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More than 100,000 North Carolinians cannot read daily newspapers because of a disability, such as blindness or visual impairment. But thanks to Newsline (Accessible Electronic Information Service for the Blind and Disabled), they can.

Now, the N.C. Legislature is being asked to continue funding for the Newsline system for another year to help secure the independence of citizens with disabilities.  We are asking for $75,000 to be added to the budget of the NC Division of Services for the Blind (which is a part of the NC Department of Health and Human Services DHHS).  Services for the Blind will administer the Newsline program as part of its normal duties.

Timely access to current news and information is essential to being a part of society.  An integral source of such news and information are daily newspapers.  Citizens who cannot, because of a disability such as blindness or visual impairment, read daily newspapers are at a disadvantage in today’s world.    

Between 60 and 70 percent of citizens who are blind or visually impaired are unemployed.  It is in the public interest to close this employment gap.  Newsline will foster independence and lower dependence on public assistance and assist in improving employment.
Since 1994, Newsline has been filling the news and information gap created by disabilities such as blindness and visual impairment.  Initially, the system was created through Federal funding.  Newsline came to North Carolina in the late 1990s.  It was funded here, initially, with private funds and Federal dollars.  For a couple of years, the State of North Carolina funded Newsline with unexpended budget funds under DHHS.  Then the Legislature began appropriating funds for Newsline as part of the normal budget process.

Newsline is an automated, dial-in, newspaper service on which users can listen to daily newspapers on a touch-tone telephone.  The system uses an electronic voice to read the text of daily newspapers, which is loaded into computers at the beginning of each day.  The keypad on the phone is used to navigate the system and select options.  Each user calls a phone number and is then connected to the large computer in Baltimore.  Each morning, newspapers submit the text of that day’s issue to Baltimore to be loaded into the server.  The current day’s paper, the previous day’s issue, and the previous Sunday’s issue can be accessed at any time, day or night, by any Newsline subscriber.  Subscribers to the Newsline system can also get TV listings for their area.  Recently, we have added Internet access to the Newsline system.  Subscribers can now log in to the system via the Internet and listen to newspapers on their computers or receive the papers as email attachments.

There are currently more than 250 newspapers available from all across the country.  In North Carolina, we currently have the Asheville Citizen Times, the Charlotte Observer, the Greensboro News and Record, and the Raleigh News and Observer.  We hope to add a paper from the eastern part of the state.  

Currently, there are just above 2,500 active users in NC.  In March of 2009, a total of 3,489 calls were placed by NC subscribers with a total length of almost 60,000 minutes.  NC Subscribers received around 7,000 emailed copies of newspapers during this same period.  Nationwide, there are about 50,000 folks signed up for Newsline.

We have asked for $75,000 per year.  This is made up of:

· $40,000 Annual subscription fee per state (which includes 2 newspapers.
· $20,000  for up to 4 additional North Carolina Newspapers ($5,000 each per year and a one-time $10,000 setup fee per new papers)

· $15,000  Phone charges
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