A Few Words From Mayor Will Wynn

Austin is a city of innovation, diversity and high energy. All of these things are epitomized in the Accessibility Internet Rally for Austin, or AIR-Austin. We are here today to kickoff activities for the 6th Annual AIR-Austin, a Knowbility program that has received national acclaim for innovation and excellence from the Peter F. Drucker Foundation, the Department of Labor and many others.

AIR is an initiative that was born in 1999 at the crest of the tech boom.  When the word went out that Knowbility was recruiting technology professionals to learn, at the code level, how and why to make online materials accessible for people with disabilities, few expected the response that followed. At a time when the tech sector was somewhat notorious for being disengaged from the mainstream life of the community, we learned that we were wrong. Technology companies sent teams, and individuals formed freelance teams, who volunteered by the dozens to donate time to learn about an emerging new issue – how to ensure that people with disabilities had the same access to the opportunities of the information marketplace as all other citizens. AIR enlisted teams from large companies, like IBM, Intelliquest, and Dell, and small ones, like Olive Design, Athens Group, and Bazzirk, who have continued to send their web development teams to learn how and why to build accessible web sites.

Along the way, these tech sector volunteers created pro bono web sites for nonprofit organizations of all kinds. AIR became a widely anticipated annual series of training and networking activities. Each fall, accessible AIR sites have been built for nonprofit groups including the Lone Star Girl Scout Council, Goodwill Industries, Keep Austin Beautiful, Family Elder Care, Austin IDEA Network, the Sustainable Food Center, and the Boys and Girls Clubs, to name just a few. In all, more than 200 organizations, serving the health, education, environmental, arts, and human service needs of thousands of central Texans, have received professionally designed web sites through the AIR program. And people with disabilities – one in every five people here in our community – are able to access those services as well.
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Since 1999, much has changed in our city. But the community spirit that makes AIR-Austin such a winning program is stronger than ever. Despite layoffs, economic downturn, and gloomy forecasts, web developers and software programmers continue to volunteer and to rededicate themselves to ensuring that children with disabilities have access to online learning opportunities in their schools, that elderly people whose ability to see has diminished can still go online and locate community services, and that people of all ages with mobility impairments are able to be more independent through the resources they access via the Internet.

The City of Austin Telecommunications and Regulatory Commission was pleased to support AIR-Austin this year with one of its Grants for Technology Opportunities. We have seen how well Knowbility leverages community support to provide broad, long-term systemic benefits for nonprofits, the tech sector and people with disabilities. In these economic times, we particularly appreciate that leveraging power as AIR creates value for nonprofits, the tech sector, people with disabilities and our entire community.

People with disabilities want the same things as anyone – the chance to live, to work and to earn a high standard of living. Technology makes independent living more possible than ever before. By spreading the word about accessibility in the context of a fun, friendly web raising contest, Knowbility’s AIR program serves all of us by supporting the independence of Central Texans with disabilities. So I want to congratulate Knowbility board and staff for producing AIR, and Bill Morrow of Grande Communications for taking a leadership position on this critical issue. I also want to encourage companies to support this effort. Your sponsor dollars will support more than two dozen of the nonprofit groups that keep Austin healthy, creative, and strong. And to all of you technology professionals, I want you to know that AIR registration is open; Knowbility is actively recruiting participants for the Accessibility Internet Rally on October 18th. You will have fun, you will learn new skills and you will connect to the community in a profound and meaningful way. Let the race to accessibility begin.

