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Our digital future 

As technology continues to transform our lives, and more people have an expectation to be able to use technology to access government information as and when they choose, so does our responsibility to ensure the widest dissemination possible. The Australian Government remains committed to producing high quality digital information, data and services to the public and are actively reviewing digital delivery channels to enable that. However, it’s not just about providing information in a digital world; the government wants to make sure that all Australians have the digital skills to access information in a way that is meaningful to them. 

Universal access to information and services

The past few years have seen Australia’s digital content increase tenfold, and this is not limited to static information; almost 14 billion minutes of video content is predicted to cross internet connections in Australia in the coming year. So the importance of universal access to digital information and services is increasing as are consumers’ expectations of that information. It is well recognised that digital information plays a critical role in contemporary society and as more and more of our social infrastructure is made available online, access to digital information will become a civil rights issue for individuals with a disability. 

Accessibility of Australian Government websites 

The Australian Government’s 2010 commitment to  improving the accessibility of the government web real-estate saw every Government agree to adopt the World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Content Accessibility Guideline version 2.0 (WCAG 2.0); now an ISO standard. 

Harmonised adoption of the guideline was designed to improve the provision of information and services for all Australians. While only just past the midpoint milestone of the Strategy, Australian Government agencies are on track with many aspects of their accessible online delivery, for example most multimedia produced in the last few years now has captions and transcripts, most web pages are well structured semantically, and agencies are actively tackling their online service delivery.

Digital publishing in government 

The Australian Government has been moving to a more digital government in the way it provides information and services to citizens.

The Declaration of Open Government establishes the foundations to build a government culture of proactive information disclosure and community engagement. It required the opening up of government data and content which can be tagged, shared, secured, mashed up and presented in all kinds of ways to make it more useful for the consumer of that information.  

We’ve also been looking at how people want to use government information and are moving to a digital approach where customers will influence how we create manage and present data through websites and mobile applications. Digital delivery choices will enable a customer to shape and consume the information we provide in a way that is meaningful to them.  

This means that our concept of a document needs to change; our ideas about how we present information needs to change because the way that our information is being consumed – anywhere, anytime, any format – is rapidly changing. Ultimately it will be the consumer who decides how they want information presented to them. As such we need to focus more on data and content being developed to enable it to be reused and repurpose in multiple ways. 

Current approach

Historically government has published all important information in print format, causing endless issues for people with print disabilities, including knowing such information existed. With the advent of the World Wide Web in the 1990s, government started putting information online, making it much more discoverable and more easily manipulated by people with a print disability. However, as more information was published online, government moved to publishing documents in PDF rather than as HTML-based web pages and as most are aware, this format does not always accommodate everyone’s accessibility needs. AGIMO undertook a study into the Portable Document File as a format in 2010 [1] and found that three issues hamper accessibility: 

· the design of the PDF file by the document author to incorporate the correct presentation, structure, tags and elements that maximise accessibility;

· the technical ability of the assistive technology to interact with the PDF file (via the relevant PDF Reader); and

· the skill of the user and their familiarity with using their assistive technology to interact with a PDF file. 

The first two of these will improve following the recent release of the W3C WCAG 2.0 Techniques for PDF [2] and the subsequent release of PDF/UA ISO standard [3]. Some government agencies are also taking an accessibility initiative by extending their publication formats to include both ePub and/or Daisy.  Other agencies are installing text-to-speech options on their websites to enable pages to be read aloud without the need for specialised software.

Future approach

With the Government continually looking for efficiencies, (including an announcement from the Finance Minister in September 2012 that foreshadowed a move to “greater reliance on publishing online only” [4]) 2013 is a good time to be looking ahead at how we can incorporate accessibility into future publishing considerations.

Figure 1 (borrowed from the Chicago Style manual [5]) illustrates that if documents were stored in a single flexible format such as XML, then multiple formats and re-use is possible depending on an end users’ preferences. While Figure 1 illustrates three output formats – print, ebook and web – the variations are endless and allow for large print, Braille, ePub, Daisy, etc.

Next Steps

To help the Government move forward with accessible publications in a digital era, we are seeking input from the print disability community on preferences.
[image: image1.jpg]o ey
Sreies g
ety

om
Prntbock

. Syt

swsrosmanon iy
v

ey

orginat
manuscrot

(ar S | i
s

originat
Wb publication




Figure 1 – One input source to multiple output formats (courtesy of Chicago Manual of Style [5])

[Figure presents a flow chart showing content being stored in XML source file and then being transformed into a variety of formats including E-book, web-page and print.]
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