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THE PROBLEM
To maintain open and transparent government, the state of Maryland must ensure that all of its citizens, including those who are blind or visually impaired, have access to its public information.  In the past, the Maryland General Assembly has provided public information via its website and its telephone library and information service.  The Maryland General Assembly website is currently being upgraded and redesigned with a scheduled completion date of 2013.  Will this redesigned website be nonvisually accessible?
PROPOSED ACTION
The Maryland General Assembly should continue to ensure that public information is available to all Maryland citizens, including those who are blind or visually impaired. To do this, please call upon Sen. Rosapepe or Del. Feldman, chairmen of the JOINT INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND BIOTECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE, to insist, on behalf of your blind constituents, that nonvisual access features be incorporated into the redesigned and upgraded Maryland General Assembly website. You should also forward your concerns on this matter to the Senate President and the House Speaker. The Maryland General Assembly should continue to provide access to information through its telephone library and information services.
BACKGROUND

Blind or visually impaired persons can read a computer screen by using software that enlarges the text or converts it into synthetic speech. With this software, we can read web pages if nonvisual access features are incorporated into the design of those pages.  Methods for nonvisual access design are well known and well documented.  
Nonvisual access does not render the website less visually attractive to the general public.  We have found that many others, in addition to those who are blind, also benefit from nonvisual access because it makes these websites easier to use and more efficient. As in the case with other engineering designs, initially building nonvisual access into a website is more economical than retrofitting it later.
During the summer of 2011, the Maryland General Assembly decided that its website should be upgraded. Its current website has remained unchanged in over ten years. While legislators and staff have learned to use this “archaic system”, it is very difficult for the public to use by today’s standards. Since the goal of this redesign is to make the website more accessible to the public, the legislature should take steps to ensure that it is also completely nonvisually accessible. While the current website has some features allowing for nonvisual access, there is room for improvement. The JOINT INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY AND BIOTECHNOLOGY COMMITTEE will have the responsibility for this new website.
For many years, Maryland law has required state government to provide its public information by using nonvisually accessible websites.  By requiring nonvisual access in its upgraded and redesigned website the Maryland General Assembly will not only be complying with state law, but will also maintain its commitment to an open, transparent government.  
To ensure access and usability by blind persons the website should be evaluated by blind consumers and experts.  The National Federation of the Blind of Maryland can assist you in this evaluation through the facilities at the National Federation of the Blind Jernigan Institute, located in Baltimore, MD.
Although the General Assembly website is and will continue to be an excellent resource, the public will still need the telephone library and information service.  Human interaction can quickly resolve ambiguities and answer questions.  Some individuals will always prefer to receive information from a human contact rather than searching through reams of data through a computer interface. 
CONCLUSION
The National Federation of the Blind of Maryland commends the Maryland General Assembly for providing excellent telephone information and library services.  We urge the General Assembly to continue this invaluable service.  The Maryland General Assembly should ensure that nonvisual access is an integral part of all website designs, both now and in the future.  By following these recommendations, the Maryland General Assembly will fulfill its mandate to represent all the citizens of Maryland.
