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I speak as an author and a copyright reformist: a copyleftist. 
As an author I fully condone the contractual terms that exist in most print publishing contracts that allow publishers to make our works available free of charge for adaptation for use by people who are visually impaired. Unfortunately, I don’t think too many publishers promote this. Of the half dozen authors I spoke to, none is aware of their work being made available for these purposes. So it seems that while in theory, authors’ works are available for use by print-disabled people and the agencies that wish to make their work available in accessible form, many publishers are reluctant to actually give permission for this use; they are afraid to let go. Especially with the advent of digital technologies – they are suspicious that other commercial agencies might make these works available and undermine their own control and revenue making potential.

Many of the digital contracts I have reviewed in the past few years have dropped this clause, including I am embarrassed to say, one of my own. I intend to draw the attention of the Australian Society of Authors (ASA) to this omission. The ASA produces what Tom Keneally has termed the “Bible” of Australian publishing contracts and it should certainly make reference to the use of works – print or digital – for vision impaired readers and users.
As a copyleftist, I fully support many of the changes that digital technologies are introducing. 

Digital technologies are rapidly changing the literary landscape – and are bringing changes to both the form of literary works and our access to them. Some have called this the democratisation of culture – where all of us with access to the internet can be readers, writers and users – without necessarily participating in the publishing business models that have in the past provided a form of commercial gatekeeping over cultural works.

Arguably, these digital technologies have given rise to a less proprietorial and more collaborative notion of cultural production as a shared activity. Many studies reveal that digital literacies are contributing to a cultural change – that the sort of collaboration and sharing that takes place on the internet with open source software, online music, ebooks and digital creativity (YouTube, Facebook, Pinterest etc) is gradually changing the way we see cultural works – that they should be readily available as part of our cultural heritage, not locked for 70 years after the death of the author into  a commercial system that is protected by Digital Rights Management  and technical locks that can tend to put profits before access to culture.
This more collaborative view of cultural works is the basis of the term “copyleft”. The implications are not very subtle. There is a movement, regarded by many as ethical – and by others as a communist plot - to free up copyright control, to allow more exceptions to the tight control exercised by copyright holders (mainly publishers), to expand the public domain and to improve access for users. The current WIPO draft treaty outlining greater accessibility for those with a print disability might be seen as “copyleft” proposals. Certainly they are viewed by many copyright holders as at best subversive and dangerous - and at worst as facilitating deliberately unlawful acts that should be punishable by law.

Existing business models in the publishing industry – supported by our copyright law that is creaking under the strain of new technologies – has in the past put much of the power in publishing in the hands of the intermediaries who manage the commercial side of publishing – primarily the big publishers and booksellers – the middle men who sit between the author/creators and the reader/users. But digital technologies are characterised by “disintermediation” – getting rid of these middle men and this opens up new opportunities for authors and creators to deal more directly with their readers and users. It is a fundamental change that provides an ideal time for vision impaired people to insist on changes to the law and to publishing practice that better meet their needs as full participants in our cultural life.
I have argued elsewhere that an Australian e-depository might solve some of these problems for digital works. Such a service might facilitate easy access to and payment for authors’ commercial works – and at the same time provide a legitimate and managed platform for the sorts of adaptation of works required for equal access to cultural works for those with a print disability. It could provide an authorised exchange system. And it should be more than a Utopian ideal. I understand that Canada for example is planning an elending platform for published works – where authorised agencies can have better access to materials to adapt them, free of charge, for use by the visually impaired, thus acknowledging their right to full participation in society and culture.
I would like to see epublishing incorporate both a legislative intervention and a change in publishing practice to ensure that accessible publishing standards and the needs of vision-impaired creators, readers and users are met in the digital environment – not just as an add-on to “normal” publishing, but mandated as part of ebook publishing.
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