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	Abstract:
	This LS pinpoints that inadequate alternatives for connectivity of hearing aids with the disappearance of 3.5 mm audio jacks are appearing and invite IEC, EHIMA, the Bluetooth SIG to work with Q26/16 to ensure interoperability, and to promote collaboration among consumers, industry, and academia.


ITU-T SG16 Question 26/16 (Q26/16, "Accessibility to multimedia systems and services") recently held its meeting in Ljubljana, on 9-20 July 2018. During that meeting, experts in the persons with disabilities community expressed concern that hearing devices as well as the interoperability among various wireless devices. With this liaison statement, we would like to invite you to cooperate on tackling these concerns.  This liaison statement is based on their opinion. The deaf and hard-of-hearing community has a great concern that hearing device users are at great risk of being left behind regarding technological advances in the consumer electronics space.  We also further wish to inquire about the state of standards-setting activity in the Bluetooth SIG on hearing aids with this liaison statement.
Background: Mainstream profiles for connecting consumer electronics wirelessly include (1) the Advanced Audio Distribution Profile (A2DP) for high-quality stereo sound, and (2) the Hands-Free Profile (HFP) for phone calls. Traditionally, hearing devices have not supported these profiles, in part due to power consumption limitations. Instead, hearing device connectivity with consumer electronics has traditionally relied on Bluetooth streamers with neck loops, which transmit the sound via induction through the hearing-device’s telecoil, or through 3.5 mm audio patch cables plugged directly into the consumer electronics’ audio jacks.

In 2014, EHIMA and Bluetooth SIG announced an MOU [1] on “develop[ing] a standard for new hearing aids, while improving existing features, and creating new ones such as stereo audio from a mobile device or media gateway with Bluetooth wireless technology.” At roughly the same time, Apple announced its proprietary Made-for-iPhone technology, which relies on Bluetooth Low Energy transmission.

Four years later, as of 2018, we are not aware that any standards setting activity has been completed in the Bluetooth SIG. Meanwhile, consumer electronics manufacturers have started dropping the 3.5 mm audio jack, with Apple taking the lead and other manufacturers like Google and HTC following suit. 

Inadequate alternatives: The spreading disappearance of the 3.5 mm audio jack cuts off a critical connectivity avenue for hearing device users with no adequate replacements in sight. 3.5 mm audio has been the most universal and most robust connectivity option for a great number of deaf and hard of hearing users. 

The alternatives do not provide the same degree of reliability and performance. Bluetooth streamers utilizing the telecoil rely on third-party accessories, and are susceptible to magnetic interference, which is prevalent anywhere unshielded power lines can be found, including but not limited to public transportation vehicles and older homes and office buildings. Made-for-iPhone technology is restricted to Apple devices and is supported only by a small number of higher-end hearing aids, and one brand of cochlear implant processor. 

Moreover, mainstream consumers have enjoyed the benefits of moving to a wireless world, where wireless connectivity options abound. We demand that hearing device users must be afforded the same level of freedom as the mainstream, so as not to be left out.

Conclusion: We would like to invite IEC, EHIMA, the Bluetooth SIG to work with Q26/16 to ensure interoperability, and to promote collaboration among consumers, industry, and academia.
[1]
https://www.bluetooth.com/news/pressreleases/2014/03/12/bluetooth-sig-and-ehima-partner-to-advance-hearing-instrument-technology-to-improve-the-lives-of-the-hearing-impaired 
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