Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act

as amended in 1998 

Effective date:  June 21, 2001.  508 applies to all Federal departments and agencies.

What does 508 do?: 508 creates, binding, enforceable standards for electronic and technology accessibility that are to be incorporated into the Federal procurement regulations . Each Federal department/agency is required to revise their procurement policies and regulations to incorporate the 508 standards.  

What does the law mean by "accessible”?:  The standards establish criteria that would allow people with disabilities to locate, identify, and operate all of the input, control and mechanical functions, and to access available information. Access is addressed for people with physical, sensory and cognitive disabilities. The technical and functional performance criteria must be met for a technology product or system to be “accessible”.  Section 508 focuses on the overall accessibility of electronic and information technology systems, in other words all systems purchased or supported by Federal departments / agencies must be provide accessibility, not only those provided for persons with disabilities. 

What does 508 cover?: That Act defines "information technology" to include "any equipment or interconnected system or subsystem of equipment, that is used in the automatic acquisition, storage, manipulation, management, movement, control, display, switching, interchange, transmission, or reception of data or information." It includes computer hardware, software, networks, and peripherals as well as many electronic and communications devices commonly used in offices.

What does 508 require?:  Section 508 requires that when Federal agencies develop, procure, maintain, or use electronic and information technology, they must ensure that it is accessible to people with disabilities, unless it would pose an “undue burden”* to do so. Federal employees and members of the public who have disabilities must have access to and use of information and services that is comparable to the access and use available to non-disabled Federal employees and members of the public.

*An “undue burden” for a Federal agency would be an expense that would have a negative impact on the total financial worth of that agency.

Does Section 508 apply to Web sites of federal agencies? : Yes. Federal agencies which provide information to the public or to their employees through Web sites must ensure that such sites are available to all persons with internet or intranet access, including persons with disabilities.

Does this mean Web sites can't have graphics?:  Not at all. Actually, designing an accessible Web site is not as difficult as most people believe. Often it is a matter of identifying graphics, elements, frames, etc. For example, HTML code already provides the "Alt Text" tag for graphics that some designers have not been using.. 

For more information visit the Access Board’s website: www.access-board.gov or your Title VI Program Manager.  http://www.access-board.gov/sec508/508standards.htm
