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1. Introduction
Under the Public Sector Bodies (Websites and Mobile Applications) (No. 2) Accessibility Regulations 2018, public sector bodies must ensure their websites meet WCAG 2.1 AA standards and must publish an accessibility statement. Where full compliance is not possible, organisations may claim a disproportionate burden, but only after performing a documented assessment.
This document outlines the Council’s assessment of disproportionate burden relating to PDF documents hosted on www.ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk.
2. Scope of Assessment
This assessment covers:
· Legacy PDFs hosted across www.ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk
· PDFs created before accessibility regulations came into force (before 23 September 2018)
· PDFs that are long, complex, rarely accessed, or not essential to service delivery
· Resource impacts associated with converting these PDFs into accessible formats
The Council has already acknowledged that some PDF documents are not fully accessible, particularly older or complex ones. 
3. Regulatory Context
The Accessibility Regulations require public bodies to:
· Make websites and mobile apps accessible
· Publish an accessibility statement
· Fix issues unless doing so would impose a disproportionate burden
The regulations explicitly state that PDFs published before 23 September 2018 do not need to be remediated unless they are essential.
4. Current Situation / Existing Practice
The Council currently:
· Ensures new PDFs meet accessibility standards where possible
· Attempts to tag PDFs for basic accessibility depending on resources
· Provides alternative formats upon request such as Word, large print, Braille, or audio versions
· Prioritises accessibility for frequently used or essential documents 
However, many older PDFs:
· Are not structured for screen readers
· Contain untagged headings
· May include images of text
· May not include proper reading order 
5. Challenges and Constraints
5.1 Volume and Complexity
The Council hosts a large number of PDF documents, some of which are long, historical, or contain complex layouts (tables, charts, graphics), making conversion time‑consuming. Similar organisations cite that such conversions take 2–4 hours per document even for moderate complexity. 
5.2 Limited Resources
Remediation requires:
· Specialist staff familiar with accessible document creation
· Time for reformatting, testing, approvals, and publishing
· Competing priorities across departments
Given the Council’s scale, diverting resources to re‑create hundreds of non‑essential PDFs would impair ability to deliver core services.
5.3 Low User Demand
Many PDFs:
· Are legacy documents
· Are rarely accessed
· Are not essential to service delivery
Updating these provides limited benefit compared to required effort. 
6. Equality Impact Considerations
The Council understands that inaccessible PDFs can affect:
· Screen reader users
· Users with cognitive or print disabilities
· Users relying on keyboard navigation or assistive technologies
However, the Council mitigates impacts by:
· Providing accessible versions on request
· Ensuring essential, current documents are prioritised
· Making all new content accessible by default 
This approach balances accessibility needs with operational feasibility.
7. Options Considered
Option A: Remediate All PDFs
Outcome:
Not feasible due to volume, cost, and low use of many documents.
Option B: Remediate Only Essential PDFs
Outcome:
Feasible and ensures the greatest benefit to users.
Option C: Provide Alternative Formats on Request Only
Outcome:
Meets regulatory minimum but is less proactive.
Preferred Option: A Hybrid Approach
· Remediate essential, frequently used PDFs
· Convert some documents into HTML for better long‑term accessibility where appropriate
· Provide alternative accessible formats on request for all others 
8. Cost/Benefit Analysis
Costs
· Significant staff time (up to several hours per document)
· Disruption of core service delivery
· Need for staff training, internal QA, and review processes 
Benefits
· Improved accessibility and legal compliance
· Better user experience and SEO
Assessment Conclusion
The cost of fully remediating all PDFs outweighs the expected benefits, particularly for rarely-used or legacy documents.
9. Decision
Based on this assessment and in line with published guidance, Ards and North Down Borough Council concludes that:
It would be a disproportionate burden to update all existing PDF documents on www.ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk to meet full WCAG 2.1 AA accessibility standards.
This applies especially to:
· PDFs published before 23 September 2018
· PDFs that are long, complex, historical, or low‑usage
The Council will continue:
· Ensuring new documents are accessible
· Prioritising updates to essential or high‑traffic PDFs
· Providing alternative formats within reasonable timeframes on request
10. Remediation Plan
	Action
	Timeline
	Notes

	Identify essential high-use PDFs
	Ongoing
	To prioritise for remediation

	Convert key documents to accessible HTML
	As resources allow
	HTML preferred long-term format

	Provide accessible alternative formats on request
	Immediate
	Via enquiries@ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk

	Review legacy content and remove outdated PDFs
	Ongoing
	Reduces inaccessible content burden

	Update accessibility statement annually
	Annually
	Reflects ongoing improvements


11. Contact Information
If you need any PDF content in an alternative accessible format (e.g. Word, large print, Braille, audio), please contact:
Email: enquiries@ardsandnorthdown.gov.uk
Telephone: 0300 013 3333 

