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Background
Bridging digital divide is one of the major initiatives in the Digital 21 Strategy.  This initiative can be broadly classified into two key areas, namely:
· raising information technology (IT) awareness and promoting wider use of IT in the community; and
· improving IT / Internet Accessibility.
2. 
People with disabilities (PWD) is one of the target groups that Government aims to facilitate such that they can benefit from IT development in enhancing the quality of life.  The Office of the Government Information Officer (OGCIO) has undertaken a host of measures and programmes in achieving the objectives.  Social Welfare Department (SWD) has also, in parallel, a series of initiatives catering to the special needs of PWD.  Some of the major programmes that have been implemented are listed below.
IT Facilities

3. 
Some 5,300 public computers with Internet access are installed in district offices, community halls/centres, post offices, public libraries and various youth and social centres in around 1,380 locations across the Territory.  To cater for the distinctive needs of people with physical disabilities, Community Cyber Points and non-government organizations (NGOs) at convenient locations have been equipped with movable stools and IT equipment to facilitate adjustment of arm and seating positions. 
4. 
To enable the vision impaired people to access computers and the Internet, special facilities such as Chinese screen reader software (中文屏幕朗讀軟件), screen-enlarging software (螢幕放大軟件), Braille display (盲人凸字顯示) and large-size LCD monitors have been installed in 28 PCs at ten selected Cyber Points locations.

5. 
In February 2002, a Government-wide PC Donation campaign was launched with some 1,000 used PCs donated to the CompuAid Project (organized by the Hong Kong Council of Social Service) for PWD and elders, and 205 used PCs to the itHome Project of the Hong Kong PHAB Association.
IT Knowledge and Awareness
6. 
The “IT Hong Kong” campaign was launched in 2000. It is a promotional campaign aiming to promote the awareness and wider use of IT in the community, as well as to educate the public in appropriate IT ethics.  Free IT awareness and training courses are organized for all sectors of the community, including PWD.  These courses provide IT training focusing on PC usage and the Internet.  Around 18,000 PWD attended the courses under this campaign.
7. 
Other IT-related activities organized include Web Page Design Competition, Accessible Leisure Software Design Competition for Vision Impaired Children, Cyber Points Open Day and IT carnivals, visits to IT-related exhibitions (for instance, guided tours for the PWD to the Information Infrastructure Expo, Asian I.T. Expo.) and visits to IT facilities (such as Cyberport, Innovation and Technology Centre and DigiHall 21 of the Hong Kong Productivity Council).
8. 
Since 2002, OGCIO have produced 100 episodes of radio programmes and television features to promote IT awareness.  Themes on arousing the public's appreciation on the special needs of PWD in using IT are included.

9.

SWD launched a time-limited project on promoting Access to and Training in IT for PWD under a Lotteries Fund grant in 2001.  The project would be completed by August 2005.  Achievement of the project included: 

· installation of a total of 717 PCs with various adaptive devices in 487 rehabilitation service units run by NGOs and SWD to meet the special needs of PWD and support of Internet connection for a period of 3 years were also granted to these service units;

· completion of training programmes offering around 16 750 training places for PWD of various disability groups including people with mental handicap, visual impairment, hearing impairment, chronic illness, autistic spectrum disorders, severe disabilities, and ex-mentally ill people;

· completion of training programmes offering around 1 000 training places for trainers to refresh and update trainers (including NGO staff and family members) with relevant IT knowledge and teaching skills to facilitate their training of PWD; and

· launching and managing a website known as CyberAble.net since December 2002 to provide information on rehabilitation services.  The website complies with the W3C web accessibility guidelines with additional features such as customizable colour schemes, shortcut keys, etc. for easy use by people with visually impairment and spastics / cerebral palsy.

Web Accessibility
10.

The Government is concerned about the problems faced by certain disadvantaged groups who are unable to use the web effectively due to various constraints.  For example, vision-impaired persons may have difficulties in “seeing” graphics and images, while people suffering from hearing problems may miss out the content of an audio clip.

11.

To ensure that online public services are accessible to all, the Government adopts internationally recognized web accessibility guidelines in all its web site designs.  All government websites (about 300) have been revamped to comply with the guidelines.  To further enhance usability and accessibility, all Government web sites maintain a consistent appearance by following a set of internal common look and feel guidelines.
12.

OGCIO maintains a web accessibility theme page in the Digital 21 website to provide useful tips on how to improve the accessibility of web pages with special emphasis on the needs of users who are vision or hearing impaired.  

13.

Besides adopting web accessibility guidelines within the Government, OGCIO collaborates with professional bodies to promote the concept and to encourage production of barrier-free web pages by the private sector.  Seminars and workshops have been organized annually since 2001.

14.

OGCIO has produced a computer-based self-learning CD-ROM for free distribution to interested individuals and parties to strengthen the public’s knowledge on barrier-free web page design.

Fund Schemes
15.

SWD set up a Central Fund for Personal Computers in 1997 with the objective to assist PWD to acquire the necessary computer facilities for employment purpose.  PWD engaging in supported employment / open employment / self-employment, and receiving rehabilitation services from SWD / subvented non-governmental rehabilitation organizations / Selective Placement Division of the Labour Department, and having nominations from these organizations are eligible to apply.  Guidance and follow-up services are provided by the nominating organizations.

16.

Invitation for application of the Fund was issued in batches.  Up to May 2005, the Fund had granted a total of $2.9 million to 206 applications out of the 229 applications received (or success rate being around 90%).  The average grant to each successful application is about $14,100.  Out of 206 successful applicants, 59% are people with physical disability, 16% visual disability, 13% chronical illness and 10% history of mental illness.  Most of them self-employed at home.  They made use of the Fund to buy the computer hardware and software so that they could receive these job order including computer  programme design, mechanical drawing, web page design, data analysis, etc.

17.

In 2004, OGCIO together with the social services sector and the industry set up a Digital Solidarity Fund to provide funding to NGOs to carry out worthwhile programmes for the disadvantaged groups.

Way Forward

18.

The Government will continue to collaborate with the industry, academia and the community for implementing programmes for the disadvantaged groups, including PWD.  New initiatives to be coordinated by OGCIO include:

· conducting a study to establish indices to measure the degree of digital inclusiveness, in particular for disadvantaged groups;

· developing a new series of radio education programmes to continue the promotion of the appreciation and use of IT;

· exploring the possibility of establishing district or regional Cyber Centres in location where public demand for free access to IT facilities is strong; and

· collaborating with IT professional associations to encourage the private sector to adopt barrier-free web design methods.
19.

In parallel, to address the needs of specific disability group, SWD also has two projects in the pipeline.  A pilot specialized IT support project for severely disabled patients including tetraplegic patients will be launched this year under a time-limited funding allocation from 2005 Policy Address Funding.  In this project, computer facilities and adaptive input devices will be provided to those severely disabled patients discharged from hospital to facilitate their full integration into the community.  With the IT support, their opportunities for social communication and learning of new knowledge could be much enhanced.  Qualified applicants must be severely disabled patients who are assessed to be in need of adaptive input devices when using computer and will be discharged from the hospital to live in the community.  About 30 qualified severely disabled patients will benefit from this project.

20.

The Hong Kong Jockey Club Charities Trust has recently approved a grant to strengthen IT support to people with visual impairment (PVI).  Under this grant, an NGO will be given funding support to enhance the functionalities of Windows Light – a locally developed screen reader software.  A subsidy scheme would also be set up for the acquisition of advanced Chinese screen readers by NGOs and tertiary institutions to facilitate IT access by PVI, as well as by individual PVI for study and employment purpose.
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