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Mr. Yoshio Utsumi, Secretary General of ITU, stated that "those with access to the telecommunication network will thrive and prosper" and further expressed his valid concerns that the telecommunications development today is inequitable between the rich and the poor countries in the world. It must, however, be recognised that in all societies, rich and poor alike, there are some people who are being excluded from the Information Society. Among them are people with an intellectual disability.

The inclusion of people with intellectual disability in the Information Society presents a number of difficult issues. This paper will describe the difficulties of this group in the access to information in general as well as in the access to existing hardware and software solutions. A specific issue will be the access to modern communication technologies such as electronic mail. It will become clear that this group of citizens is in danger of being excluded from the Information Society and that these problems also apply to other groups of people.

People with intellectual disability (also known as mental handicap or learning disability) are one of the most vulnerable and marginalised groups in every society. The group comprises people with a significantly sub-average intellectual capacity, ranging from a mild impairment where people are able to read and write some words and can live independently with some support, to persons with severe or profound disability who are dependent on the support of their families or of professionals for their whole life.

People with intellectual disability find it most difficult to access information. The reason for this is that information is very often presented in a complex and complicated way so that they find it extremely difficult or impossible to understand. To a certain degree they share this problem with a large number of people who have a limited school education or a limited knowledge of the language of the country they live in. The Information Society has added a new dimension to this problem: there is so much information available that it becomes increasingly difficult for anybody to find relevant items.

Regarding the presentation of information for people with intellectual disability, Inclusion Europe and its member societies in all countries of the European Union have developed European Guidelines for the Production of Material in Easy-to-Read Language
. The concept of "easy-to-read" or "easy-to-understand" means that complex information can be presented in a much simpler and shorter way, for example by leaving out unnecessary items or by using short sentences with simple words and a simple grammatical structure.

Many organisations for people with intellectual disability are already producing information in this format and several companies, including for example British Telecom, have also started to provide this kind of information for their customers. "Easy-to-read" and "easy-to-understand" information is a way to provide access to information for all citizens and not only for the urban, well-educated society. For everybody it makes it also possible to get a quick overview of the main topics of a text and experience shows that wherever easy-to-read information is provided with the full version of a text, people tend to read the easy-to-read version.

People with an intellectual disability have another problem in accessing information that they share with quite a number of other citizens: they usually have a very limited literacy or cannot read and write text at all. In a society which relies more and more on text-based information provision it is clear that people who cannot access this information are seriously disadvantaged.

In this field the use of symbol sets for communication has proved to be quite successful for some people with intellectual disability. Communication symbols are drawings with different degrees of complexity. There are several symbol communication sets in use today comprising 500 up to 6.000 different symbols. Whereas the meaning of some symbols is immediately obvious, others - especially those with a more abstract meaning - have to be learned. The following graphic shows examples from the symbol sets PCS and Rebus.
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For people with an intellectual disability, communication symbols can be an effective way to provide an alternative format to facilitate their access to information. This can be compared with the use of braille script for visually impaired persons. However, for people with intellectual disability a second adaptation is necessary: the information must also be presented in an easy-to-understand format. Because this requires an editing of the original texts, the provision of accessible information for this group of disabled people is even more challenging.

For the reasons outlined above, much of today's technology is not accessible at all for people with intellectual disability. Also for telecommunication equipment most of the interfaces are text-based and rather difficult to understand and therefore a barrier for access by this group of citizens. Rapidly developing new technologies greatly increase the potentials of telecommunications equipment, but often the new possibilities make its use more difficult.

Another important aspect concerning the accessibility of telecommunication services for people with intellectual disability is the cost factor. They and their families find themselves often in a financially difficult situation. Where they could benefit from modern communication technologies, it is often the cost of the necessary equipment that excludes them from its use.

A good example for this is video-telephony which has proved to be an excellent communication medium for people with intellectual disability. They greatly benefit from being able to see their communication partner and to communicate not only with the spoken language. This has been demonstrated already in various national and international research projects, but until now the cost of the necessary equipment and connections prohibits its use by this group of people.

Furthermore people with intellectual disability clearly need significantly longer to understand information or to communicate. Pictures, videos or other graphic media can facilitate their access to information, but these require greater bandwidth and longer connection time. Therefore the average connection costs of people with intellectual disability are likely to be significantly higher than those of ordinary citizens.

In the area of telecommunication the use of electronic mail has much increased during the past years. For many people in industrialised countries, the use of electronic mail is a normal part of daily life and they use it frequently, professionally as well as privately. As in many other areas, people with intellectual disability again have difficulties to participate because it requires the use of written text. But also the interfaces of most e-mail programs are quite complex and would have to be adapted for this group of people.

Considering the above it can be said that the developments in Information and Communication Technologies in the past have tended to exclude people with intellectual disability as well as people with limited literacy or school education. In view of the ever-growing importance of the Information Society it is obvious that these groups are in danger to be even more marginalised than they are today. The Information Society is already split into those who have access to information and those who have not. It is high time for telecommunication providers as well as governments and companies to take the necessary steps for the inclusion of these groups into the mainstream Information Society.

Some of the measures in this direction could include:

· Development of information content in easy-to-understand language

Providers of information content, including companies, governments and other public bodies should present their information in a simple and easy-to-understand way. This would not only facilitate the access of people with an intellectual disability, but also help other people to get a quick overview of the contents. 
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All easy-to-understand information should be clearly labelled, e.g. with the following symbol.

· Use of graphic symbol sets to accompany information

Wherever possible, graphic symbols should be used to facilitate access to information. Since there are many different symbol sets it is difficult to decide which one to use and it is unlikely that the information will be accessible to all people. Therefore the selection and use of a symbol set should be discussed and decided together with the target group.

· Development of applications with simplified interfaces

For each information and communication device there should be an optional simplified interface providing access only to the basic and most important functionality. Wherever possible, this interface should be free of any language or use clear and understandable icons together with the words. This would also facilitate the use of telecommunication devices by people who do not understand the language in which the device was configured.

· Providing for the increased telecommunication costs for people with intellectual disability

Finally, it is an important demand for governments as well as telecommunications providers to make allowances for the increased costs for access to telecommunication that people with intellectual and other disabilities have. This concerns the necessary equipment as well as the connection costs and the necessary bandwidth.

As an example what adaptations are possible to facilitate the access of people with intellectual disability to communication technologies, I would like to mention briefly the ALDICT
 project of Inclusion Europe. With the support of the European Commission, ALDICT is developing a symbol-based e-mail program that will allow people with intellectual disability to participate in the developing e-mail culture.

The program automatically converts between text and communication symbols so that people with intellectual disability can write a message by selecting sequences of symbols on the screen which then will be sent as text by electronic mail to the recipient. The recipient can then either read the normal text or - if he also uses the ALDICT program - the text will be re-symbolised in the symbol communication set of the recipient.

To allow real international communication between people with intellectual disability in the project countries France, Germany, Portugal and the U.K. this facility has been connected to automatic translation. Therefore a message can be composed in one symbol set and in one of the project languages and the receiver will read it in his symbol set accompanied by words in his language.

To date the first experiences with intellectually disabled users in the project countries show much enthusiasm of the users and it is expected that the final product will be on the market in 2001.

The ALDICT project is a good example for the possibility to adapt existing communication technologies to the needs and capacities of people with an intellectual disability. More of such projects are needed to assure the inclusion of people with an intellectual disability in the Information Society.

� Available from: Inclusion Europe, Galeries de la Toison d'Or, 29 Chaussée d'Ixelles #393/35, B-1050 Brussels





� Information on the ALDICT Project can be found at http://www.ilsmh-ea.be/aldict








