  “International Standards, What do they mean to me as a deaf person?” By Dick Brandt

Before I answer that question maybe I should clarify what standards are.  Specifically I will address communication standards as they are the topic of today’s forum.  Communication standards are a set of agreements between members of a standards body that provide guidelines to manufacturers and service providers which will allow them to build or offer products or services that will be able to interwork with each other.  They are arrived at in an open consensus process.  Standards are not laws (although in some countries they are the basis of regulations).  The implementation of these standards is voluntary.  The primary driving force behind developing and conforming to standards is monetary.  Standards help to create an open marketplace.  Where standards exist service provides have access to multiple sources and manufacturers have the economies of scale by being able to offer the same product to multiple service providers. Usually where standards exist the market booms, where they don’t exist you have a splintered marketplace with higher prices and duplication due to incompatibility.  

A More Complicated Problem

Now let me give you a little history to help illustrate the value of standards.  . 
The early telephone and the network built to carry its simple variations in voltage quickly spread across the world.   Although there were no standards bodies at the time the telephone effectively became a universal standard.  This was largely due to its simplicity which lead to a common implementation.  

Deaf Communication on the other hand, required the transmission of text messages and had to wait for the dawning of data communications era.  Unfortunately because the problem of text messaging is more complex there were more potential ways of accomplishing it, and lacking a standard, different solutions were developed in different parts of the world making worldwide text communications impossible.  This same problem started to occur early in data communications which lead to the formation of standards committees. 

The Deaf Develop Their Own Answers

Because no standard existed, the deaf in different countries, operating in isolation, developed different means to communicate over their respective telephone systems. In the USA the system uses the 5 bit Baudot code of the early Teletype machines with a non-standard modem.  Most of the other systems, which came along later, all use the 8-bit computer code with various modem standards.  The exception is in Denmark and Holland, where a system based on the use of the telephone “touch tone” (DTMF) pad was developed.  (Denmark has since migrated to computer code and an ITU modem standard but Holland still sells DTMF based machines).  In Germany and Switzerland the solution was the European Deaf Telephone (EDT), an adaptation of a different ITU modem standard. In France, a system based on the French Minitel (developed for directory service) is used. This uses yet a different ITU modem standard.  In the U.K. and Sweden, the officially supported means of communications for the deaf and hard of hearing is the same ITU modem standard now used by Denmark.   
Although the deaf in most European countries use modem standards to solve their communications needs, they use different ones and most use them in a non standard way.  

There was no international standardization committee, and in most cases no domestic standards body, which had on its work program the consideration of the unique requirements of text conversational mode as used by the deaf.  As a result no internationally recognized standard for deaf telecommunications existed as late as the early 1990’s.  This was largely due to the fact that the standards community was unaware of the communications needs of the deaf community.
The Problem is Identified

This changed in early 1991 when Dr. Judy Harkins of Gallaudet University contacted me in hopes of developing a new standard for deaf communications in the USA.  I had recently opened a consulting business after retiring from AT&T’s Standards Department and had been referred to Judy by Peter Bennett of the Telecommunications Industry Association (TIA).  Peter Bennett by the way also suffers from severe hearing loss.  Judy’s motivation was that she wanted the deaf to be able to use the same terminal that they use to communicate with each other to communicate with computers. This was not possible with the existing TTYs.  

At that time I was Chairman TIA’s TR-30 Committee and ITU SG 14’s Modem Working Party, both of which addressed modem standards.  I was embarrassed to admit that I had been totally unaware of this major communications need which should have been addressed by my committees.  Judy and I quickly worked out a plan to remedy this.  

The Players

Maybe at this time it would be appropriate for a slight digression to explain in a little more detail about the US International Standards process as it deals with communications issues.  For the sake of simplicity I will focus on the committees involved in international modem standards.  The domestic standards committee for modems is the Telecommunications Industry Association’s Technical Committee TR-30.  

The Process

As with all US domestic standards bodies, the TR-30 process starts when a new project is proposed to the Technical Committee by one of its members or in some cases an outside user organization (i.e. the TTY or IVR forums).  After discussion and input from the members of the committee a consensus is arrived at and a USA position is proposed to the State Department.  In most cases the State Department gives its final approval and then it is forwarded to the ITU.  At the ITU the proposal is discussed by all the representatives of the member states (countries) and in the case of a new item, a work question is approved, and the development of an international standard begins. At this point a consensus building process is used similar to that in the domestic bodies. 

I hope that wasn’t too confusing with all the organizations involved but I felt that you needed to have a basic understanding of the International process before I went on. 

Work Begins

Now back to my example our plan was to introduce a new work item in TR-30 with the goal of having the US State Department propose the study of an International Standard for deaf communications.  Why an international standard?  Because early in the development of modems it had become clear that if a modem were going to succeed commercially it had to work all over the world and must be available from multiple sources.  This required International Standardization and the forum for this work at that time was the ITU SG 14 (at that time it was called CCITT)  As one of our goals was to have every modem incorporate TTY capability an International Standard was required. 

Multiple Solutions Lead to Complications 

Our plan went well TR-30 supported the work which was in turn blessed by the State Department and the ITU quickly adopted a new work question.  However once the work started it wasn’t long before we realized that this was a much larger task than we had originally envisioned.  The primary reason was that we had not been aware of the multiple approaches that had been taken by the various countries.  As backward compatible has always been a strong goal in the ITU this meant developing an elaborate interworking scheme.  In the end it took 5 years for the first version of the new Standard (Recommendation V.18) to be approved.  How much easier it could have been if we only had to be backward compatible with one international standard.  

Goals Reached and Missed

As I said earlier one of our goals was that V.18 would be quickly adopted and implemented by the modem manufacturers making it universally available.  Unfortunately this particular goal didn’t materialize.  Prior to this time modems were a relatively high profit item which would have given the manufactures the ability to add this feature at little or no impact to the end price.  In fact many manufacturers had assured me this would be done.  But right around the time that V.18 was approved the profit margin for modems dropped suddenly and they became a commodity product. This resulted in many of the major manufacturers consolidating or dropping their modem lines entirely.  We had the solution but it was too late.  Once again the lack of an early standard came back to haunt us. 
A Building Block

V.18 did accomplish our major goal which was to provide a technical solution which could be used as the basis of a migration to a universal text telephone.  And although V.18 did not get incorporated into data modems and has not been used much in the US, it has been used as the basis for many interworking standards and is being implemented in Europe.  You will hear more about this from the other speakers here today.  

Culture Change

But possibly V.18’s biggest success was that in the process of its development it opened the eyes of the standards developers.  It also made people working in the accessibility field aware of the need to become more directly involved in the international standards process. The combination of these two factors created a new culture in the standards world.  

Standards Open the Door

You can see by this example the importance of a standard. The lack of an international standard for text telephony lead to a splintered market and the inability to communicate internationally.  It also made the process of trying to adapt to new technology much longer and more difficult which caused us to “miss the boat” on universal modem implementation.  Once a standard was approved the market place started to change.  Although V.18 was not a commercial success in the USA it is becoming one in Europe.  Perhaps more importantly because of the existence of this standard, international communications standards developers in the ITU, aided by these new accessibility players, now always consider ways to accommodate deaf communications requirements (as well as other disability requirements) in their new and emerging technologies.  This includes a broad range of standards going beyond simple text telephony to include such things as television and video phone standards.  Other talkers here today will go into more detail on this work.  Work is also currently under way on a standard for how text messages (and TTY signals) will be carried over the Internet.  

The deaf are now in on the ground floor but in order to assure that the mistakes of the past will not be repeated, participation and vigilance in the standards process, by those aware of the requirements of the disabled, will continue to be needed.  

The Question

So now I will return to the question at the beginning of my talk, “International Standards, What do they mean to me as a deaf person?”  The answer is the correct International Standards mean access to the information highways of the future by those who are deaf, hard of hearing or have other disabilities.  If we, the standards developers, do our job right your needs will taken into account in the original formulation of all new standards and not be a back fit.  This in turn will bring communications products and services usable by the deaf into the open market place. 
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