GSA’s Section 508 Program
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[bookmark: wp1004790]When acquiring electronic and information technology (EIT) products subject to Section 508, federal agencies must conduct accessibility market research. The FAR Part 10.000(a)(3)(vii) states that agencies must use the results of market research to “assess the availability of electronic and information technology that meets all or part of the applicable accessibility standards issued by the Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board at 36 CFR Part 1194 (see Subpart 39.2).  In addition, FAR 39.203(c)(2) states that “the requiring official must document in writing the nonavailability, including a description of market research performed and which standards cannot be met, and provide documentation to the contracting officer for inclusion in the contract file.” 
What this means is that Federal agencies must:
· Identify their technical requirements and associated Section 508 accessibility requirements;
· Determine if there are commercial products that meet both their technical and accessibility requirements; and,
· Document the accessibility market research process, including why they may have chosen a product that does not fully meet Section 508 standards.
Conducting market research is easy, if information is available.  There are several existing paths to achieve quality market research.  One option is use of the BuyAccessible Wizard, a free web-based tool that helps in the acquisition of EIT products and services that best meet the standards of Section 508.  While the Wizard provides an effective acquisition process for consistent consideration of Section 508, part of the process is finding Section 508 conforming products and services and documenting the market research results.
BuyAccessible Wizard
The Wizard, through the BuyAccessible Product and Services Directory, has access to accessibility information on more than 2,300 products and services, of which more than 1,500 are micropurchase products ($3,000 and under).  
Once you have described your acquisition needs (characteristics of the EIT) the Wizard is ready to help you start your market research. You can browse through categories by selecting a category name, and you can search for accessibility information within the current category at any time by selecting the Search button. You can further restrict your search by entering an optional product or vendor keyword.  The Wizard search displays a list of possible vendors for your acquisition. To conduct accessibility market research, review the values in the View Accessibility Information column. This column indicates vendor claims about how well their service supports accessibility standards

If the buyer is looking for a specific product and it is not in the Directory, the user should conduct additional market research external from the Wizard in order to document this process.
External Market Research Results
Conducting external market research is actually fairly easy to perform using simple keyword entries into your web browser search field.  There are several steps, but the whole process doesn’t really take that long. The following are suggested steps to follow until you find relevant accessibility information:
1. Search on the exact product name that the user has provided and the exact term “Voluntary Product Accessibility Template”. 
2. Search on the vendor name and the exact term “Voluntary Product Accessibility Template”.
3. Search on the exact product name and the exact term “VPAT.”
4. Search on the vendor name and the exact term “VPAT.”
5. Search on the vendor name the exact term “Section 508.”
6. Search on the vendor name and the term “accessibility”.  If you get a hit at this point, it is generally not a VPAT.  It is either rather general statements or a contact for buyers to ask for accessibility information.   If there is a contact listed on the website, ask them for a VPAT.  If the contact does not have a VPAT, use the Wizard to generate a Government Product/Services Accessibility Template and send it to the vendor contact.
7. Go to the vendor site and use the site search capability, if any, following steps 1 to 6.
8. If there is no information from the vendor site, ask whatever vendor representative you can find from any source for accessibility information in the form of a VPAT.  If they don’t have a VPAT, provide them with a GPAT generated by the BuyAccessible Wizard. 
What to do if you can’t find Accessibility Information on a Specific Product or Service?
If there is no information on the specific product or service you are interested in buying or if the product or service is not fully conformant, you should search for accessibility information on comparable products.  The easiest way to do this is an internet search on alternative products following the above process, starting with the BuyAccessible Product and Services Directory.  If you don’t have a particular product in mind, search on a commonly accepted name (e.g. inkjet printer, laptop) for the product/service and the exact term “Voluntary Product Accessibility Template”, “VPAT”, and “Section 508”.
About GSA’s Section 508 Guidance Documents
The 1998 amendment to Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 requires Federal agencies to make their electronic and information technology (EIT) accessible to people with disabilities – to ensure agencies provide “comparable access” to data and information for people with disabilities to those without disabilities.  Section 508 is a unique regulation in that compliance is the responsibility of federal agencies, not industry providing the EIT.  Federal agencies are responsible for the accessibility of EIT that they develop, procure, maintain and use.  GSA’s Section 508 program office in the IT Accessibility and Workforce Division shares responsibility for technical assistance to federal agencies with the US Access Board.   GSA program activities include the development and deployment of Web-based tools and resources, ongoing education and training initiatives, establishment and support of a government wide network of agency Section 508 coordinators, and maintenance of the Section 508 website (www.Section508.gov). 
In response to the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) memo dated July 19, 2010 for “Improving the Accessibility of Government Information”, GSA’s Section 508 program is issuing a series of guidance documents to help government make the most appropriate decisions to make EIT more accessible.  GSA’s technical assistance to date has primarily been directed toward procurement activities; however, these guidance documents will address all four aspects of Section 508:  procurement, development, maintenance and use.  Our intent is to provide guidance usable by front line government staff to help them address the challenges, increases in required oversight, and reductions in costs associated with acquiring and managing EIT solutions that are accessible.
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