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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk205822490]The National Disability Authority (NDA) welcomes this opportunity to provide Coimisiún na Meán (An Coimisiún) with our views on the Digital Transformation Scheme’s objectives, parameters, and how it will operate.
We support An Coimisiún’s goal outlined in the Consultation Document: Digital Transformation Scheme to support the creation of content for Irish audiences that reflects and shapes Irish society, and which aims to support the media sector and strengthen its plurality. 
We encourage the Digital Transformation Scheme (“the Scheme”) to reflect Irish society in full by recognising the needs of all people, including persons with disabilities. Any training and technology projects funded through the Scheme should ensure full and equal access to broadcast media and online media content for persons with disabilities.
Q1. Are you satisfied with the definition of Digital Transformation being proposed by An Coimisiún? 
[bookmark: _Hlk205822519]We encourage An Coimisiún to extend the definition of ‘Digital Transformation’ provided in section 3.1.2 of the ‘Consultation Document: Digital Transformation Scheme’ to ensure improved access to public service media content for persons with disabilities who have access needs, and to ensure compliance with the European Accessibility Act (EAA) and other relevant accessibility legislation.
Current definition: ‘The strategic deployment of digital technologies to modernise content creation and distribution, enhance operational efficiency and enable data-driven, audience-centric business models.’
Proposed definition: ‘The strategic deployment of digital technologies to modernise content creation and distribution, ensure accessibility, enhance operational efficiency and enable data-driven, audience-centric business models.’
Q2. What is your view of the proposed objectives? 
The NDA welcomes many of the proposed objectives identified. However, we advise that ‘Accessibility’ be identified as an overarching objective of the Scheme, under which all other objectives sit, as opposed to being listed as one standalone objective of ten. To ensure that people with disabilities enjoy the same human rights as others, Article 30 on ‘Participation in Cultural Life, Recreation, Leisure and Sport’ of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) calls for media broadcasting to be accessible to persons with disabilities. The current presentation of the objectives of the pilot Scheme may fall short in supporting the realisation of Article 30. 
Furthermore, in its current form, it would appear that projects seeking funding could possibly disregard the objective of accessibility so long as they demonstrate a commitment to at least two other scheme objectives as outlined in section 4.3.(f) ‘Eligibility Criteria: Meet Scheme Objectives’. The NDA advises that accessibility be recognised as a mandatory minimum standard to be achieved to be eligible to apply for funding. 
Secondly, the proposed objectives of the Scheme are wide-ranging yet omit any mention of the beneficial impact on the provision and integration of Irish Sign Language (ISL) interpretation and other access services that could potentially be realised through enhanced technology. The brief mention of ‘sign language integration’ in section 5.2 ‘Grant Types: Accessibility and Inclusion Grants’ is not adequate. ISL is a recognised language used by the majority of Deaf people in Ireland and by many Deaf people in Northern Ireland. Accordingly, we believe that a reference to ‘Irish Sign Language interpretation’ and other access services should be explicitly included in the Scheme’s objectives. We also note that television broadcasting services and audiovisual on-demand media services must meet access service targets outlined in relevant media service codes and rules. 
Furthermore, we advise that consideration be afforded to expanding the objective ‘Support Sector Training Needs’ to include greater participation of persons with disabilities in the workforce of Public Service Content Providers (PSCPs). It is important that media content providers reflect the diversity of Irish life both on and off air, and this includes representation of those with disabilities in their workforce. By limiting the funding of training projects to “reskilling and upskilling of existing staff in digital curation and creation, audience engagement, and multi-platform storytelling” (section 4.2), a valuable opportunity is missed to increase the participation of persons with disabilities who are not currently in the workforce of PSCPs due to lack of relevant training.
For example, we advise that this Scheme could be used to provide work placement opportunities to under-represented groups, such as disabled people, affording them the opportunity to learn and apply digital skills within PSCPs. People with disabilities are less likely to be employed than people without disabilities in Ireland, with almost half (49.3%) of disabled people of working age in Ireland at work, compared to 70.8% of people without disabilities. This means that the difference in employment rates between people with and without disabilities (the disability employment gap) is 21.5 percentage points.
Q3. Are there any specific changes or additions that should be considered, and if so, please explain?
In addition to the proposed changes contained within our answer above to question two, the NDA notes that the Scheme’s objectives do not mention compliance with the European Accessibility Act (EAA). We advise that this omission in the current draft should be addressed in future iterations of the Digital Transformation Scheme. 
Ireland transposed the EAA in late 2023 through Statutory Instrument (S.I.) 636/2023. The EAA took effect in Ireland in June 2025 and covers products and services that have been identified as being most important for persons with disabilities. The main focus of the EAA is ensuring that digital goods and services post June 2025 are accessible for persons with disabilities. As the compliance authority for audiovisual media services, An Coimisiún plays an important role in ensuring that relevant PSCPs are aware of and are meeting their obligations to ensure the maximal accessibility of the services they supply. 
The NDA is responsible for advising the market surveillance authority and compliance authorities on matters related to the accessibility requirements found in Schedule 1 of S.I. 636/2023 and as such we are happy to offer an Coimisiún advice and guidance in respect of the accessibility requirements, and any other matters as they pertain to the impact of the EAA on the lives of persons with disabilities going forward.
In relation to the European Web Accessibility Directive (WAD), S.I. No. 358/2020 - European Union (Accessibility of Websites and Mobile Applications of Public Sector Bodies) Regulations 2020, which transposed the Directive into law in Ireland, states that the WAD does not apply in respect of the “websites and mobile applications of public service broadcasters and their subsidiaries, and of other bodies or their subsidiaries fulfilling a public service broadcasting remit.” This S.I. directs the reader to the definition of “public service broadcaster” in section 2 of the Broadcasting Act 2009 (No. 18 of 2009) which states that “public service broadcaster means RTÉ, TG4, the Houses of the Oireachtas Channel and the Irish Film Channel”. 
However, it is important to note that the WAD may still be a relevant consideration when awarding funding through this Scheme. For example, RTÉ has an Accessibility Statement outlining its commitment to digital accessibility for all users in accordance with SI 358/2020, as does TG4. Accordingly, the WAD may have direct relevance to entities that produce and distribute public service content, such as news, culture, and community-focused programming including broadcasters, and online newspapers and platforms, who choose to make efforts to have their websites and mobile apps comply with the WAD. 
On the objective ‘Use of New Technology’, we welcome the aim of equitable adoption and ethical utilisation of productivity-enhancing tools, including artificial intelligence (AI), that serve to enhance accessibility, efficiency and engagement. We recognise the significant and accelerating impact of AI technologies on how we live, work, and access products and services. These developments have important implications for inclusion and accessibility and are shaping the ways in which Universal Design[footnoteRef:1] is implemented and developed. We recommend that any AI centred project selected for funding places particular emphasis on identifying potential discriminatory pitfalls and systemic barriers that could emerge from AI implementation. The NDA advises An Coimisiún to (a) take an approach to AI that balances innovation with risk awareness; and, (b) take careful consideration when choosing and procuring AI tools and AI-powered tools to avoid future accessibility issues. [1:  https://universaldesign.ie/about-universal-design] 

The NDA also wishes to draw An Coimisiún’s attention to a report entitled ‘AI and Disability Inclusion in Ireland Opportunities and Challenges Across Six Key Sectors’, which was published recently by our Centre for Excellence in Universal Design (CEUD). Our CEUD is dedicated to enabling the design of environments that can be accessed, understood and used regardless of a person's age, size, ability or disability. This includes the design of digital environments, products and services. Our AI report examines the rapidly evolving landscape of AI technologies, with particular focus on Large Language Models (LLMs) and their emerging multimodal capabilities in processing text, speech, images, and video. The NDA advises that this report may offer some useful learnings relevant to the development of this Scheme. We are happy to offer An Coimisiún guidance and resources to help achieve widely accessible digital environments using a universal design approach - supporting statutory regulations and best practices.
Q4. Do you agree with the proposed scope for the scheme as set out in sections 4.1 Supporting Digital Transformation: Training and Technology needs and 4.2 Subject Matter?
All digital transformation projects funded through the Digital Transformation Scheme should be founded on the principles of Universal Design[footnoteRef:2], inclusion and accessibility. We recommend the wording in section 4.1 of the Scheme is expanded to clearly reflect this goal. [2:  https://universaldesign.ie/about-universal-design/the-7-principles] 

Current scope: The purpose of the Scheme is to help accelerate digital transformation by meeting the most pressing needs of the media sector by incentivising investment in technology and skills, thus safeguarding the future of an innovative, robust and agile media industry equipped to serve the growing needs of digital audiences in Ireland.
Proposed scope: The purpose of the Scheme is to help accelerate digital transformation by meeting the most pressing needs of the media sector by incentivising investment in accessible technology and skills, thus safeguarding the future of an innovative, robust, agile and inclusive media industry equipped to serve the growing needs of diverse digital audiences in Ireland.
Q5. Are the eligibility criteria as set out in Section 4.3 appropriate? 
The NDA encourages An Coimisiún to amend section ‘4.3. Eligibility Criteria’. We are disappointed with the proposed eligibility criteria ‘f’ for media service providers outlined in the Scheme: “Meet Scheme Objectives. Applications must demonstrate a commitment to at least 2 scheme objectives.’ 
Our understanding upon reading this eligibility criteria is that PSCPs seeking funding can disregard the ‘Accessibility’ Scheme objective, so long as they demonstrate a commitment to at least 2 of the other 9 Scheme objectives. The NDA advises that accessibility be set as a mandatory minimum standard to be eligible to apply for funding.
We welcome eligibility criteria 4.3.a that all broadcast media seeking funding are required to demonstrate a track record of compliance with an Coimisiún’s broadcasting codes and standards. 
Q6. Are there any specific changes or additions that should be considered, and if so, please explain?
There are multiple benefits to integrating accessibility requirements from early design stage and throughout development rather than retrofitting accessibility at a later stage which can become a more challenging task. Accordingly, there is a need to have accessibility as a mandatory objective and eligibility criteria from the outset. Otherwise, the goal of modernising ‘the creation and distribution of trustworthy, high quality universal design and accessible public service media content thereby maximising audience reach’ may not be fully realised.
The NDA encourages An Coimisiún to require all projects seeking funding to show compliance with relevant accessibility legislation, including the EAA and the UNCRPD, where relevant.
Q7. What is your view on the six categories of grants that will be available under the scheme?
We welcome An Coimisiún’s endeavours to allocate grants on a platform neutral basis to a diverse range of applicants. While we commend An Coimisiún for recognising the importance of accessibility and inclusion within these categories of grants, the NDA is disappointed that ‘Accessibility and Inclusion Grants’ are listed amongst five other grant types rather than being an overarching core mandatory requirement for funding. At a minimum, we advise An Coimisiún to ring-fence a proportion of funding exclusively for projects seeking an Accessibility and Inclusion grant. 
As previously mentioned in Q2, the passing reference to ‘sign language integration’ in section 5.2 ‘Grant Types: Accessibility and Inclusion Grants’ is not adequate. We believe that a reference to ‘Irish Sign Language interpretation’ should be explicitly included here and in the Scheme’s objectives. We further advise that programming across all television broadcasting and audiovisual media content platforms should meet the targets specified in relevant media service rules and codes and be in line with the requirement under the Audiovisual Media Services Directive that broadcasters continuously and progressively make their services more accessible to disabled people through proportionate measures. Up-to-date technology supporting screen readers, ISL interpretation and voice assistants should be provided across all platforms where applicable and in line with relevant rules and targets.
We reiterate our request that any project funded under 5.2 ‘Grant Types: Digital Infrastructure Grants’ covering AI technologies place particular emphasis on identifying potential discriminatory pitfalls and systemic barriers that could emerge from AI implementation.
Q8. Are there any specific changes or additions that should be considered, and if so, please explain?
Building on progress to date, the NDA would like to see additional measures by PSCPs to improve access to public service media content for those with disabilities who have access needs. We call for any project funded under 5.2 ‘Grant Types: Digital Content Innovation Grants’ to deliver content that is accessible, usable, and understood by all people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability in line with a Universal Design approach[footnoteRef:3]. The NDA’s Centre for Excellence in Universal Design prepared a Customer Communications Toolkit for Services to the Public – A Universal Design Approach which will be of assistance in this regard.  [3:  https://universaldesign.ie/about-universal-design/universal-design-approach] 

Q9-Q11. Section 6 ‘Application, Assessment and Awards’
The NDA does not have comments to make in relation to the following questions under section 6 ‘Application, Assessment and Awards’:
· Q9. Are you satisfied with the proposed approach to the application process? 
· Q10. Are there any specific changes or additions that should be considered, and if so, please explain? 
· Q11. Are you satisfied with the proposed approach to assessment and awards?
Q12. Are there any specific changes or additions that should be considered, and if so, please explain?
The NDA advises the importance of an accessible application process for this Scheme. For example, relevant application forms and documentation should be accessible to disabled people. Some people with disabilities may also require forms in different formats to assist them in understanding and completing the forms. This should be done in parallel with designing all forms following a Universal Design approach to communications (see reference to the NDA’s Customer Communications Toolkit above in Q8).
Q13. Is there any other feedback on the proposed scheme that you may wish to submit?
If An Coimisiún is to realise its ‘diversity and inclusion’ strategic outcome outlined in its Strategy Statement 2025-2027, the media landscape in Ireland must ensure everyone can participate and underpin fundamental rights. The NDA therefore advises that this Scheme would benefit from recognition of accessibility as a mandatory, overarching requirement, not an optional extra. We advise that the Scheme in its current format may fall short in ensuring full and equal access to broadcast media and online content for persons with disabilities.
The NDA would also like to note that some people in society may not be digitally literate and should not be excluded, where relevant.  
[bookmark: _Hlk206170210]In addition, we note that An Coimisiún will review the operation, effectiveness, and impact of the Scheme on the completion of a 12 month pilot phase. We advise that disabled people and their representative organisations – DPOs (Disabled Persons Organisations)- be consulted as part of this review. The NDA has published Participation Matters guidelines, which offer practical advice for public officials on how to meaningfully involve disabled people in policy development and decision-making processes.
Furthermore, we recommend that the next edition of the Scheme clearly recognises and reflects the provisions of the UNCRPD relating to the accessibility of media services to persons with disabilities and also acknowledges compliance requirements under the EAA and the WAD, where relevant.
Conclusion
The NDA welcomes the opportunity to contribute to this consultation and is available to engage further with An Coimisiún on any of the issues raised in this submission.
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