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Even in countries with the best of infrastructures, only 3% of printed material is available in accessible formats for people who are print disabled.  In developing countries, even basic challenges like the provision of school text books in Braille are yet to be overcome. In India, many agencies including Government and Non-Governmental Organizations are trying to face up to this challenge, but let us first consider the disturbing facts of the current situation. 

When any print book is to be converted into Braille, the complete book has to be either retyped or electronically scanned into a word processing package, and then checked for inaccuracies - only then can the hardcopy Braille version be produced through a Braille embosser connected to a computer.  In principle however, once an accurate electronic text (e-text) version of the print book has been developed, it can be used to produce any number of hardcopy Braille books, any number of times, in any number of locations. Production of the e-text accounts for almost 95% of work of Braille production, however, the current reality is that often each small organization that produces Braille is preparing its own e-text versions of books from scratch. As a result, we see instances where three organizations in the same city unwittingly produce e-texts of an identical book. On other occasions, even when there is collaboration, an e-text produced at one organization is often stored in a format that can’t be accessed at another organization. Similar problems occur with talking books, and the same book is often recorded many times by different organizations. 

Now let us look at a possible solution to these problems - the scenario described next is a already a technological reality. A book is scanned or typed and stored in a standard format on a PC. The e-text retains elements of the book’s original structural design (such as chapters, sub-headings, page numbers, foot notes, side bars etc). The Braille transcription software can directly convert this e-text into Braille format and a Braille hard copy of the book can be produced to include features like print page numbers with minimal reformatting. Within a few minutes, the same e-text can be converted into a talking book using synthesized speech, and this audio book in digital format can provide users with navigation facilities unheard in traditional talking books.  The text (whether in print, braille or talking book format) is recordable onto CDs and can also be easily transferred through the internet. Organizations anywhere in the world can now not only share title catalogues, but can share content directly through the internet. This technology and the standards organization that has grown around it, have cleared all the hurdles from the path of the creation of a global library system in which content generated in an accessible format in one organisation can become available any where in the world. This standard of accessible information is called DAISY, (Digital Accessible Information System) – for further details visit www.daisy.org.

The logical next step is to develop a central repository of e-text source documents stored in standard XML format. Organisations involved in the production of accessible materials for persons with visual impairment could not only download content from this central repository but also contribute to it. This repository could even be accessed directly by those persons with vision impairment who are fortunate enough to be sitting on the right side of the digital divide. It is now essential for developers of access technology to support this standard and work towards making this store of content available to all people with visual impairment everywhere.

It often not so much the shortage of production facilities that leads to the dearth of materials in an accessible format, but it is the inefficient use of these facilities in duplicating content already available in other locations. The beauty of the current technology is that the mainstream publishing industry also uses these digital formats. Mainstream publishers could potentially provide, from source, digital versions of books in a standard DAISY format directly to producers of materials for the visually impaired through a central repository.  To make this happen though, it is essential that organizations involved in the production of accessible materials agree to abide by the international standards established to avoid the illegal copying and pirating of copyright materials. 

An effort to create just such a repository has been made at the NAB in Delhi through an e-text library project funded by an ICEVI Lee Foundation grant. Within the first year of its implementation the project has been able to provide accessible books to university students who have taken subjects such as Political Science, History, Education and English Literature. 

The technology is right there - fully developed and evolved. The ball is now in the court of organisations that produce accessible materials to adopt these technologies and standards and make huge amounts of relevant information available to the print disabled.
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