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Public e-accessibility in Sweden

This paper summarizes the issues covered in the presentation “Public e-assessibility in Sweden.

Goals and vision – the 24/7 agency

The Swedish Government’s political objectives are symbolized by the notion of the ‘24/7 agency’. This term refers to the services provided by public administration and its contacts with private individuals and businesses. Developing electronic applications enables new accessibility to be achieved, primarily through constantly available electronic information and self-service functions but also through telephone service centres that can be reached during a larger part of the day than an individual agency’s local offices. 

The overriding goal is that all government services which can be delivered electronically should be delivered electronically, provided that this is technically feasible and economically defensible.

The government have also stated as a goal that different needs and conditions must be met so that no citizens are excluded from the new opportunities offered by e-government. Citizens must be able to choose between different service channels and e-services must have a design and a language that facilitate access for everyone.

A third objective is that citizens and businesses should always be able to use single points of access, regardless of how the responsibility is divided between different parts of the public sector.

A fourth objective is to provide easy access to public information online and indeed electronic channels whereby the public can participate in policy-making and decision-making

Regulations

The Government goal is to make Sweden accessible by 2010. This is seen in the working plan for disability policy, Från Patient till medborgare (From Patient to Citizen), Government Bill 1999/2000:79. In order to achieve this goal, everyone must accept a share of the responsibility and check over accessibility in their activities. This applies to one and all - authorities, county councils, municipalities, companies and organizations. IT products and services should be accessible to and usable by everyone as far as this is at all possible.

 

Agencies that offer electronic self-service systems and other systems of interaction with the public should ask themselves two questions. First, how can usability be optimized? Secondly, how can it be ensured that systems are usable by the maximum number of citizens, including people with special needs, such as those with disabilities?

 

The agencies services for people with disabilities should be designed in a broad perspective, taking into account the wide variation in the populations regarding such characteristics as visual acuity, reaction speed, reach, hearing capacity, dexterity, ability to read text etc. 

Laws regulating this work are the Swedish Work Environment Act and the Ordinance SFS 2001:526.

Swedish Work Environment Legislation

The purpose of this Act is to prevent ill-health and accidents at work and generally to achieve a good working environment.

 

The working environment shall be satisfactory with regard to the nature of the work and social and technical progress in the community. Working conditions shall be adapted to people's differing physical and mental aptitudes. The employee shall be given the opportunity of participating in the design of his own working situation and in processes of change and development affecting his own work. 

Ordinance SFS 2001:526

According to Ordinance SFS 2001:526, government authorities are to make a special effort to ensure that their premises, operations and information are accessible to people with disabilities. This work includes conducting inventories and drawing up working plans. 

Public actors influencing e-accessibility

There are four main actors influencing e-accessiblity in Sweden:

· The Swedish Agency for Public Management

· The Disability Ombudsman

· The Swedish Handicape Institute

· The Government Interoperability Board

The Swedish Agency for Public Management

The Swedish Agency for Public Management provides support to the Government and Government Offices. Their main task is to conduct studies and evaluations at the request of the government and also to promote the development of public electronic services, including the development of 24-hour public administration. 

Another important area of work is the coordination of the state procurement activities. The purpose of the operation is to make savings through administrative simplifications, better terms, and lower prices in the field of ICT where the State has major acquisition needs. 

Read more in the section “Tools for affecting the market and the authorities.” 

The Disability Ombudsman (Handikappombudsmannen)

The Disability Ombudsman (Handikappombudsmannen - HO) monitors the rights and interests of people with disability. The objective is that people with various kinds of disability should be able to participate fully in the life of the community and live on the same terms as others.

The Accessibility Centre of the Disability Ombudsman provides support for government authorities in their accessibility work. Among other things, the Centre has produced Guidelines for an Accessible Public Administration. These help authorities in their accessibility work. The Centre also provides support to authorities via this website. 

The Swedish Handicape Institute

The Swedish Handicap Institute aims at improving the quality of life for people with disabilities. Its major tasks is to ensure access to high quality and well-functioning assistive technology and to work for an increased access to society. The Institute's work includes stimulation of research and development, analyses of needs and testing of assistive technology. It also gives out information and performs training to professionals regarding assistive technology for different categories of disabilities. The Institute is also involved in international research and co-operation project in the field of assistive technology and accessibility.

The Government Interoperability Board

The Swedish approach to e-government and to public management in general is highly decentralised with independently managed agencies, working under a performance management regime. The Government determines the mission and the overall goals and targets for each agency, both in a standing and an annual instruction. It also appoints directors general and boards, and evaluates results.

 

However, to realise the full potential of government e-services in terms of efficiency and quality, some co-ordination is required. Therefore, by January 1st 2004 the Government appointed the Government interoperability board (GIB). Its task is to support and promote secure and effective electronic information exchange within the administration and between the administration and citizens.

The GIB can issue regulations that are mandatory for all agencies, as well as non-mandatory guidelines. Regulations will not be binding for municipalities. The GIB is an agency in its own right, but its day to day business and planning activities are managed by the Agency for public management (Statskontoret). Its regulations and guidelines will be prepared in joint projects, involving major agencies and other stakeholders.

The focus areas of GIB are:

· effective information use

· e-identification and secure information exchange

· information security

· accessibility

The GIB has laid down the following guidelines:

· 04:01 The 24-hour web - guidelines for design of public web sites

· 04:02 Guidelines for Government Use of Certificates and Electronic signatures

· 04:03 Guidellines for User Interfaces That Meet Legal Requirements

The 24 hour web -  guidelines for design of public web sites

A study carried out in June 2003 showed that the vast majority of the public web sites were not structured or designed for the different abilities of people. As a consequenceThe Swedish Board for E-government Interoperability issued 9 June 2004 a new collection of guidelines for design of public web sites, “The 24-hour web”. 

The guidelines, which are an upgrade of the guidelines issued in June 2002, were produced by the Swedish Agency for Public Management, in collaboration with the Swedish Handicap Ombudsman and the national W3C contact point. 

The purpose of the guidelines is to support public administrations in their development and design of web sites and to provide a basis for achievement of the vision of  “the 24-hour e-government”. As many visitors as possible, irrespective of capabilities, should be able to search for and read information and to interact with administrations via their web sites. The guidelines of The 24-hour web” are intended to be used by all agencies. They are, however, not binding.


The guidelines cover, inter alia: 

· main aspects to be considered by agencies aiming at becoming a 24-hour agency 

· general contents and services that should be provided by each web site

· relevant standards

· design and information structuring

· testing

· criteria for choice of publishing tools

· information on assistive devices 

The WAI Guidelines WCAG 1.0 are integrated into the guidelines,The intention is to convey the message that accessibility is not a separate aspect, and to reduce the risk that accessibility considerations will be disregarded by web site developers. 

Availability of e-accessibility expertise on the market

The availability of accessibility expertise on the market is restricted to smaller specialised companies. In Sweden there is mainly one company who has the leading position in this area; Funka Nu.

In the bigger IT companies there is still a lack of understanding of the importance of including usability and accessibility issues in the development process.

Tools for affecting the market and the authorities

The main tools for affecting the market and the authorities are: 

· Public procurement

· Guidelines and Awards

· Monitoring and evaluations

Public procurement

75% of the public procurements in the area of information and coummunication technology is purchased through the framework agreements. This in turn creates possibilities to affect the choice that is open to the public admininstration, including environmental properties, usability and accessibility. 

Increased awareness of user-friendliness, ergonomics, and access for disabled people should ensure that the procurements contribute to reduced user costs, better job satisfaction for employees, and that official bodies can meet the requirements of the Work Environment Act for software and systems.

 

The Swedish Agency for Public Management will give the lead when it concerns setting accessibility and usability as an award criterion for framework agreements. 

Guidelines and Awards

The 24-hour web and other guidelines issued by the Government Interoperability board are important tools for coordinating the public sector’s presence on the Internet and establishing common rules in order to enhance the accessibility and usability of services.

The Golden Link (Guldlänken) is a special award stimulating the Swedish public sector in their Internet-based services to the citizens.

The prize is awarded to the governmental authority or similar public organization, e.g. municipalities, county councils etc., that uses Internet in the most innovative way to facilitate the contact and dialogue with the citizens. The 24-hour web guidelines are part of the judgement criteria.

Monitoring and Evaluations

In order to monitor the work of the authorities the Disability Ombudsman sends out an annual questionnaire. Furthermore evaluations and self-assessments can be carried out by using the 24-hour checklists.

The Swedish Agency for Public Management has been commissioned by the Government, to create a systematic approach, a model, to evaluate and follow-up the development of e-government in Sweden.
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