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Abstract. At the European and national level, pressure has been made
to invite public administrations to make their Web sites accessible to all
citizens. This paper reports on the work of the BrailleNet Association
together with Web designers of the French government to improve the
accessibility of public Web sites. It explains the political context, actions
that have been undertaken and the results of these actions. Finally, the
perspectives for the future will be discussed.

1 Introduction

In many countries, a better access to Web services and Web administration is be-
coming an important issue. At the European level, the Council of the European
Union mentioned in their resolution from March 25, 2002 [1], that: “National
administrations should seek constantly to improve the accessibility of their Web
pages and explore new and better ways to deliver Web content and services
as new technologies and new versions of the Guidelined] are developed.” [2] In
France, for instance, several governmental measures have been taken to encour-
age designers of public services to make their Web sites accessible to all citi-
zens. For that reason, the demand for evaluations of public Web sites is growing
steadily. The BrailleNet association, created in 1997, has set up actions in nar-
row co-operation with the French Government to promote the dissemination and
application of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines in France.
This paper presents the strategy undertaken to achieve this co-operation.

2 Evaluation of 30 Public Web Sites

In October 2000, the CIREE7 stated in their decision that all French public Web
sites (around 2600) should be made accessible till June 2001. Following this
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responsible for state reform
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decision, the BrailleNet association was asked to review 30 public Web sites to
found out if they were accessible, ranging from ministries to local Web sites,
academic institutions, justice court, etc. For each of these sites, 30 significant
pages have been selected.

The evaluation method, developed by BrailleNet, first relies on the WCAG
1.0, and also on an analysis of the site’s usability with assistive technologies. The
reviewing process is carried out by people with different competencies: program-
ming techniques, assistive technologies, and human factors. Automatic online
tools such as Bobby [B], W3C’s HTML validator 4] and French version of A-
Prompt [5] have been used.

For each Web site, a detailed document has been provided, reporting the main
accessibility problems encountered , and suggestions for solutions. A final report
has been published by the Ministere de la Fonction Publique on the Web [6].

The evaluation has evidenced that none of the evaluated Web sites was com-
pletely conformant to the WCAG 1.0. Therefore, there is a clear need for infor-
mation and training on the WCAG 1.0 implementation techniques [7].

3 A Guide to Help Web Designers Make Accessible Web
Sites

A guide for designers of public Web sites has been published on a governmental
Web site [§].

This guide intends to help webmasters find their way through the design of
accessible Web sites. It is based on the accessibility problems encountered during
the evaluation. It requires knowledge of HTML, of the authoring tools and of
Web site design.

After giving an introduction on Web Accessibility and what accessibility
means for people with disabilities, the guide explains how to handle different
problems such as images, forms, frames etc. Each topic is treated separately in a
pedagogic card. This card recalls the guidelines from WCAG related to the topic,
links to the checkpoints and techniques, and explains how to implement them. It
also gives examples of good and bad practices. At last, the guide presents some
automatic evaluation tools.

4 Training

Braillenet has set up a training programme for Web designers divided into three
steps:

1. Two-day workshop, in which trainees learn how to review Web sites (differ-
ent tools, browser settings) in order to repair those sites with their usual
authoring tools. They also have to design accessible pages by themselves.

2. Practice at home. Trainees receive pages to evaluate and repair on their own.
these exercicesare corrected by experts.

3. A final one-day session is organised to give feedback on the exercices, answer
questions and summarise problems.
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5 Conclusion

The Government’s request for a review of key public Web sites results from a
will to improve the access of all citizens to all the public and administrative Web
sites.

This review shows that in 2001 no French public Web site conformed com-
pletely to the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines. To conclude, we suggest a
few action lines to improve the situation:

e by setting up e-learning modules for Web site designers;

E-learning is an efficient way to reach a big amount of people located in

different places.

e constituting groups of accessibility reviewers inside public administration;
Well trained reviewers belonging to the designing teams of public Web sites
will contribute to raise awareness about the design of accesible sites.

e developing software assistants for accessibility review;

Those tools would facilitate the work of reviewers as they would reduce the

time spent for evaluation in performing automatic checks.

e extending collaboration over Europe;

European projects such as WAI—DAE [9], and the constitution of centers of

excellence, as planned in the 6th framework programme from the European

Commission, would strengthen the European collaboration.
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