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News

By MATT O’BRIEN
AP Technology Writer

M
icrosoft is 
launching a $25 
million initiative 
to use artificial 

intelligence to build bet-
ter technology for peo-
ple with disabilities.

CEO Satya Nadella an-
nounced the new “AI for 
Accessibility” effort as 
he kicked off Microsoft’s 
annual conference for 
software developers. 
The Build conference in 
Seattle is meant to foster 
enthusiasm for the com-
pany’s latest ventures in 
cloud computing, artifi-
cial intelligence, inter-
net-connected devices 
and virtual reality.

Microsoft competes 
with Amazon and Google 
to offer internet-connect-
ed services to businesses 
and organizations.

The conference and the 
new initiative offer Mi-
crosoft an opportunity 
to emphasize its philos-
ophy of building AI for 
social good. The focus 
could help counter some 
of the privacy and eth-
ical concerns that have 
risen over AI and other 
fast-developing technol-
ogy, including the po-
tential that software for-
mulas can perpetuate or 
even amplify gender and 
racial biases.

In unusually serious 
terms for a tech confer-

ence keynote, Nadella 
name-checked the dys-
topian fiction of George 
Orwell and Aldous Hux-
ley, declared that “priva-
cy is a human right” and 
warned of the dangers of 
building new technology 
without ethical princi-
ples in mind.

“We should be asking 
not only what computers 

can do, but what comput-
ers should do,” Nadel-
la said. “That time has 
come.”

The five-year acces-
sibility initiative will 
include seed grants for 
startups, nonprofit orga-
nizations and academic 
researchers, as well as 
deeper investments and 
expertise from Microsoft 
researchers.

Microsoft President 
Brad Smith said the com-
pany hopes to empower 
people by accelerating 
the development of AI 
tools that provide them 
with more opportunities 

for independence and 
employment.

“It may be an accessi-
bility need relating to 
vision or deafness or to 
something like autism 
or dyslexia,” Smith said 
in an interview. “There 
are about a billion people 
on the planet who have 
some kind of disabili-
ty, either permanent or 
temporary.”

Those people already 
have “huge potential,” he 
said, but “technology can 
help them accomplish 
even more.”

Microsoft has already 
experimented with its 
own accessibility tools, 
such as a “Seeing AI” 
free smartphone app 
using computer vision 
and narration to help 
people navigate if they’re 
blind or have low vision. 
Nadella introduced the 
app at a previous Build 
conference. Microsoft’s 
translation tool also pro-
vides deaf users with 
real-time captioning of 
conversations.

“People with disabili-
ties are often overlooked 
when it comes to technol-
ogy advances, but Micro-
soft sees this as a key area 
to address concerns over 
the technology and com-
pete against Google, Am-
azon and IBM,” said Nick 
McQuire, an analyst at 
CCS Insight.

Smith acknowledged 
that other firms, espe-

cially Apple and Google, 
have also spent years 
doing important work 
on accessibility. He said 
Microsoft’s accessibility 
fund builds on the model 
of the company’s AI for 
Earth initiative, which 
launched last year to 
jumpstart projects com-
bating climate change 
and other environmental 
problems.

The idea, Smith said, 

is to get more startups 
excited about building 
tools for people with dis-
abilities — both for the 
social good and for their 
large market potential.

Other announcements 
at the Build conference 
include partnerships 
with drone company DJI 
and chipmaker Qual-
comm. More than 6,000 
people are registered to 
attend, most of them de-

velopers who build apps 
for Microsoft’s products.

Facebook had its F8 de-
velopers’ gathering last 
week. Google’s I/O con-
ference begins Tuesday. 
Apple’s takes place in 
early June.

This is the second con-
secutive year that Mic-
rosoft has held its con-
ference in Seattle, not far 
from its Redmond, Wash-
ington, headquarters.

Microsoft Launches $25M Program to Use AI for Disabilities
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Microsoft CEO Satya Nadella delivers the keynote address at Build, the company’s annual conference for 

software developers Monday, May 7, 2018, in Seattle.

A DJI employee demonstrates use of a tiny drone during the keynote address at Build, Microsoft’s annual 

conference for software developers Monday, May 7, 2018, in Seattle.
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There are 
about a 
billion 
people on 
the planet 
who have 
some 
kind of 
disability
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