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HHS Section 504 Final Rule & WCAG 2.1 Level AA Conformance

• 2024 Section 504 final rule - HRSA grantees that receive HHS funding must make 
covered web content and mobile apps conform to Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 level AA

• Deadline for recipients with > 15 employees – May 11, 2026, recipients with < 15 
employees – May 10, 2027

• During "phase-in" period recipients have existing obligations around effective 
communication, reasonable modifications, and equal access

• Rule covers web content and mobile aps including tools used to convey 
information, schedule appointments, and provide services online (e.g., patient 
portal) even if provided through a vendor or contractor

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
-The Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) has issued new requirements to ensure individuals with disabilities have access to web content, mobile apps, and medical kiosks made available by public and private recipients of Federal funding from HHS (recipients).

-HHS issued these new requirements because many recipients offer their services through websites and mobile applications that are not accessible to persons with disabilities, creating barriers to participation in federally funded programs. We’re moving out of IT best practices space and into civil rights and compliance. 

(Barriers include posting visual information, pictures, or maps that cannot be read or understood by individuals who are blind and who use a screen reader to access web content.  Other barriers include information delivered by videos that are not captioned for persons who are deaf or hard of hearing.  Accessibility requirements for web and mobile apps will help ensure that people with disabilities have access to a recipient’s programs and activities.) 

-The basic requirement for web content and mobile apps:  Subject to certain exceptions, web content and mobile apps that recipients make available must be made accessible to people with disabilities by ensuring conformance with WCAG 2.1 Level AA standards. Recipients with fifteen or more employees – large recipients – must follow this standard by May 11, 2026; recipients with fewer than fifteen employees – small recipients – must do so by May 10, 2027. 

-Recipients must meet this standard unless they can demonstrate that compliance with the standard would result in a fundamental alteration in the nature of the program or activity or in undue financial and administrative burdens. 

- In certain limited situations, five types of web content or mobile applications do not have to meet WCAG 2.1 Level AA:  archived web content; certain preexisting conventional electronic documents; certain content posted by a third party; individualized, password protected conventional electronic documents; and preexisting social media posts. 



The current Section 504 regulation for Part 84 sets forth a number of prohibitions against discrimination on the basis of disability.  Those include ensuring people with disabilities have an equal opportunity to participate in a program or activity funded by HHS.  The final rule updates the current Section 504 regulations to clarify several crucial areas not explicitly addressed in the current rule. 

Web and mobile accessibility.  As technology continues to provide new ways to deliver health and human services programs and activities, it is vital to ensure that those methods are readily accessible to and usable by individuals with disabilities.  The final rule defines what accessibility means for websites and mobile applications and requires compliance with specific technical standards, the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 AA. This approach aligns the with the standards recently published by the Department of Justice under Title II of the Americans with Disabilities Act.





HHS Section 504 Final Rule & WCAG 2.1 Level AA Conformance

• Assume that websites, patient portals, online forms (intake, bill pay), telehealth 
entry points, scheduling, and mobile apps need to meet these accessibility 
standards

• Responsible for assuring conformance through 3rd party portal, apps, or digital 
front door

• Things to be thinking about now:
 What patient-facing digital tools exist?
 Who owns accessibility internally?
 Do your contracts require accessibility?
 Has the experience been tested for real end users?
 What is the remediation plan prior to May 2026?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
-While there are 5 exceptions, we are recommending that centers assume all website content, patient portals, online forms (including intake, bill pay, scheduling), telehealth entry points, kiosks, tablets, and mobile apps need to meet these standards. 

Centers are responsible for ensuring conformance through 3rd parties- (potentially your portals, apps, and digital front doors) are in play

If you’ve not already done so, now is the time to think about what patient-facing digital tools exist, who owns accessibility internally (and externally), do you contracts stipulate accessibility? Have you done any testing for end users? Do you have a remediation plan?



HHS Section 504 Final Rule & WCAG 2.1 Level AA Conformance- 
Recommended Next Steps

• Recommending a three-part approach- inventory, testing, and documentation

 Step 1: Identify and inventory which digital tools are in scope (every patient-
facing digital tool)

 Step 2: Assess whether these tools meet WCAG 2.1 Level AA standards through 
a combination of testing the actual user experience against WCAG criteria

 Step 3: Gather evidence and maintain auditing results, remediation plans, 
retest results, and dates; request an accessibility conformance statement (or 
VPAT/ACR) from vendor products

The Accessible.org WCAG 2.1 AA Checklist: https://accessible.org/wcag/
The Accessible.org WCAG 2.1 AA Video: https://youtu.be/uaEgknyA5BY?si=gFLB5LZsrFgGuii3

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
-Recommending a three-part approach- including identifying and inventorying digital tools in scope, assessing whether the tools meet web content accessibility guidelines, 2.1 level AA standards, and gathering evidence of testing and compliance and maintaining auditing results, remediation plans, re-test results along with dates. And requesting accessibility conformance statements- such as a voluntary product accessibility template or an accessibility conformance report from vendor detailing accessibility standards for all of their products. �
Section 504- https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-individuals/disability/section-504-rehabilitation-act-of-1973/ocr-detailed-504-fact-sheet/index.html

WCAG Checklist- https://accessible.org/wcag/

Accessible.org Checklist video- https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uaEgknyA5BY

Upload- HRSA new requirements doc in downloads

https://accessible.org/wcag/
https://youtu.be/uaEgknyA5BY?si=gFLB5LZsrFgGuii3
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