Technology Bill of Rights for the Blind

Dear [staffer],

As a member of the National Federation of the Blind of Florida, I urge Congressman [name] to cosponsor the Technology Bill of Rights for the Blind (H.R. 4533).  Members of our organization met with your office in February and discussed issues that were important to blind Americans.  Among these issues was the Technology Bill of Rights for the Blind, introduced by Jan Schakowsky to ensure that blind consumers have access to essential consumer products through nonvisual means of use.  As a blind person, I am constantly faced with second-class access to consumer products.  This is a huge barrier to convenience in my life, and threatens my independence as the problem continues to get worse.  
H.R. 4533 establishes minimum nonvisual access standards for consumer electronics, home appliances, kiosks, and office equipment and technology.  As technology becomes more advanced, user interfaces on these products are becoming increasingly visual, with touch screens and visual displays replacing traditional tactile methods of use like knobs and buttons.  These consumer products have become a fundamental part of our lifestyle, and yet most are unusable to those who are blind or have low vision.  For example, I cannot adjust the settings on a flat stove, check in at the airport independently, or efficiently send a fax on a touch screen fax machine.  I am often stuck waiting in line to buy a ticket because the kiosk isn’t accessible, or putting off buying a new kitchen appliance to avoid the inaccessibility. 
In such a technologically advanced world, I do not believe that I should have to face such second-class access.  Apple is leading the way in proving that manufacturers can make their entirely touch-screen products accessible to blind people.  We have approached other companies and urged them to do the same, but our requests have gone unheard.  Just as all private and public buildings are required to be accessible to a person with a physical handicap, these fundamental consumer products and services should be accessible to those with sensory disabilities.  It is imperative to my independence and productivity that legislation ensures accessibility.  
The bill calls on the Department of Commerce to conduct a study on how these products can be made accessible, and establishes the Office of Nonvisual Access Compliance to promulgate standards and monitor compliance.  The bill will increase blind consumers’ access to essential products as well as increase the usability of these products for the millions of Americans who have low vision or print disabilities.  The initiative has quickly gained momentum, and I urge Congressman [name] to support blind Americans and cosponsor this legislation. The contact in Jan Schakowsky’s office is Megan Michaud, and I would be happy to hear from you via email with additional questions.  This issue is very personal and important to me and other members of the National Federation of the Blind of Florida, so I hope to hear from you soon.
Sincerely,
Blind Persons Return to Work Act:

Dear [staffer],
As a member of the National Federation of the Blind of Florida, I wanted to urge Congressman [name] to cosponsor the Blind Persons Return to Work Act (H.R. 886). Members of our affiliate met with your office in February and discussed issues that were important to blind Americans, including this legislation, which was introduced by John Lewis last year to help blind Social Security Disability Insurance (SSDI) beneficiaries transition off the program.  As a current beneficiary of SSDI, I feel the effects everyday of the barriers to employment that are inherent in the program.  I hope the Congressman will recognize the urgent need to remove any and all disincentives to work so that blind Americans can return to the workforce and reach our full employment potential.  

H.R. 886 removes the disincentive to work caused by the earnings limit that caps supplemental income for blind SSDI beneficiaries.   Blind people collecting SSDI are allowed to work on the side while collecting benefits, but we risk losing all of our benefits if we earn a single dollar over the $1640 monthly limit.  This creates a “cliff,” where people purposefully stay below the $1640 limit in an effort to sustain their financial security.  By discouraging people from reaching their full employment potential, blind people are encouraged to stay underemployed.  Correspondingly, over 70 percent of working age blind people are unemployed or under employed.  Government programs should encourage people to reach greater employment and full independence.  H.R. 886 establishes a gradual reduction of benefits, where for every $3 over the limit the person earns they lose $1 worth of benefits.  This initiative would replace the earnings limit “cliff” with a phase-out, allowing blind beneficiaries to transition off the rolls and eventually become contributors rather than beneficiaries.  In addition, there are two other components of the bill meant to reduce administrative burdens on the Social Security Administration.   

Congressman [name] has proven to be an ally of the blind by cosponsoring our [quiet cars/technology bill of rights] legislation.  I hope he will do what is best for blind Florida residents collecting SSDI, and cosponsor the Blind Persons Return to Work Act (H.R. 886).  The contact in Congressman Lewis’ office is Michaeleen Crowell, and I would be happy to hear from you via email with additional questions.  This issue is very personal and important to me and other members of the National Federation of the Blind of Florida, so I hope to hear from you soon with news of Congressman [name]’s support.  
Sincerely,

