
Accessibility: Does Your App Comply with the 
European Accessibility Act? 
 
The first WHO/World Bank World Report on Disability estimated that 15 percent of the 
world's population live with some form of disability. And while the disabilities–and the 
severeness of them–differs, key challenges for most people with disabilities are: 
 

• lack of access to information and communication in a manner that works best for 
them, and 

• poor implementation of tools and services, hindering the ability to be more 
independent. 

 
The widespread use of the internet has changed how many of us communicate, share 
information, and access a multitude of tools and services. But this does not always apply to 
people with disabilities. 
 
Informal web accessibility guidelines were first introduced in 1995, with the first W3C 
recommended Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG)–version 1.0–published in 
1999. A lot has changed since then, and the official W3C recommendation as of June 2018 
is WCAG 2.1. 
 
However, as the name suggests, these are guidelines only. They are not legally enforceable 
unless–as some countries have done–they are linked to actual legislation. 
 
Member States of the European Union are now required to comply with a set of directives 
that together make up the European Accessibility Act (EAA). 
 

What Is the European Accessibility Act? 
 
Two directives currently influence the European Accessibility Act: Directive (EU) 2016/2102 
and Directive (EU) 2019/882. 
 
The first addresses the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of public 
sector bodies, with the second directive dealing with accessibility requirements for certain 
products and services. These products and services include: 
 

• computers, smartphones, and operating systems, 

• ATMs and banking services, 

• ticketing and check-in machines, along with other services related to air, bus, rail and 
waterborne passenger transport, 

• TV equipment related to digital television services, 

• telephony services and related equipment, 

• access to audio-visual media services such as television broadcast and related 
consumer equipment, 

• e-books, 

• e-commerce. 
 
Both directives recognise that several Member States already have laws and regulations 
that address this, but that there is a lack of consistency in which accessibility guidelines they 
require along with how they implement them. The EAA eliminates this by introducing a 
uniform set of requirements that all Member States need to follow. 
 

https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/70670/WHO_NMH_VIP_11.01_eng.pdf;jsessionid=F0B0282E88353C52A1B7C6C0552F6A55?sequence=1
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2016/2102/oj
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A32019L0882


Benefits of the EAA would include persons with disabilities: 
 

• having access to a wider range of products and services that are not only more 
accessible but also more affordable, and 

• facing fewer barriers to accessing transport, education, and the open labour market. 

 

What Does the European Accessibility Act Say about 
Website and App Accessibility? 
 
Article 4 of Directive (EU) 2016/2102 addresses the requirements with the vague statement 
that: 
 

Member States shall ensure that public sector bodies take the necessary measures 
to make their websites and mobile applications more accessible by making them 
perceivable, operable, understandable and robust. 

 
with Article 6 referencing harmonised standards. The current harmonised standard covering 
the accessibility of websites and mobile applications is EN 301 549 V2.1.2 (2018-08).  
 
At 152 pages long, it goes into great detail on a wide range of information and 
communications technology, including hardware. While sections 9 (Web), 10 (Non-web 
documents), and 11 (Software) are the most applicable to accessibility of websites and 
mobile applications, the standards cannot be read in isolation. Section 5 covers generic 
requirements, but other sections address more specific requirements for functional 
performance where users might have limited reach or manipulation capabilities, or even lack 
of hearing, vision, or vocal capabilities. 
 
And although the standards are based on Level AA compliance with the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1, they do detail specific methods of implementation 
Member States need to follow. 
 
So, even if your website or app already meets Level AA WCAG 2.1 requirements, you 
should not assume you also comply with the requirements of Directive (EU) 2016/2102. 
 
Besides ensuring that your website or mobile app content is accessible to everyone as set 
out in the harmonised standard, you also need to include: 
 

• A public accessibility statement that not only addresses the level of compliance but 
also details any parts of the content that are not accessible, the reason for this, and 
what accessible alternatives have been provided. 

• A description–and link to–a feedback system or mechanism through which users can 
report inaccessible content, and 

• A link to the enforcement procedure of the relevant Member State. 

 

Who Must Comply with the European Accessibility Act 
Apply? 
 
Officially, the directive on web and app accessibility applies to public sector bodies in all 
European Union Member States. This includes governmental websites and online services 
for federal, state, regional and local authorities and vendors. It also applies to the websites 
and mobile apps for bodies that are governed by public law and–mostly–financed by federal, 
state, regional and local authorities, along with associations formed by public law for the 

https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=40
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=47
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=47
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=57
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=20
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=20
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=17
https://www.etsi.org/deliver/etsi_en/301500_301599/301549/02.01.02_60/en_301549v020102p.pdf#page=17


purpose of meeting needs of general interest, and contractors and partners of those 
agencies. 
 
However, there could be a knock-on effect to private businesses that do business with any 
government agencies and public sector bodies. Private companies and organisations 
developing websites, software, services, or mobile applications for government agencies 
would need to ensure they understand the EAA requirements and the web and mobile app 
accessibility directive, while also possibly facing more intense scrutiny into their own level of 
accessibility. 
 
And while Directive (EU) 2016/2102 applies specifically to the websites and applications of 
public sector bodies, Directive (EU) 2019/882–which includes accessibility requirements for 
e-commerce sites–does not. 

 

When Does the European Accessibility Act Come into 
Effect? 
 
EU Website Accessibility Directive (Directive (EU) 2016/2102) has three dates for 
compliance: 
 

• 23 September 2019 is the date from which all new public sector websites (those 
published for the first time after 23 September 2018) must be compliant. 

• 23 September 2020 is the date from which older public sector websites (those that 
were published before 23 September 2018) need to be compliant. 

• 23 June 2021 is the date from which all public sector mobile applications must be 
compliant. 

 
The directive on accessibility requirements for products and services (Directive (EU) 
2019/882) still requires Member States to publish and adopt their own laws and regulations. 
Member States have until 28 June 2022 to do so, with the measures covered in these laws 
and regulations to apply from 28 June 2025. 

 

Are There Exemptions for Complying with the European 
Accessibility Act? 
 
Public service broadcasters, most schools, and some non-governmental organisations 
(NGOs) that don't provide services that address the needs for persons with disabilities or are 
non-essential to the public might be exempt from complying with the directive. Some micro-
enterprises with fewer than 10 employees and less than €2 million in annual turnover might 
also be exempt, though they could be encouraged to work towards compliance. 
 
Even though our Handsontable data grid need not comply directly with the EU Website 
Accessibility Directive, we are already working to ensure it is fully compliant. We will release 
a fully accessible version of Handsontable in the first half of 2021. 
 
The primary reason is so that our customers who use Handsontable in online services and 
apps they develop for government agencies throughout the EU can continue doing so 
without failing compliance. But we also want our product to be more accessible wherever it 
is used, remembering how much of the world’s population live with some form of disability. 
 

https://handsontable.com/


Does your website or app comply with the European Accessibility Act already? What 
challenges did you face in achieving this? Let us know in the comments, via Twitter, or by 
email, and we will cover some of these in a future post on building accessible web apps. 

https://twitter.com/handsontable
mailto:hello@handsontable.com
mailto:hello@handsontable.com

