 

10,000 companies all over Europe, states: “We support 

the adoption of globally-harmonized open standards 

for the Internet provided that they are able to 

accommodate technological advances and that they 

efficiently place responsibilities on all the interested 

parties including the Web developer, the browser, 

Assistive Technology manufacturers, end users, and 

government” [12]. 

 

Concerning the Web accessibility,  the technical 

definition is provided by the Web Content 

Accessibility Guidelines recommendations (WCAG) of 

the W3C/WAI, which are recognised and adopted by 

most countries, worldwide [11]. “We support the 

adoption of WCAG 2.0 as soon as it is finalised, or a 

mandate that is flexible enough to provide for the latest 

version approved by W3C/WAI”, also stated  the 

EICTA [12].  

 

National organisations have undertaken the adaptation 

of these recommendations into national reference  

documents, norms, or technical rules for implementing  

laws. One can mention, for instance :    

•  Spain : Norm developed by AENOR : "Requisitos 

de Accesibilidad para Contenidos en la Web", UNE 

139803:2004; 

•  France : AccessiWeb, developed by BrailleNet, 

submitted to public comments in 2003 and 

incorporated in the interoperability reference 

documents of the administration in 2004; 

•  Italy : Decree  of 8 July 2005  «  Requisiti tecnici 

e i diversi livelli per l'accessibilità agli strumenti 

informatici » ( technical rules) published in the Official 

Journal  n. 183  8 August  2005; 

•  The Netherlands : Normative Document 

Drempelvrij prepared by a normative commission; 

•  The United-Kingdom : « PAS 78: Guide to Good 

Practice in commissioning Accessible Websites »,  

developed by BSI British Standards.  

 

In addition to that,  several labelling schemes  in 

European countries have created methodologies for 

assessing the conformity of Web sites against the 

WCAG and/or the reference documents mentioned 

above.  

A European cluster project, Wab Cluster has been 

launched for elaborating a  Unified Web Evaluation 

Methodology (UWEM) based on the WCAG. The 

UWEM 1.0 was released jointly by the Wab Cluster  

and the European Commission, the purpose being to 

avoid fragmentation in the interpretation of the WCAG 

[13]. 

 

Technology providers may also publish their own 

reference documents. As EICTA suggests,  

manufacturers should be “responsible for the 

compliance of their products with regulatory and 

customer requirements” [12]. As a matter of fact,  

technology providers have in-house resources to 

provide high-quality reference documents concerning 

the accessibility of their products, including methods 

for testing. An example of this approach is provided by 

the work done inside the PDF/UA Universal 

Accessibility Committee about accessibility of PDF 

documents. This group aims to provide specifications  

describing e-contents components and the conditions 

governing their inclusion in a PDF file in order to be 

considered accessible for a particular document type. 

Such manufacturer reference documents should be 
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made public and provide comprehensive guidelines. 

While the design and development of e-products 

should be left to the discretion of the individual 

developers, content generators, or  viewing agents. 

  

5. Development methodologies & training 
 

In order to alleviate costs and to lower exposure to risk, 

it is essential that projects integrate accessibility into 

the development processes, as early as possible. This 

can be done more effectively and efficiently if 

accessibility efforts are well planned, and a 

prioritization approach is taken: 

• During the design phase it concerns the analysis of 

the special needs expressed by users with disabilities, 

functional specifications, and the structure of the 

contents.  

• At the development stage eAccessibility will affect  

the modularity of the user-interface, the possibility to 

customize it, and  normative validation.  

• The tests of the product shall involve users with 

disabilities and take into account platforms covering 

various assistive technologies.  

• The exploitation phase shall include possibilities to 

record failures regarding accessibility and complaints 

from users with disabilities. 

 

A complementary approach to reduce development 

costs is to increase and standardize the know-how of 

project managers and developers, as to reduce the 

number of iterations during the development cycle 

Concerning eAccessibility, this  should cover aspects 

such as: general knowledge about end-users with 

disabilities and assistive technologies,  how accessible 

electronic documents can be accessed and browsed 

through, evaluation techniques, conformity assessment 

and quality marks. Training contents and courses 

should be harmonized internationally as to reduce their 

costs and augment their impact.  

 

The support-EAM project worked out a pilot 

curriculum   providing a unified training resource for 

Web Accessibility evaluators who want to do 

evaluation of Web sites against the UWEM evaluation 

methodology in the context of Web Accessibility 

certification. This pilot curriculum has been produced  

in five different languages [6]. 

 

6. Assessment Tools & Methods 
 

The assessment of e-products against standards and 

recommendations involves complex procedures  raising 

specific issues. 

 

6.1. Syntactic/semantic validation 
 

To a certain extend, the syntax of electronic formats 

and languages on which e-products are based  can be 

checked automatically by computers. For instance,  the 

W3C has released a free and easy-to-use HTML and 

CSS validation services that make easy to verify  an 

HTML4.0 document against the standard syntax [14]. 

Several automatic accessibility checkers have also been 

developed for Web contents [15].  

However, verifying the accessibility of e-products   

requires a complete understanding of their structure,  

organization and functionalities. This implies semantic 

interpretations that only human experts can complete in 

order to provide a thorough conformity assessment  

against recommendations and standards [21]. 

Obviously, experts can be seconded by computerized 

wizards able to help them conduct and manage the 

audits and write the reports. 

 

6.2. Static/dynamic  e-contents  
 

Often e-contents are designed to remain static  over 

time. This is the case of electronic books, dictionaries 

on CD-ROM, for instance, so that one on-time  

assessment is sufficient to guarantee their accessibility. 

In many cases, guidelines can provide rigid models or 

templates supporting the creation of various types of 

contents. The use of validated templates and detailed 

guidelines may provides a solid framework for 

developing accessible contents. 

On the other hand, in many cases, e-contents  are 

dynamic and about to change frequently over time. 

This objection is rather common arguments against 

Web  certification,  people saying that an evaluation is 

obsolete very soon after it has been completed. Several 

answers can be made to that: 

Firstly, on-line services may be quite stable, like some 

administrative services, for instance; 

Secondly, this problem is not specific to on-line 

services, but rather common for many services, like 

services welcoming the public, elevators, tourist sites, 

for instance. Nevertheless, it is accepted that 

certification can guarantee their quality; 

Finally, there are solutions to the problem of 

changeability of Internet services: the frequency of 

controls shall be adjusted according to the stability of 

the code; controls can be preformed remotely and 

randomly, using automatic surveillance tools; the 

services are continuously exposed to public so that 

complaints can be collected in real-time. Such features 

make possible on-going surveillance and corrections.  
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Several experiences of accessibility labelling scheme 

have taken profit of them, imposing to Web site 

suppliers to address accessibility issues in  a limited 

period of time.  

 

7. Certifying eAccessibility 
 

Certification consists of a process by which an 

independent body evaluates an organization, product, 

process, service or person, subsequently issuing a 

statement about the conformity of what was evaluated 

with respect to the requirements of  standards or 

technical specifications. Certification may concern 

organizations, systems or processes, products, services, 

or persons, as well.  Thus, certification may have very 

different characteristics.  

Systems certification is carried out in accordance with 

standards of the ISO 9000 family, independently of the 

sector or type of product or service to be certified. 

When certifying a system, products are not tested.  

For certifying persons, knowledge, skills, abilities and 

attitudes that are necessary for carrying out  a  task  are 

evaluated.  

In the case of product certification, the certifying body 

assesses and tests the actual products and verifies that 

the provider has the capability to assure that all 

certified products that reach the market comply with 

the same quality specifications.  

eAccessibility often relates to service certification for  

which procedures also exist for guaranteeing their 

conformance with requirements specified in a norm or 

a normative document, on an objective basis.  Service 

certification is undertaken by providers  that outsource 

the necessary operations to a third-party organisation,  

in order to bring guarantees to customers and users. 

The certifying organisation uses inspections,  that they 

carry out themselves of with help of external 

organisations. The guaranty covers a certain duration.  

This guaranty is often associated with a Certification 

Mark in order to make it more visible.  

Service certification and the related procedures are 

defined in standards such as ISO/IEC Guide 28:2004,  

ISO/IEC Guide 65, ISO/IEC 17020:1998. The 

certification body shall be competent, respect 

impartiality and transparency. It is accountable for 

what it certifies. It shall also insure that normative 

documents are valid and accepted by stakeholders.  If 

needed it shall organise their update with the parties 

concerned. 

In many domains, service certification has proven to be 

an efficient instrument helping companies to build up 

confidence with their customers and improving their 

competitiveness. For instance, Web accessibility 

labelling schemes in several countries have improved 

the understanding of what an accessible Web site 

should be and have contributed to promote better 

practices and fair competition towards eAccessibility. 

There are many examples where it has been adopted by 

small/medium sized companies because they had no in-

house resources for assessing eAccessibility  [16].  

 

In order to alleviate control procedures and reduce the 

costs  another conformance certification  system has 

been set up by companies, based on Supplier's 

Declaration of Conformity (SdoC). Suppliers may 

decide to adopt this scheme if they are convinced that 

their image and expertise are good enough to allow 

them to save the cost of third party-certification.  They 

remain accountable for their declarations. SdoC shall 

be complemented by market surveillance and respect 

the ISO/CEI 17050. This approach has been 

successfully applied in several sectors like telecoms or 

electrical goods. It is strongly supported by 

organisations representing big industrial players, such 

as EICTA  [12]. 

 

6.1. EC demand for certification  

 
The 2002 Ministerial Declaration on eInclusion 

reflected that “a European Web accessibility label that 

certifies compliance with W3C/WAI3 guidelines could 

be considered in order to avoid market 

fragmentation”. Later, in its January 2003 Resolution 

on eAccessibility , the Council of Europe called for an 

“eAccessibility mark” for goods and services.  

Finally, in the communication COM(2005)425 on 

eAccessibility, the European Commission stated: 

“Adequate certification schemes for accessibility of 

products, organizational processes and professionals 

(based on the European Key Mark35 and on European 

standards) would provide guidance to customers and 

clients who want accessible products and services and 

might give manufacturers and service providers due 

recognition for their efforts. They would also facilitate 

the monitoring of compliance with regulations 

demanding accessibility.” 

Several European actions have been launched 

accordingly, such as a Web Accessibility 

Benchmarking Cluster project [13], a Web 

Accessibility Certification CEN/ISSS Workshop 

(WS/WAC) [19], or the Specific Support Action for the 

creation of an eAccessibility Mark (Support-EAM) [6]. 
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6.2. Stakeholders’ needs for a Quality Mark 
 

A survey was conducted in February-March,
 
2005, by  

Support-EAM,  whose objective was to collect 

opinions about a European Quality Mark [17]. About 

450 answers from more than 20 countries were 

received on a voluntary basis. They represent a great 

variety of stakeholders with a strong representation of 

public organisations and Web designers. The results 

definitely highlight the needs for clearer 

communication on Web accessibility and the set up of a 

methodology and a verification process to be able to 

implement the WCAG. According to this survey: 

 

• 80% of respondents pay attention to Web 

accessibility of their sites but only 35% have checked 

it: most people know of Web accessibility but have no 

clear ideas of what to do;  

• 75%  want methodological supports and criteria;  

• for 80% a Quality Mark is seen as a security and 

quality issue;  

• 81% consider that a Quality Mark for Web 

Accessibility would improve the image of Web site 

owners; 

• 70% think that an accessible Web site reaches a 

larger audience and therefore increase the Return On 

Investment;  

• 72% of the respondents have a budget for 

accessibility. 

 

6.3.  An authority for eAccessibility  
 

A second on-line digital survey was conducted in 

February-March, 2006, whose objective was to collect 

opinions about a possible European Authority for Web 

accessibility certification [18]. The 241 respondents 

who answered the questionnaire on a voluntary basis 

originated from more than 13 different European 

countries. 

 

Results show that avoiding fragmentation of 

interpretation of Web accessibility guidelines and 

harmonisation should be the key activity of a Web 

accessibility  authority (Table 1). 

 

The international role of the authority is considered 

most important, while  testing should be made by a 

local organisations.  

 

The vast majority of respondents share the opinion that 

as a European Authority the best way to support an 

adequate Quality Mark is to encourage the use of 

objective criteria and good practices concerning Web 

accessibility.  

 

 

Table 1.  Answers to the question : In your opinion, 

what is the most important activity of the European 

Authority concerning the operation of the certification 

scheme ? 

Proposed Activity %. 

Avoiding the fragmentation of the interpretation of 

European and W3C and other international 

guidelines for Web accessibility 68 

The harmonization of quality marks 56 

Drafting a normative document setting criteria to 

Web accessibility 54 

Registration of Website which have been attributed 

the quality mark 50 

Development of a European quality mark 45 

Contracting parties issuing this quality mark 20 

Effectuating market surveillance 14 

 

7. What scheme for certification? 
 

7.1. The WAC CEN/ISSS Workshop  
 

As certification of eAccessibility is still a controversial 

issue, Support-EAM organised concertation with 

stakeholders within a CEN/ISSS Workshop  

(WS/WAC) in order to establish a first level consensus 

for a certification scheme and a Quality Mark. The 

Workshop has elaborated a scheme which was adopted 

as a CEN Workshop Agreement (CWA) after  a 60 

days public comment, on April 6
th

,  2006, according 

the the CEN/ISSS policy [19]. 

 

The CWA identifies 3 schemes reflecting the 

preferences that were expressed: 

• Inspection providing audit reports, according to 

ISO/IEC 17020; 

• Service certification by accredited organisations, 

according to EN 45011; 

• Supplier’s declaration of conformity, according to 

ISO/IEC 17050.  

     
The CWA proposes a reasonable way for existing 

labelling schemes to improve and migrate towards 

standards, according the model fitting the  best their 

needs. An Institute would act as a central authority 

whose mission would be to organize, harmonize and 

control practices in liaison with the international bodies 

concerned. The Institute would be the owner of a 

Quality Mark (or Conformity Mark) and would develop 

services for promoting Web accessibility. 
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Organisations which operate Web accessibility quality 

marks for Web accessibility in Europe would join their 

efforts for the creation of this institute, whose role 

would be : 

• avoiding the fragmentation of the interpretation of 

guidelines for Web accessibility; 

• the harmonisation of Web accessibility quality 

marks; 

• drafting a normative document, in line with the 

adopted version of the WCAG; 

• development of the Web accessibility quality 

mark; 

• establishing agreements with parties issuing the 

Web accessibility quality mark; 

• registration of Websites which have been 

attributed the Web accessibility quality mark; 

• effectuating market surveillance; 

• creating an active dialogue with user groups. 

 

The institute should guarantee its independence, and 

should be submitted to quality controls. 

 

7.2. Towards a global certification scheme 
 

The Support-EAM project has proposed that the road 

towards a global certification scheme should go 

through the following steps [20]: 

 

1. Creation of the institute by organisations running 

Web accessibility labels; 

2. Preparation of a normative document; 

3. Creation of a Web accessibility quality mark and 

adoption of a convergence plan of the different labels 

towards this mark; 

4. Establishing relationships between the institute 

and the standardisation bodies; 

5. Promoting services in relation with the Web 

accessibility quality mark, respecting independence 

principles; 

6. Establishing agreements with organisation willing 

to use the mark. 

 

8. Conclusions 
 
User and consumers organizations, industry and 

governments agree that the accessibility of technology 

is a significant and relevant issue that shall be 

addressed seriously and coherently. 

 

Accordingly, in its Communication on eAccessibility, 

September 13th, 2005, the European Commission 

proposes a set of policy actions that should foster 

eAccessibility. It calls on Member States and 

stakeholders to support voluntary positive actions to 

make accessible ICT products and services far more 

widely available in Europe. 

 

All see the accessibility of technology as a large-scale 

problem, having an industrial dimension and 

concerning many business domains and hitting a 

growing potential market. They consider that 

regulation, standards, e-procurement and some forms 

of recognized certification should help towards a 

society more beneficial to all citizens. Also they all 

recognize the work done by the W3C under the Web 

Accessibility Initiative as a basis for building up Web 

Accessibility, particularly the WCAG. 

 

Often the costs related to eAccessibility have been   

considered as a serious barrier to the implementation of 

a fully accessible Information Society. But more 

recently, authorized voices and good practices have 

contributed to change this point of view and to consider 

eAccessibility as a new opportunity. The EICTA for 

instance, in their White paper on eAccessibility, 

expressed their general belief   “ that the market for 

accessible and usable products is a growing one and 

that governments need to nurture it by taking steps that 

lead to market coherence.” In this key document they 

also state that “the provision of Accessible products 

and services is important to everyone: 

· It enables the estimated 500 Million disabled people 

around the world to access technology and the services 

it increasingly delivers; 

· It enables the disabled to enter the workforce (approx 

14% of Europeans have a disability and half of those 

are not working); 

· A recent study in the USA
1
 found out that 60% of 

working-age adults can benefit from the use of 

accessible technologies because they experience mild 

impairments or difficulties when using current 

technologies.” [12]  

 

So, the conditions seems to be present fo building up a 

better inclusive society taking advantage of the 

eAccessibility potential. Coherent policies and 

accompanying measures can be set up on the basis  of 

some successful experiences. For that, international co-

operation appears necessary to support harmonization 

and avoid fragmentation. The W3C and the Web 

Accessibility Initiative is an example  of what should 

be extended in other domains related to eAccessibility 

in general, covering electronic publishing and all 

digital services.  Such an international authority makes 

                                                           
1
 The Wide Range of Abilities and Its Impact on Computer 

Technology – Forrester Research Inc. 2003 
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expertise visible and provides a space where to develop 

it and improve it collectively. 

Ultimately, “Make It Accessible !”, should be a reality, 

not a commandment. 
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