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Abstract 

Works available in a format that blind and visually impaired persons can 
read represent five per cent of the total amount of books published. In the 
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From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

Background 

Imagine if you will, going to your local public library and finding that all the 
books are in a form that you cannot read, Braille for instance. Imagine that 
your library takes notice of your complaints and buys two out of every 
hundred books in conventional print. The chances that these two books are in 
the subject area that you want to read or that they are in a language you 
understand is very small, but you are better off than most visually 
handicapped readers across Europe. 

At the time when this revealing statement was published (Tucker, 1997), the amount of 
books in an accessible format available for persons with a print disability (1) ranged 
between one and two per cent of all the books published in conventional print in a given 
country. In 1993, the first time I ever heard about such statistics, that figure was lower 
than one per cent. Today, fifteen years later, it hardly reaches 5% - five books out of every 
hundred books that are published are available in an accessible format, of which 95% has 
been produced by institutions serving persons with print disabilities. 

The budgets for the production of documents in accessible formats have, at least, doubled 
since then; new technologies have been incorporated into the production processes, to the 
extent that some conversions of print materials into accessible formats can be automated 
in a way that hardly no human intervention is needed; large and small publishing houses 
(and other content producers) have signed agreements with institutions giving services to 
print-disabled persons in order to provide them with the digital files used to print those 
books, thus helping them to speed up the adaptation process.  

We can certainly label all these changes as a way of «improving access to works for visually 
impaired persons». Multiplying by five the number of books available in hardly 15 years has 
been, for institutions and agencies providing this type of services, a true achievement. And, 
still, seeing how the best library catalogues of books in an alternative format are still 95% 
shorter than the list of books available in the average public library, it is clear that this 
production chain is no longer a viable way of effectively increasing the number of 
publications in alternative formats. 

Persons with a print disability are no longer content with that 5% of books to choose from, 
as they would no longer be happy with a mere 5% increase during the next ten or fifteen 
years. Their information needs have grown more rapidly than the production capacity of the 
institutions working for them. They know that technology can now offer solutions that go 
beyond the traditional method of adapting printed books to make them accessible. These 
same technologies also offer them a level of autonomy they could not dream of before – 
they can now be less dependant on specialized agencies producing the book they need in 
the format they can use. Thus, they demand the same possibilities of reading virtually any 
book that has been published in their countries. In fact, they want the possibility of 

(1) The terms ‘print-disabled person’ and ‘person with a print disability’ refer to those who are unable to read print 
due to a visual, physical, or learning disability. More and more, libraries and institutions serving blind or 
visually impaired persons are expanding their services to users with a print disability. 
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accessing any book published in any country, at the same time, and at the same price, as 
the rest of the population do.  

Though this is not a new claim, it is now that the change from “better access” - or access to 
more books - towards “full access” seems realistic. Can this vision really be achieved? What 
has changed in the last 10-15 years that has led these institutions to believe that this is 
possible? There is neither a single answer to this question, nor a single factor that triggered 
this objective, but a combination of answers and factors that might make this vision 
feasible in the near future. The scope of this work is to try to explain these questions and 
the possible answers. 
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From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

1.  IMPROVING ACCESS IN THE SHORT TERM – BETTER  
ACCESS 

Since libraries for blind and visually impaired persons were established in the different 
European countries (some of them nearly a hundred years ago), an objective has remained  
intact – to adapt and distribute as many titles in accessible formats as possible, as quickly 
as possible, and with the best possible quality. Traditionally, the production of accessible  
materials have been the sole responsibility of institutions providing services to blind and 
visually impaired persons. They had no other choice - until audio books appeared in the 
market, no  other publication available in bookshops and libraries could be considered to be 
completely accessible (2). Large print books provided a high level of accessibility to visually  
impaired persons, but they were useless for those with no residual sight. Braille, the most 
specific reading and writing system used by  blind and visually impaired persons, is rarely (if  
ever) produced outside these specialized production centres. The publishing industry based 
almost exclusively in the production and marketing of printed materials, has only timidly  
treaded the realms of accessible information. And nevertheless, until Internet broke into  
our lives, publishers have been the legitimate producers of almost all the information  
available, the owners of most of the content made available to the majority of the 
population who, for centuries, have regarded print books as their only source of knowledge. 
 
This situation put institutions serving print-disabled persons in a continuous run against the  
number of titles published each year, trying to offer their users an always growing selection  
of titles.  
 
Without going into too much detail about production processes, the main steps followed in  
the production of books in alternative format have remained the same for decades. The 
book is designed and produced by the publishing house (now using different software 
applications). It is then printed,  published, and distributed to bookshops and libraries.  
Then, the specialized agency acquires a copy of the original book or gets a digital copy from  
the publisher. When no digital copy is available, the book is put back into digital form, and  
adapted and produced in one or more accessible formats, depending on the existing 
demand for that specific title. Finally, the book is delivered to the user(s) who requested it, 
usually at no cost for them. 
 
This production process, straightforward and efficient as it may seem, may take from one 
to six months (depending on the format selected and the level of difficulty of the content), 
and may bear production costs as high as the retail price of hundreds of copies of the 
original printed book. Different technical solutions have gradually been introduced into this 
“traditional approach” in order to provide our users with more and more books. 
 
This production process has benefited over the years from a series of improvements that  
not only helped to produce a larger number of books in alternative format, but also set the  
basis for a wider access to information based on technology and cooperation. 
  

(2) In countries like Spain, where neither the audio book nor the large print markets are fully developed, the lack  
of mainstream accessible materials is almost complete. In other countries, where audio books are more  
popular (such as the US and the UK),  the percentage of unabridged works available in t his format is still  
comparatively  low, representing less than 4% of the total book sales. 
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The current situation, and its continuous evolution and improved performance, relies on 
three pillars – cooperation with publishers, a favourable copyright legislation, and the 
adoption of newer technologies and more efficient production processes. 

1.1.  Content producers 

When asked, content producers in general, and publishers in particular, have always 
supported persons with print disabilities’ right to information. Once approached, and once 
some misunderstandings have been clarified, they are more than willing to help institutions 
serving persons with a print disability as much as they can. The good relationship and spirit 
of cooperation with content producers is not new for most of these institutions. During the 
last 20-25 years, these agencies have signed different agreements with a number of 
publishers in order to have access to the files of published (or soon-to-be published) books, 
thus avoiding the need to scan the whole book (page by page), and to apply Optical 
Character Recognition (OCR) to the scanned images in order to identify the text, necessary 
for the production of accessible materials. 

The number of files that these institutions receive directly from publishers is growing every 
year, allowing them to produce their alternative formats in a shorter period of time, 
resulting in more titles per year. Besides, educational materials, with an extremely time
sensitive delivery date for obvious reasons, benefit greatly from these agreements and 
licenses, as their complex and long adaptation processes can start even weeks or months 
before the publication date of the original work. 

However, when these agreements are put into effect, useful as they are, they also reveal 
serious limitations. 

The first limitation is somehow inherent to the nature of these agreements. Though they 
usually reflect no limits in the number of books that can be requested, institutions 
producing materials in alternative formats will typically ask for the files of those books they 
will actually adapt and distribute in other formats. Both parts seem to assume that 
requesting and/or providing files of works that will not be adapted in the near future is a 
waste of time and resources, especially when these files are provided free or charge. 
However, this assumption, together with the short life of these digital files (which in many 
cases disappear from the publisher’s vaults short after the date of publication), has denied 
these institutions the possibility of building a repository of books in digital format that 
would allow them to adapt any title from the publisher’s back catalogue at the time it is 
requested. 

The second limitation refers to the number of publishers involved in these agreements. This 
type of licensing agreements are usually signed between agencies and some of the big 
publishing houses, assuming that most of the materials that will be requested by their 
users will come from any of these few powerful publishers. This is not always the case. 
When possible, these agreements are signed with umbrella organizations representing 
publishers in a specific sector (3), thus trying to cover a specific thematic area. Normally, 
publishers represented by these umbrella organizations are as varied as institutions serving 

(3) In July 2009, ONCE signed a new agreement with ANELE, a Spanish umbrella association representing 
publishers specialized in the production of educational materials. The agreement allows ONCE to ask for the 
files of any book published by any of the associates, and to receive these files from these publishers free of 
charge. Publishers may deliver these files in PDF, QuarkXPress (Mac), or plain text. 
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From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

persons with a print disability, with different sizes, budgets, technologies, production 
processes, etc. But not all publishers are interested in signing an agreement of this kind 
with organizations serving persons with a print disability. The fear of “giving away” their 
digital files is usually the reason that prevents them from reaching cooperation agreements 
with well-established institutions. Surprisingly enough, they do not see any harm in the fact 
that the same institution has a right to scan any of their books and create as many digital 
files as needed… When this situation arises, it is important to have the possibility of 
explaining the publisher the purpose of this agreement, how the distribution of the 
adaptations (in digital format or otherwise) will take place, how it will be controlled, and 
who the recipients of these accessible materials are. In most cases, a few informative 
sessions are enough to reassure reticent publishers about the use that specialized agencies 
make of their digital files. This is when these institutions become “trusted intermediaries” 
(WIPO, 2009b; Kerscher, 2009). 

The variety that we find in the publishing industry leads to the third limitation, which in fact 
is a compendium of all the technical and logistic limitations that institutions serving persons 
with a print disability suffer in their day-to-day work when trying to have access to the 
digital file. We need to understand that until fairly recently, digital files were just a tool 
used by the printing house (not the publisher) to create the printed edition of a book, and 
which had very little value for the publishing house. Thus, files were usually forgotten once 
they left the publisher’s premises, and when copies were kept, these were stored more or 
less carelessly outside the actual production processes. Therefore, even when agreements 
exist, getting the right digital file in a format which can be effectively used has proved to be 
far from simple. From small publishing houses which ignored that such an agreement 
existed, to those which never keep a copy of the printing file; from proprietary file formats 
which cannot even be opened, to digital files which require too much post-processing to be 
effectively adapted; from changes in the staff responsible of providing those files, to small 
publishing houses being absorbed by large conglomerates… The list of things that can go 
wrong is so long that more often than not these agreements are scarcely used, and, in 
time, they are ignored and forgotten, forcing these institutions to go back to their 
traditional production flows. 

However, the inefficiency of these agreements cannot be put down to publishers’ 
carelessness or lack of interest (4). It is widely recognized by all parts that trying to bring 
together non-profit institutions which provide services to a specific population with specific 
needs, and commercial companies established to sell a product aimed to the public in 
general, is not an easy task. Publishing and printing houses are organized and structured in 
a way that fits their legitimate commercial objectives, and the type of services that 
institutions serving persons with a print disability require from them are simply not part of 
their production chains. Therefore, we need to find ways of cooperation that may lead to 
the integration of accessibility into their production processes, rather than applying an 
extra layer, and therefore an extra burden, to their already established production chains 
(EUAIN, 2008). 

The current cooperation model needs to evolve. The traditional passive role played by 
agencies serving print-disabled persons in this type of agreements need to change. 

(4) There is little doubt about publishers’ interest in the new technologies emerging around the e-book industry, a 
book format that will most probably become the “book for all” we all pursue. The Federation of European 
Publishers (FEP) has participated as an active partner in two EU-funded projects, EUAIN 
(http://www.euain.org/) and PRO-ACCESS (http://proaccess.euain.org/), in which publishers and institutions 
serving print-disabled persons worked together to find effective ways of tackling the issue object of this work. 
[Internet: http://www.fep-fee.be/4.html]. 

9
 

http://www.fep-fee.be/4.html
http:http://proaccess.euain.org
http:http://www.euain.org


 
____________________________________________________________________________________________  

 

 

                                                 

 

Policy Department C: Citizens’ Rights and Constitutional Affairs 

Likewise, future agreements should offer publishers guidance and solutions that they can 
effectively apply into current and future production chains in order to include accessibility  
as a built-in feature of  the final product. There have already been some good examples of  
this new kind of cooperation.  
 
In 2007, the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) worked closely with some 
leading publishers in the UK to simultaneously publish in print and in various accessible  
formats, for the first time ever, a text book for school children  in Scotland, and a novel,  
“Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows”. Dedicon, the leading publisher of books in  
alternative formats in The Netherlands, presented in 2008 a new exciting project that will  
lead to a series of mainstream publications  in electronic format which combines the original  
layout of the printed book with synchronized audio and text based on the DAISY technology 
(5). Other collaborative efforts between institutions serving print-disabled persons and 
publishers may include the interchange of digital files – publishers deliver the “raw” printing  
file and receive a highly structured XML  file in return  (6). 

1.2.  Copyright exceptions 

The success stories mentioned above are good examples of how constructive agreements  
with publishers can be a way of putting in practice or enhancing existing copyright 
exceptions. These examples are (so far) isolated experiences with a low impact in the 
number of accessible works available, but that may have a potentially high impact in the 
way  traditional publishers conceive their businesses. In  these experiences publishers can 
work closely with specialized agencies and make two crucial discoveries – that the books 
they published can be produced in a way that make them usable by anyone without losing  
their attractive layouts, and that institutions  serving print-disabled persons can be trusted. 
 
In the absence of a better solution, persons with disabilities have found in legislation one of  
their best allies in order to achieve global solutions to their social inclusion needs.  
Institutions, organizations, and agencies, despite their growing efforts, can only provide  
partial solutions to their global  needs of access, of social integration, resulting in insufficient  
and sometimes merely symbolic actions.  
 
Broadly speaking, copyright exceptions and limitations grant institutions serving persons  
with a print disability permission to make use (without the rights holders’ direct  
authorisation) of materials already available, in order to adapt them into formats that their 
users can read (7). In the European context, the Directive 2001/29/EC of the European 
Parliament and of the Council of 22 May 2001 on the harmonisation of certain aspects of  
copyright and related rights in the information society  (also known as the Information 
Society Directive) includes an optional exception to the rights of reproduction, distribution,  
and communication to the public “for the benefit of people with a disability”. This Directive 
was later transposed into the law of the different Member States in different ways and with 
uneven results (8). In the case of Spain, the transposition took place in 2006, and it   

(5) For online demonstrations of these so-called “Hybrid books” visit http://streaming.dedicon.nl/demo/hybrid/. 

(6) This is one of clauses included in the agreement recently signed between ONCE and ANELE in Spain. (See  
footnote 3.)  

(7) The wording of these exceptions and limitations, where they exist, varies from country to country. The  
definition included here  is based on  the wording that  appears in the Information Society Directive.  [Internet:  
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32001L0029:EN:HTML].  

(8) For a comprehensive  list  of these  exceptions and limitations all around the  world, see Sullivan, 2006. The 
Spanish law changed just a few months after the publication of Judith Sullivan’s  study, which still reflects  the 
now obsolete Spanish copyright act from 1996.  
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brought a more inclusive version of the existing exception dating 1996, which was for the 
exclusive benefit of “blind people” and covered just  “Braille and other specific formats” as 
the only means of adapting a printed work. Our copyright law today benefits  any person  
with a disability and covers any kind of adaptation, in any  format,  as long as it is “directly  
related to the disability and of a non-commercial nature, to the extent required by the 
specific disability”, just  as it was expressed in the Directive. 
 
This exception retains also the wording proposed by the National Organization of Spanish 
Blind Persons (ONCE) in 2005 to the Ministry of Culture, and to other members of the 
government and the opposition. ONCE, with the invaluable help and support of the 
European Blind Union, was one of the many institutions in Europe which lobbied their  
representatives in the European Parliament in order to have that  exception (without its 
current optional status) included in the Directive. Later, their work helped to convince key 
members of the Spanish government of the need to enhance the already existing exception 
and to embrace the more inclusive spirit present in the European Directive. 
 
This spirit clearly points out  the importance of  what  would later be known as “trusted 
intermediaries”. The type of disability and the format used to adapt the published works are 
no longer the factors that put limits to the exception, but the assurance of a controlled,  
not-for-profit distribution among those who actually need the adapted works. 
 
Exceptions, however, are not very popular among rights holders. In fact, there was a 
strong opposition from rights holders to this and other exceptions both at a European and 
at a national level. Rights holders have expressed their belief that exceptions are not 
necessary, that agreements and licenses can be signed between both parts in order to  
reach a status quo which benefits all.   
 
Contrary  to what publishers and other rights  holders believe, institutions serving the print
disabled population do not like exceptions either. Exceptions are the proof of a
malfunctioning social  model. But  contrary also to publishers’ desire to rule out all possible 
exceptions in favour of  licensing schemes, institutions serving persons with print disabilities 
need to rely on the law to guarantee their right to produce books in accessible formats  
(which would not exist otherwise) without needing to ask permission to every publisher to 
adapt and distribute every book in  every format, to efficiently and timely cover the different  
accessibility needs of their users. Moreover, an exception in the law guarantees these 
institutions the possibility of adapting  any  book published in the country, even those  
produced by publishing houses which know nothing about this exception, which are too 
small to worry about agreements, or which have shown no interest in signing any kind of 
agreement with agencies serving print-disabled persons. 
 
The importance of having the right legal framework can be clearly seen in other aspects of 
our life. It has been  only through  national and international legislation that accessible  
buildings and accessible means of transport have become the rule and not the exception in  
our cities. It has been through legislation that  Braille appears now in most of our medicine  
boxes and  in a growing number of other products. Legislation guarantees a number of 
hours of audiodescribed material on television, as well as of subtitled content. And, to  
mention a more specific example with direct  consequences to the persons represented in  

 

this work, it was the Individual with Disabilities Education Act  (IDEA), signed in the US in  
2004, that pushed the creation of the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard  
(NIMAS). NIMAS is a definition of structured source files (based on XML and the DAISY 
standard) that publishers producing books for the public education system need to provide 
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to producers of alternative materials in order to guarantee that all children have the same 
quality access to the same materials.  

Regrettably, achieving any of these goals would have been impossible without directives, 
laws, exceptions and limitations. Unlike licensing agreements, their scope is global, 
affecting all architects, all pharmaceutical companies, all public (and/or private) television 
stations, all publishers producing materials for the public education system in the US, etc. 
It is perfectly understood that no private business likes to be controlled with rules and 
regulations that dictate what they can and cannot produce and how this production should 
take place. But it is also true that fundamental human rights, such as the right to read, 
cannot be left in the hands of the different agents that rule the market. Publishers have a 
legitimate right to decide what to publish and in what formats, but once the book has been 
distributed to the public, it should not be their prerogative to limit access to a specific 
group of readers. Here is where legislation needs to be put in place in order to preserve the 
right of print-disabled persons to read any published book. 

Therefore, we believe that both legislation and licensing agreements need to coexist, that 
both are somehow necessary and complementary, until we get to a point where all books 
are distributed to all in a format that everybody can read. We also believe that agreements 
may well substitute certain exceptions, but only if they add value to an already existing 
limitation. But, in the same way publishers and librarians are somehow worried about 
Google’s digitization project and the reproduction and distribution rights they may gain 
over their digitized material, institutions serving persons with print disabilities do not want 
rights holders to decide which materials can be adapted and which cannot, unless these are 
made available in an accessible format by the rights holders themselves, thus making 
exceptions and limitations redundant and unnecessary. 

1.3.  Technology 

Technology stopped being a barrier to information to become print-disabled persons’ best 
friend, not only from the users’ perspective, but also from the point of view of institutions 
producing books in alternative formats. The inclusion of computer technologies in the 
production processes in the late 70s and early 80s doubled the production of this type of 
materials, especially of books in Braille. The transcription of texts into Braille using word 
processors, and the use of Braille printers brought down the cost of producing a Braille 
book quite significantly (from “extremely costly” to “very costly”) and, what is more 
important for the user, it largely reduced the waiting time. For the first time, a Braille book 
could be stored in digital files, which could be printed on demand, and reused as many 
times as needed. 

Talking book technology also evolved towards more robust and compact media. By the late 
70s, cassette tapes carrying two or more tracks, at either normal or half playback speed, 
became the standard for the analogue talking book. In 1996, some of the leading 
institutions serving blind and visually impaired persons in Europe, the United States, and 
Japan, came together and established the DAISY Consortium to jointly develop the digital 
talking book of the future, of today. The  DAISY standard (9), internationally adopted by 
many institutions serving print-disabled persons, not only has transformed the now 
obsolete cassette tapes into CDs, but, what is extremely more important, has also 
introduced the use of properly tagged XML files as the raw material from which more or 

(9) Digital Accessible Information System. NISO standard to create structured multimedia content. [Internet: 
http://www.daisy.org]. 
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less automatically generate a series of different alternate formats, such as synthetic audio, 
Braille, large print, e-book, and so on. The technological revolution that this new standard 
means for the existing level of access to information cannot be fully grasped unless we 
understand that the DAISY standard is not just another piece of sophisticated technology 
for the exclusive use of blind and visually impaired persons, but an open standard capable 
of creating materials that are fully accessible and fully usable for everyone. The output can 
be whatever the publisher needs it to be – an e-book, a Braille book, an audio book, and 
book with audio and text synchronized, a large print book, a large print book with audio, 
etc. The digital file behind all of these output formats - the XML file which defines the 
complex structure of any publication (from parts and chapters to page numbers, phrases 
and words) - is the source file from which almost any output can be created. 

XML provides the essential structure that all commercial e-books and audio books, 
accessible as they may seem, usually lack. This structure allows any print-disabled user to 
“navigate” through the book using the same structural patterns that sighted users 
inadvertently interact with when browsing and reading a book – the table of contents, the 
page numbers, the notes, the references to the bibliography, the verses of a poem, the 
ingredients of a recipe, and so on. They take most of this structural elements for granted 
when looking for a recipe, a fragment of the Bible, or the page where we left our novel, 
simply because they are part of the layout, they are disposed in such a way that they 
convey their position within the structure of the page, of the chapter, of the book, just by 
the way they look, the font used, the size and colour of that font, etc. Persons with a print 
disability also want to know all those visual details, in a standardized and structured way. 
They do not want/need to know that a chapter begins with a title written in huge bold red 
letters, all they need to know is that this title represents the beginning of a new chapter, 
that it is not just one more sentence.  

This information is essential for a complete comprehension of the text, becoming a valuable 
resource not only for these users, but also for publishers. Some of the leading publishing 
houses have also discovered that XML files can make their books fully searchable and 
reusable; that they can apply different layouts (or style sheets) to the same text 
(therefore, they can publish different “formats” from the same source file); that they can 
extract specific parts of a book just by selecting the right structural element of that book 
(the boxes where definitions are commonly included in text books, for instance), and so on. 

1.4.  Moving forward 

None of the measures proposed so far will produce any significant increase in the number 
of books available in accessible format. Without denying the importance of reaching global 
agreements with publishers and the inevitable need of legislation that protects everyone’s 
right to read, and the crucial improvements provided by new, more inclusive, technologies, 
the perpetuation of the current model will not alter, in any significant way, the ridiculously 
low percentages mentioned at the beginning of this work. 

There is no point in trying to keep pace with an industry that grows year after year. Only in 
Spain, 104223 new books were published in 2008 (10), 8% more than in the previous year, 
and around 20% more than those published in 2004. And this, in a period of economic 
recession. ONCE adapted and produced 3200 new titles, barely 3% of what was made 
available to sighted readers. Still, 3% is a very optimistic figure. Spanish persons without 

(10) Data provided by the Ministry of Culture. [Internet: http://www.mcu.es/libro/MC/PEE/estadisticas/ 
globalesEvo.html]. 
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any print disability can also easily order, receive, and enjoy any of the approximately 
100000 books published in Latin America last year. Regardless of how many of these titles 
are available in alternative formats, the possibility of importing any of them is uncertain, 
when not impossible, according to existing copyright laws (Sullivan, 2006). This leaves our 
print-disabled Spanish users with just 1.5% of the books available in Spanish. If they are 
lucky enough to be fluent in other languages, such as English, they should know that  
according to The Publishers Association (London), 381250 new English-language titles were 
published somewhere in the world in 2008, 31% more than in the previous year (11). Thus, 
the list of books available for these persons who cannot read conventional print contains 
hardly 0.4% of all the books published in a language they can understand. These figures 
are debatable, and surely need refining, but no matter how we look at them and how 
precise we want to be, the resulting percentages will always be an insignificant part of what 
is available for the rest of the population. 

It would be fair to say that no Spanish citizen will ever need (or want, or be able) to read 
everything that has been published in a year in their own country, let alone all those 
published in all Spanish-speaking countries. The average avid sighted reader may not need 
more than 40 or 50 books a year, but those books will surely be the ones they really 
wanted or needed to read amongst the 600000 books at their disposal. This is what 
persons with a print disability also want – the “possibility” of having access to a copy of the 
books of their choice in a format they can use. Being realistic, they cannot aspire to have 
every published book converted into Braille and/or audio, but they do not need that. They 
just want to have what everybody else has – the chance of discovering a book, of 
buying/borrowing it, at any time, from anywhere, and have the certainty that it is already 
in a format they will be able to use. To reach this status, we need a different set of 
solutions. 

(11) www.publishers.org.uk/en/home/faqs/faqs-statistics.cfm/d/1/faq_category/53BF6B16-1438
A923C1574F98566C/. 
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From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

2.  IMPROVING ACCESS IN THE LONG TERM – FULL ACCESS 

The long-term goal pursued by persons with a print disability and the institutions that 
provide them with reading services is very clear – that every book that is made available to 
the public, either through commercial publishing or otherwise, is done in a format (or 
formats) that allows any potential user to read the book. Any effective and permanent 
solutions proposed to achieve this objective need to be seamlessly integrated in society, by 
using mainstream formats and technologies, and be devised with a global perspective. It is 
with this goal in mind that the following considerations have been drafted.  

2.1.  Legislation 

As pointed above, institutions serving persons with a print disability do not like exceptions. 
Exceptions and limitations in copyright laws are nothing but a proof that social inclusion, in 
terms of access to information, has failed. However, until we put a remedy to this failure, 
legislation has proved to be the only means to achieve a certain degree of accessibility at 
national and international level. 

Legislation is, therefore, still necessary, as much as fruitful cooperation with rights holders. 
Exceptions and limitations guarantee that, in the absence of mainstream accessible 
materials and content producers willing to cooperate, institutions serving print-disabled 
persons have the necessary legal framework to produce such materials for their users 
without spending valuable resources in seeking for permissions for each and every work 
they need to adapt. In a perfect world, exceptions and limitations would not be necessary, 
as the difference between books and accessible books would not exist. That is, certainly, 
our final goal. However, if exceptions do not exist, the right to read of persons with a print 
disability is left in the hands of the market, always volatile and governed by profit margins. 
Even though exceptions are clearly regarded as an incomplete solution, they still are a 
safeguard to guarantee the universal right to read, and a starting point to build more stable 
agreements. Having a copyright exception that is no longer needed is always a better 
solution than not having an exception at all. 

It has been nearly three years since the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities was adopted. At the time of publication of this note, 143 nations have signed 
this convention, and among them, the 27 countries which conform the European 
Community, as well as the European Community as a whole. Ten of these countries have 
also ratified this convention, and almost all of them did also sign and ratified its optional 
protocol. Some of the guiding principles of this convention are truly eloquent and faithfully 
summarize the objectives pursued by the institutions serving persons with a print disability 
(United Nations, 2008):  

•	 Respect for inherent dignity, individual autonomy including the freedom to make 
one's own choices, and independence of persons 

•	 Non-discrimination 

•	 Full and effective participation and inclusion in society 

•	 Equality of opportunity 

•	 Accessibility 
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Countries which have signed this convention, and moreover, those which have also ratified 
it, such as Spain, have publicly declared that they embrace these principles, and, by 
extension, that they will take them into consideration whenever new relevant legislation is 
written. There are two ways of actually improving access for blind and visually impaired 
persons by making a more inclusive use of legislation – regulating all the information 
produced by public entities and made available to all citizens, and making sure that 
commercial interests do not hinder the right to access information. 

2.1.1.  Public information  

It is no longer acceptable that information published using public funds is not accessible to 
each and every individual tax-payer in the country. This not only covers printed documents, 
but also the constantly growing information contained in public web sites. The new and 
welcomed tendency to deal with administrative paperwork through telematic means, which 
is clearly one of those steps forward that makes life of persons with reduced mobility much 
easier, loses all its advantages if the web sites are not accessible for blind and visually 
impaired persons, and, what is even more important, if the documents posted (forms, legal 
texts, applications, etc.) are not accessible. This is one of the most common complaints 
from our users – though governments are clearly making a great effort in applying 
accessibility to their web pages, they tend to forget that all documents made available for 
online reading or download need to be equally accessible (12). But this is precisely one of 
the consequences of “applying accessibility” to an already designed web site. 

Accessibility of web pages, of PDF documents, of printed brochures and reports, etc., need 
to be built into the whole publication process at the design level. Accessibility needs to be a 
primary requirement for any public tender to produce one single line of information for a 
public entity, be it at a national level, at the European Community level, or at the United 
Nations level. What needs to be regulated is that any piece of information financed using 
public funds is made available in a format (or a series of formats) that makes them usable 
for each and every citizen. To achieve this, accessibility needs to become a requirement to 
be met as part of their pre-production processes, not as a post-production add-on (thus 
making the whole process more costly and less efficient). 

2.1.2.  Commercial interests vs. right to read 

Legislation can also be of great importance when regulating the impact of copyright in the 
rights of persons with disabilities. We have already explained in 1.2 the importance and the 
inevitability of including exceptions in existing and future copyright legislation. The right to 
read in whatever way that fits the reader’s needs – which nobody denies - does not 
automatically require that publishers, as private businesses, invest in accessibility and 
produce materials following accessibility standards. The lack of commercial interest 
traditionally associated with the formats used to create accessible books, has prevented 
content producers from making them available commercially, except for the audio book 
market. Limitations to these rights allow institutions like ONCE to produce those books 

(12) Adding “some accessibility” to a document to make it “readable” is not true accessibility. In fact, some 
accessibility equals, in most occasions, to no accessibility. Having a ramp built at the entrance of a five-storey 
building to allow persons with reduced mobility to access it, is of no use if no lifts have been installed. 
Likewise, reading a book just like a sequential list of paragraphs, from beginning to end, with no information 
on the original structure of the document, can hardly be considered reading at all. Thus, accessible documents 
need to provide the user a reading experience as rich, flexible, and fulfilling as that experienced by a sighted 
person while reading a print book. 
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From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

nobody else wants to produce, thus granting at least some access to a minimum 
percentage of the information available. 

Collective licensing is the other big solution, and the one preferred by publishers as they do 
not lose control over the rights they own, as it happens when copyright exceptions and 
limitations apply. For this to be really effective, this type of licensing needs to be signed 
between top level organizations representing publishers at big scale (European, American, 
worldwide…), and their counterparts in the disability world (European Blind Union, World 
Blind Union, umbrella organizations representing all agencies providing services to persons 
with disabilities – such as CERMI in Spain -, etc.). Otherwise, specialized institutions may 
find themselves tangled up in the same copyright webs some of them are today. 

Actually, as long as a long-term solution is not reached (that is, that all books that come 
from publishers are in a format that everyone can read), agencies producing alternative 
materials do not really care about where their permission to produce such materials come 
from, a piece of legislation, or a collective agreement, as long as it works. For any of these 
to work, they need to be precise, mutually agreed by both parts, stable in time, and global. 

Following these premises, and with the previously defined long-term goal in mind, the 
World Blind Union has been working very hard in the last two years in the definition of an 
international treaty which was presented in May 2009 to WIPO’s Standing Committee on 
Copyright and Related Rights (SCCR), and that will be largely discussed in the next 
Standing Committee Meeting in December. 

This international treaty seeks two main objectives: to facilitate interchange of accessible 
materials among different countries, and to avoid the duplication of effort involved in the 
production of the same alternative edition of the same book in the same language by 
different agencies in different countries (WIPO, 2009a). This proposed treaty is of vital 
importance for these specialized agencies, as it would help them to significantly increase 
the number of titles in alternative formats available for their users, not only through the 
direct interchange of already existing materials, but also by devising new production 
strategies which may help them to avoid spending their valuable resources in publishing a 
book that already exists. 

As expected, rights holders have shown their opposition to this treaty, arguing that 
specialized agencies can reach the same results by making use of collective licensing or 
other similar agreements with rights holders or rights holders’ organizations. However, so 
far they have been unable to provide consistent and concrete reasons why a treaty like this 
should be forgotten (except for being “unnecessary” and “premature”), and never in the 
history of organizations producing accessible materials to persons with a print disability, a 
publisher or a publishers’ representative has offered a solution that would make these 
institutions forget about their copyright exceptions, or about a treaty like the one proposed 
to WIPO’s SCCR. Their alternative solution is to wait and talk. Thanks to the exception 
existing in the Spanish copyright law, organizations like ONCE could reluctantly wait and 
talk (while they keep on producing their 5% of accessible materials), but for many other 
persons with a print disability living in countries where no exception exists, time is a luxury 
they cannot afford. 

2.1.3.  Illegitimate use and legitimate commercial interests 

When the inclusion of the exception in the European Directive was under discussion, the 
fear of piracy and the consequences of uncontrolled distribution was the argument more 
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commonly waved by the music and movie industries and thrown at institutions serving 
print-disabled persons to justify their opposition. We can assure that after eight years of 
copyright exception in the digital age, we have not heard of a single case of serious, for
profit misuse of the materials distributed by specialized agencies. We are all aware that 
digital files are much easier to copy and distribute that their analogue counterparts, but 
difficulties never stopped those who like to make profit out of other people’s rights - a 
printed book can be scanned and transformed into a beautiful PDF file in minutes. If the 
“digital world” is such a threat for rights holders’ interests, why did the musical industry 
moved from vinyl to CD? Why did the movie industry leave videotapes behind and started 
pressing DVDs? Certainly because the possible threats are much smaller than the world of 
possibilities that digital media opens before them. 

Therefore, it is no longer morally acceptable to use potential piracy as a means of 
exclusion. Print-disabled persons cannot wait forever – they cannot wait until the 
bulletproof book has been invented so that publishers put their fear of piracy to rest. There 
has always been piracy, and there will always be, and it never came from the materials 
distributed among print-disabled users. 

Agencies protect publishers’ content more than most publishers do. Libraries serving blind 
and visually impaired users have always taken exquisite care in how and to whom their 
books are being distributed. We know exactly who our users are, and to whom our books 
are sent. Furthermore, the recent use of watermarking solutions for audio files allows us to 
customize each downloaded file and each CD, making every disc and every copy distributed 
online different from the rest. Thus, we could find out, if necessary, who downloaded those 
files that are being distributed illegally, or to whom we sent the CD that has being illegally 
copied, something that neither the publishing industry, nor the music and movie industries 
are doing right now. 

If fear of uncontrolled distribution is not the main reason behind the strong opposition this 
treaty has found so far from developed countries, commercial interest is the only other 
reason that comes to mind. Trying to analyse the economic impact that a treaty like this 
might have on the commercial interests of rights holders, we can only come up with one 
possible answer – none. 

Firstly, because persons with a print disability do not buy books that are not accessible. 
They are willing to buy books, just like anybody else, but books they can read off the shelf. 
Making difficult to produce more accessible materials, will not increase the number of 
potential buyers of print books, it just denies print-disabled persons the possibility of 
reading the book. Secondly, because the international interchange proposed in this treaty is 
intended to be implemented among specialized agencies which already make use of a 
national exception to produce accessible materials. Thus, if no legal framework exists that 
allows this cross-border interchange, the two agencies wishing to have the same book will 
produce it anyway, regardless of the obvious waste of resources. 

Whether the treaty is adopted or not, content producers’ sales to persons with a print
disability will not change… unless they start producing books that everyone can use. In this 
case, the existence of the treaty (or an exception, or both) cannot be considered as a 
threat to their interests, as it is already agreed that whenever the accessible version exists 
there is no need for these institutions to produce their own (exactly the same philosophy 
behind the international exchange of materials). Specialized agencies are not competition. 
We are not publishers as such, we do not put new content in the market, we are not part of 
the market – we only create adapted versions of published inaccessible materials. 
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So, if security is not a problem, and it does not actually have any economic impact, why 
opposing to a fundamental right?  

2.2.  Legal deposit – an intermediate solution 

During the last ten years we have seen libraries and national depository agencies claiming 
for a deep change in the existing legislations on legal deposit, aiming to include digital 
copies of published and digitised works in central repositories, which may guarantee the 
double requirement of both preserving and providing access (Scott, 2002). This measure 
would bring incredibly beneficial consequences to all parties concerned. Content producers 
will have at their disposal secured repositories to store and safeguard their valuable digital 
files. National libraries and other national depository agencies would save digitising 
resources, using them only with those works that never existed in digital format. Agencies 
serving persons with print disabilities would have access to digital copies of every work that 
has been published in a given country without needing to ask publishers for their files (see 
the NIMAS model in 1.2). 

Legal deposit in Spain is still governed by a piece of legislation dating back to 1973, thus 
ignoring any regulation concerning materials in digital form. In March 2007, a working 
group formed by representatives of all the main library authorities in Spain (coordinated by 
the Head of the Legal Deposit Office of the National Library, Ms Montserrat Oliván), 
produced a very interesting document on library materials and legal deposit (13), which was 
later sent to the Ministry of Culture. This comprehensive document could in fact be 
considered as a full draft of a potential new law on legal deposit, and it explicitly contains a 
clause that claims “an electronic copy of all print publications” to be deposited in 
conjunction with the print copies. This could be part of the solution to many of our 
problems. 

Controlled access to legal deposit repositories could then be granted to all interested 
parties. Most institutions serving persons with a print disability, in their role of “publishers 
of accessible materials”, would require authorization to deposit their own digital files. 
However, they would also need to have permission to withdraw files submitted by the 
original content producers. This can be considered as an intermediate solution, as though it 
grants institutions that produce materials for print-disabled persons direct access to 
virtually any published book, it does not tackle the issue that these institutions are only 
able to produce a limited number of adaptations per year. Therefore, this solution needs to 
be complemented by other initiatives that allow content producers to help raise the amount 
of accessible books available. 

2.3.  The “book for all” – accessibility from the outset 

The only effective way of integrating persons with disabilities into society is not by creating 
a parallel society adapted to their needs, but by transforming this society into an inclusive 
place to live in. Services are slowly changing to accept this new concept of society, in which 
a blind child attends the same class the other children do, and a person using a wheelchair 
goes to the same bank others do. Maybe the next challenge is to devise that book that 

(13) The document is  available (in Spanish)  at http://www.bne.es/es/LaBNE/Adquisiciones/DepositoLegal/ 
Legislacion/ContenidosBibliotecariosLeyDepositoLegal/.  
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everybody can buy and read, at the same time, at the same price, using the same 
distribution channels. 

Given that - for obvious commercial reasons – publishers have never considered the 
possibility of becoming large-scale producers of accessible books, it is clear that we need to 
put accessibility into the books they actually publish and sell. By selling a “book for all”, 
their potential customers could raise by 40 million, only in the developed world. Together 
with those blind and visually impaired persons living in developing countries, the figure can 
be as high as 413 million (14). And they may even find that elderly citizens who would 
never considered themselves to be visually impaired persons (and therefore are not 
registered as such), would start buying books and reading again, an activity they loved but 
stopped doing just because it became too tiring. 

Technically, the “book for all” already exists. Books are born digital, and by using the right 
tools (both hardware and software) digital books can be read in many different ways by 
virtually anyone. The possibility of reusing and indexing content, and the growing and 
unstoppable taste for e-books, has given a new meaning and a new value to the digital files 
used in the publishing industry. However, e-book accessibility is not attained by using a 
single straightforward hardware or software solution – it has different levels, and can be 
accomplished at the digital file level or at the e-book reader level (either hardware or 
software). Here, “complexity” is also a synonym for “variety”, and it should be understood 
as different levels of complexity and/or variety within an extremely limited number of 
standards. 

2.3.1.  A standard e-book 

The e-book industry is slowly taking off. Large-scale projects based on the e-book 
technology are opening up this new market. Names like Sony, Google, Project Gutenberg, 
Yahoo!, Amazon, or Barnes and Noble are clearly interested in offering potential customers 
a sufficiently large number of books to attract enough attention. Michael Hart, founder of 
Project Gutenberg, used to say that “e-books had not arrived because none of the pirate 
sites were dedicated to books”, which may be true, but not the whole truth. Part of the 
truth is also that e-books have not arrived because there are almost as many e-book 
formats as there are e-book publishers, each of them requiring each own proprietary 
hardware or software player. Can you imagine the same scenario in the printed book 
industry? Or the audio book industry, with books in FLAC, WMA, Ogg, or SHN instead of 
just plain WAV audio or MP3? 

The adoption of a single standard for the production and distribution of e-books would be 
highly beneficial for both publishers and users alike. Some publishers interested in the new 
e-book market will need to create a series of different digital files for each of the e-book 
reading platforms in the market, if they aim to reach the highest number of users possible. 
Users need to decide which books are in which format, and therefore which device(s) they 
should buy. As a result, some of the most popular books are being illegally converted into 
plain text or PDF, thus allowing for cross-platform exchange amongst fans. 

One of the most widely adopted e-book formats is the one developed by the International 
Digital Publishing Forum (IDPF), the EPUB format. This type of e-book can be directly 
generated from Adobe InDesign, probably the most widely used professional publishing 

(14) Source: World Health Organization. [Internet: http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs282/en/ 
index.html]. 
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tool. Members of IDPF include the Association of American Publishers, the Association of 
Canadian Publishers, Associazione Italiana Editori, Benetech (Bookshare), DAISY 
Consortium, Hachette Book Group, HarperCollins, McGraw-Hill, Oxford University Press, 
Santillana en Red, Sony, and many more (15). Its nearly 150 members include also 
platforms that use their own proprietary format, such as Mobipocket and Amazon. This 
format is also very popular among institutions and organizations of and for blind and 
visually impaired persons, and the main reason is that an EPUB book is the only e-book 
format that allows full navigability of the content. It is not strange, therefore, that the 
maintenance agency of this standard has recently been handed over to the DAISY 
Consortium, one of the founding members of IDPF. 

So, imagine what the world of the electronic book could be for print-disabled persons and 
publishers if a single accessible standard would be adopted for most (if not all) members of 
the publishing industry. As it happens with the DAISY standard, one of the main assets of 
EPUB is that the book is tagged using XML, a layout-agnostic language which allows for 
different presentations, distribution methods, and reading platforms. Publishers who have 
already embraced XML know how important it is to have the text of a book fully structured 
and tagged, with all its elements perfectly defined, and with no visual format or layout 
defining what a title is or what a footnote is. A book like this can be published in as many 
formats as needed and easily reused for further editions whenever it is required. And this is 
precisely what the DAISY standard is about. 

2.3.2.  DAISY – From a book for the blind to a book for all  

The Consortium was established in 1996 by the leading agencies serving blind and visually 
impaired persons in Europe, North America, and Asia, which happened to be also the 
leading distributors of accessible materials, hence the double objective of trying to find a 
way of making content accessible which would be good for both users and content 
producers. 

Defined by the DAISY Consortium as “the best way to read and the best way to publish”, 
the DAISY book was originally designed as a proprietary system that would substitute the 
old analogue talking books on tape for blind and visually impaired persons for new digital 
talking books. In time, and following the vision and mission of the Consortium (16), and 
more precisely the long-term goal defined above, that closed format evolved into an open 
standard that makes use of other existing standards, such as XML, XHTML, SMIL, MP3, etc. 
Since then, every production, validation, and transformation tool developed by the 
Consortium is made available under a LPGL licence. This business-friendly strategy aims at 
provide developers of standard and commercial software tools the means to create 
accessible content with off-the-shelf products. Thus, accessibility will no longer be seen as 
a different product, using different applications, produced for different users. The same 
product needs to be usable for all potential customers. 

The three main assets of the DAISY standard are the versatility of the XML source file in 
which it is based, the full navigability provided by the XML structure, and the 
synchronization of different file formats to produce a multimedia reading experience. 

From the DAISY XML source file, called the DTBook file, producers of accessible materials 
can generate “digital talking books”, hybrid books (with synchronized text and audio), 

(15) For a full list of current  members see http://www.idpf.org/membership/currentmembers.asp. 

(16) See http://www.daisy.org/about_us/mission.php. 
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synthetic speech audio books, Braille books, e-text, etc. Following the same reasoning, any 
publisher could devise their own production chains to publish printed books, audio books, 
e-books, large print books, etc., from a single XML file in either pure DAISY or EPUB format 
(17). The adoption of EPUB, preferably in its DTBook version, would give a new meaning to 
the current and future agreements to be signed with publishers. In the event they do not 
wish to invest in producing their own accessible publications, specialized agencies would 
easily create them for our users by transforming the DTBook file coming from the publisher 
(18). 

To make this work it is essential that these accessibility features, which would allow content 
producers to generate DTBook files, are embedded in their production processes in a 
seamless and transparent way, so they do not incur in extra costs that may refrain them 
from producing accessible materials. This is why having accessibility in mind when  
designing new production processes is of vital importance, rather than have it as an add-on 
to current production procedures. 

This is the reasoning that the DAISY Consortium has followed when trying to persuade 
leading software manufacturers to include a “save as DAISY” feature in their developments. 
This functionality should work as simply as the existing “save as” options included in most 
software products. This feature has recently been incorporated by Microsoft in their newest 
versions of MS Word. Working closely with the DAISY Consortium, and using some of their 
open-source developments, Microsoft released “Save as DAISY XML” at the beginning of 
2008 (19) as a free add-on that anyone could download from their site. This collaborative 
effort between DAISY and one of their “Friends” (20) was possible because Microsoft had 
previously decided to add XML support to their Office range of products. The existence of a 
type of Word document based on XML (.docx documents) allowed the DAISY Consortium to 
envisage a time when anyone with MS Word  installed in their computer could create a 
DAISY book with just a few clicks. The newest version of this tool is capable of generating a 
hybrid DAISY book, with text and synthetic audio synchronized, making use of some of the 
open-source transformation tools developed by the DAISY Consortium (Pipeline Lite). 

The benefit of this new development is two-fold. On one hand, the obvious growth of 
potential users of the DAISY technology. On the other hand, the fact that the tool has not 
changed, it is the same word processor we all know and use but with extended 
functionality. It is not a “Word for the blind”. 

A similar functionality has also been developed for OpenOffice documents, called 
“odt2dtbook” (21). It creates DAISY 3 text-only books (the latest version of the DAISY 

(17) The EPUB standard allows the use of two preferred vocabularies, XHTML and DTBook. Therefore, an EPUB  
book can be just readable (XHTML) or fully accessible (DTBook). 

(18) In essence, this is how   the NIMAS scheme works (see 1.2). NIMAS is in fact a subset of the structural   
elements contained in DTBook. Publishers who fall into the IDEA requirements need to provide valid NIMAS  
files to a central repository, which authorised trusted intermediaries (namely, agencies serving print-disabled 
persons) can access to produce the accessible educational  materials requested by their users. Some publishers  
subcontract the production of these NIMAS files to XML specialists, thus adding extra cost to their production  
processes. Those with a well-designed production chain, in which accessibility is built-in from the outset, may  
generate a DTBook file from where all other formats, including NIMAS, could be generated at a minimum cost. 

(19) More detailed information about this project at the DAISY Consortium website. [Internet:  
http://www.daisy.org/projects/save-as-daisy-microsoft/index.php.] 

(20) “Friend” is one of the membership categories existing in the DAISY Consortium, reserved to for-profit 
companies who wish to support the DAISY standard. Full member (with voting rights) and Associate member  
(without voting rights)  status are reserved to nonprofits. 

(21) More information in  their official site. [Internet: http://odt2dtbook.sourceforge.net/]. 
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standard) from their Writer word-processing tool. Adobe, another DAISY “Friend” is slowly 
introducing accessibility in their range of PDF products (22). InDesign CS4, Adobe’s latest 
version of their professional design and publishing tool, includes support for XML 
documents, and is capable of creating an EPUB e-book with DTBook content. The output 
needs refining, but it is a promising step forward. 

These are the type of global solutions that institutions serving print-disabled persons need 
to pursue. It is not realistic to see the publishing world producing extremely sophisticated 
accessible materials at a cost they will never obtain a reasonable return on. But it is not 
unrealistic to think that in the next few years, we may have enough standard publishing 
tools to allow content producers to create fully accessible documents with very little (or no) 
investment on their part, and, what is more important, with very little (or no) conscience of 
how they did it. 

In this scenario, where most of the accessible content is generated at the content 
producer’s end, specialized agencies may become professional consultants on document 
accessibility, providing guidance to software developers, publishers, audio engineers, etc., 
on how to add accessibility to their processes. 

2.4.  Accessible readers and players. The ‘Kindle 2’ Case 

From computer screens to mobile phones, print-disabled persons could access the text of a 
digital book in a variety of devices, if only they were accessible. That accessibility exists, it 
is just not implemented. 

Hardware devices need also be accessible if we want persons with a print disability to be at 
the same level as the rest of citizens. E-books will be more likely enjoyed in either 
dedicated devices (Sony eReader, Kindle, etc.) or in all kinds of hand-held devices (PDAs, 
iPods, etc.) and mobile phones, rather than in a static and bulky desktop computer. None 
of these portable devices is fully accessible (23). Some mobile phones support synthetic
speech-based software programmes that allow persons with a visual disability to use their 
mobile phone and navigate through some of the available functionality, and to read DAISY 
books (24). 

The DAISY standard exists partly because companies like Plextor (Japan) and Visuaide 
(Canada; today Humanware, based in New Zealand), designed and produced hardware 
players which could make the most of the new standard, implementing navigability features 
that no mainstream audio player can perform. DAISY talking books can also play in any 
audio player with MP3 support (provided the book is not protected). However, in this case, 
the navigability, the ability to move quickly to each element in the structure of the book, is 
completely ignored (as well as the possibility of adding notes and bookmarks). The book 
then plays sequentially, just like a music CD. The DAISY Consortium is still trying to 
influence mainstream electronics manufacturers to implement these features in their 
products, so that car CD players, MP3 players, mobile phones, etc., support the DAISY 
functionality. 

(22) For full information about accessibility  in Adobe products, see http://www.adobe.com/accessibility/.  

(23) Apple’s iPod nano incorporated (since its 4th generation) spoken menus, to allow blind and visually impaired  
users to locate the tracks  they wish to hear.  

(24) See http://www.codefactory.es/en/products.asp?id=268. 
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By making hardware accessible we can also make inaccessible e-books readable. This is 
what would have happened with Kindle 2 if things would have worked out differently. Kindle 
2, the new Amazon dedicated e-book reader which is now sold worldwide, incorporated a 
text-to-speech feature that could read any book out loud to the user. The beauty of this 
feature is that it was not implemented under the “accessibility” banner, but just because it 
was a neat feature to have in an e-book reader, so you could rest your eyes, or keep 
reading the book while driving your car, etc. The books read by this feature are produced in 
Amazon’s proprietary format, AZW, a format that is not accessible, but by using synthetic 
speech they become as accessible as any other text-based e-book. 

Blind and visually impaired persons in the US embraced this new feature as their first 
possibility of buying a mainstream piece of hardware, a mainstream e-book, and read it at 
the same time as everyone else, at the same price. They could feel that now, thanks to off
the-shelf technology, they were no longer underprivileged citizens. It is true that Kindle 
needs much more than that text-to-speech feature to be considered as a fully accessible e
reader, but that might come in time (now that the potential number of blind and visually 
impaired persons interested in it has gone back to zero, it will surely take longer). US 
Authors Guild saw this as an infringement of copyright law, as they argued that an audio 
version of the book was being created, hence a derivative work governed by different 
rights, and some leading publishers asked Amazon to switch off that feature in their books. 
Does this mean that the possibility of enlarging the text using Kindle 2 should also be 
switched off as it creates a large print edition of the book? 

The truth is that if an audio version is “created”, it is as volatile as a parent’s voice reading 
a book to their children, as no recording is made, let alone stored, anywhere. Strictly 
speaking, it could not even be considered a transient copy. Speech synthesis is nothing but 
a substitute for a human voice reading a text out loud; in the same way enlarging software 
is a substitute for a handheld magnifying glass. Neither of them are great quality, but they 
allow blind and visually impaired users to enjoy books they paid for, and to use software 
programmes they legally purchased. 

Different US institutions serving persons with print disabilities have heavily lobbied the 
Authors Guild and the publishers involved in this controversy, the results of which are still 
unclear. What is clear is that persons with a print disability have lost a great opportunity of 
browsing amongst nearly 350000 e-books almost just like any Kindle 2 sighted user. 
Publishers are certainly losing a good opportunity here, unless they expect to raise a higher 
amount of money by selling the corresponding audio version of each of the books that have 
been deprived of the text-to-speech feature. That is, if those audio versions are ever 
produced – so far, they are protecting some rights that may be used or not in the future. 
By holding the audio rights without making use of them, sighted readers may be persuaded 
to acquire the same book in a different edition, but the consequences for those who cannot 
read print are very different.  

Examples like this, in which rights holders decide to deny print-disabled clients access to a 
specific type of books arguing that an accessibility feature may hinder future revenue 
models, makes us believe more and more in the absolute need of an inclusive legislation 
(as wide and global as possible) to safeguard their right to read any book, regardless of the 
format and the adaptive devices used to achieve that. Following the reasoning used by the 
American Authors Guild, all those technical aids that persons with a print disability use 
every day to access the information stored in their computers, should be considered illegal, 
as they allow you to “create” different versions of the text that appears on the screen. 
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Ironically, they have put blind and visually persons in the same position they are now with 
the institutions that produce books for them, though for radically different reasons - they 
know there are 300000 books out there that they might be able to read, but they do not 
know when and which of them will be made available in a format they can use… 

2.5.  Massive digitization activities 

Current digitization initiatives - both of private and public nature – aimed to make available 
massive collections of books online, are considered, in principle, as a unique opportunity 
(25). Google’s digitization project, Europeana, the European Digital Library, as well as those 
other projects initiated by individual institutions (central libraries, universities, etc.), are 
closely followed by persons with a print disability and the institutions that represent them. 

Millions of sighted readers all over the world are looking forward to the outcome of these 
projects with anticipation. For persons with a print disability, this is their first opportunity of 
taking part in initiatives that will provide them with valuable information on a large scale. 
But they are, again, at risk of being excluded. In March 2006, Information Society and 
Media Commissioner Viviane Reding said, in reference to the European Digital Library, that 
“Information technologies can enable you to tap into Europe’s collective memory with a 
click of your mouse” - or not. Poorly designed information technologies can further disable 
persons with a print disability, and, as far as we know, this is being the case in all the 
projects mentioned above. It is a fact that no institution serving persons with print 
disabilities is in a position to offer anything close to what companies like Google, or large 
public institutions can offer to potential users and customers. Therefore, not being able to 
access the massive amount of content to be distributed through these digitization initiatives 
would be considered as a great lost opportunity for persons with a print disability, and in 
the case of those projects financed with public funds, a deep social injustice. 

Most of the best known massive digitization processes are already in progress, and - except 
for Google Books (26) - the first results show no or very few traces of accessibility. Some of 
them have mentioned accessibility as being part of the final outcome, which means that it 
will be dealt with at post-process level, and some others have just completely overlooked 
the matter. In any case, all those projects that have already started, which hold thousands 
of hundreds of digital objects (even over a million), are already late. It is never too late, 
but adding accessibility at a later stage as opposed to the use of built-in accessibility 
processes at the scanning stage, using Optical Character Recognition (OCR) technology, 
may compromise the level of accessibility, and will surely bring serious financial 
implications. 

This is a highly time-sensitive matter. We need to advise all those institutions that still are 
at the design phase to seriously consider adding accessibility at the early stages of the 
process. Those projects which are also publicly funded and managed, accessibility should 
be a requirement. Those other projects that are already in progress should seek advice 
from specialized agencies on how to implement accessibility in their workflows and how to 
add accessibility features to the material already digitised. 

(25) It is not within the scope of this work to deal with the legal implications of these projects of massive  
digitization of  content. We will only consider here the threats and opportunities that, when legally carried out,  
these digitization initiatives might open up to persons with a print disability. 

(26) Google  has recently announced that their books will  be  available in EPUB format. In March 2009 a cooperation 
agreement was announced between Sony,  Google, and Project  Gutenberg, to release 600000 pre-1923 titles  in 
this accessible format. Later this year, we learnt from Google that the amount of books they already have in 
EPUB format is close to one million. 
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CONCLUSION 

Persons with a print disability have a right to read any book or document that is made 
available to the rest of the population. This is clearly expressed in the United Nations’ 
Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, signed by the European Community, 
and its 27 Member States. However, only 5% of all the information existing in print is also 
available in a format print-disabled persons can use for their education, work, and leisure 
time. Most of this accessible information (95%) has been produced by institutions providing 
services to print-disabled persons. Commercial publishers do not regard accessible 
publications as a market they can exploit with reasonable returns on investment. One of 
the reasons is that they see accessible books as a different kind of books, which require a 
complicated and costly post-production process. 

These institutions believe that this situation can change. We identify a short-term or partial 
solution, and a long-term, long-lasting solution. 

The short-term solution will provide a larger number of books for persons who cannot read 
print, though any raise in the number of accessible titles is likely to be quickly counteracted 
by the constant growth of the publishing industry. This solution is based on improving the 
current state of things: 

•	 A significant growth in the supply of mainstream accessible materials (namely large 
print and audio books). 

•	 A mandatory exception, at European level, to allow agencies to produce accessible 
materials and interchange these materials freely within the European Community. 

•	 An international legal framework that allows for cross-border interchange of 
accessible materials among trusted intermediaries. 

•	 New agreements with publishers (and with more publishers) to increase the number 
of files they share with specialized agencies. 

•	 A more productive use of the DAISY standard, allowing us to create different 
formats from a single source file. 

The long-term solution is based on a different conception of what “accessible information” 
really means. The final objective is that all published books are made available in a format 
that can be used by anyone. To achieve this we need to: 

•	 Look at document accessibility as a pre-requisite of commercial and public document 
production. 

•	 Use standard tools to produce standard book formats with built-in accessibility, with 
no extra cost and no post-production processes at the publisher’s end. 
Standardization will also allow for interchangeability. 

•	 Include accessibility features in all existing and future massive digitization 
processes, especially in those financed using public funds. 

26
 



____________________________________________________________________________________________  

  

 
 

   

 
 

 
  

 
 

  
 

   
 
 

 
  

 
 

 

 
 

 
 
 

  
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 

 

From Better to Full Access to Works for Print-Disabled Persons 

•	 Update the existing legal deposit legislation, so that it demands publishers to deliver 
digital copies of the published works. Grant specialized institutions access to these 
files when production of accessible versions is required. 

•	 Adopt accessible information standards, such as DAISY and EPUB for the production 
of commercial e-books, audio books, etc. 

•	 Influence mainstream electronics manufacturers so that they include the necessary 
standard accessibility features in their products. 

•	 See that electronic readers and players include the accessibility features needed to 
guarantee equal access and equal levels of usability. 

This long-term, long-lasting solution will bring direct benefits for all the parties involved: 

•	 Exceptions and limitations to rights will no longer be necessary. 

•	 The choice of books for print-disabled persons will be the same as for those with no 
print disabilities. 

•	 Production of specific accessible materials in specific formats will only be necessary 
for a limited number of documents. 

•	 The publishing industry will benefit of a potential market of more than 400 million 
new customers. 

•	 Specialized agencies can provide consultancy services in the production of accessible 
materials. 

The “Full Access” solution is here already. It is a dream, it has been a dream for many 
years, and now it is an attainable dream. The technology exists to produce both accessible 
books and accessible hardware tools to read them. We just need to put accessibility to 
information at the same level as accessibility to buildings, or to public transport. 

The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities aims to achieve that. It has 
been signed by most countries in the world, and certainly by all countries in the European 
Community. Now, it is time to start implementing its principles, and the WIPO treaty for 
Improved Access for Blind, Visually Impaired and other Reading Disabled Persons would be 
a great opportunity to make a clear statement – that the European Community and the 
governments of all its Member States believe in this Convention. 
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