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Abstract
It has frequently been said that PDF files are not accessible, yet much work has been

done to develop standards such as PDF/UA to add ‘accessibility features’ into PDF docu-
ments. Using an 80+ page real-world PDF/UA document, built using  LATEX methods, its
accessibility is tested using the  PAC 2021 validation software, passing all tests with neither
violations nor warnings. Yet there is no testing of a significant number of the WCAG
recommendations.

To better test we “derive” PDF/UA documents to HTML-5 format and check Acces-
sibility using the  AInspector for Firefox browser plug-in; again with neither violations nor
warnings, but with numerous tests marked for ‘Manual Checking’. In particular, top-level
structuring via ‘Landmarks’ and ‘Regions’ is confirmed, as well as all hyperlinks having a
meaningful and unique ‘Accessible Name’. Links, images and other structures have ‘Ac-
cessible Descriptions’, which allow a better understanding of the purpose of the content by
a non-visual reader.

With some manual checking of these, helped by an understanding of how the ‘Accessible
Name’ and ‘Accessible Description’ are constructed, one concludes that the appropriate
guidelines are indeed satisfied, thus resulting in a document that is very Accessible. Since
the HTML page was derived from the PDF/UA, one concludes that the PDF itself contains
all the information to support it being very Accessible also. The only problem is that there
may not yet be readily available software that can extract the information in a way that
is sufficiently convenient for users with disabilities.

Conclusion: one should not complain that the PDF format is inaccessible; rather,
ask for better software that can take advantage of the features that PDF/UA can make
available. And similarly demand that publishers prepare PDF/UA documents that are
enriched with these features.

Non-readability of a PDF document.
Most PDF documents are built using compression, not just of images, but encryption of entire
document segments including textual portions, as in Figure 1. There are many advantages to
using compressed PDFs1. While such a file may be able to be opened with simple text editor
software, and some parts of it may well be readable, most of the information content cannot
even be located, let alone extracted. Any attempt to edit it will almost certainly compromise
the integrity of the file. This is true for a fully-sighted user, as much as for a non-visual one.

When uncompressed, a PDF file can be seen to be essentially a container for numerous
resources known as ‘objects’, together with an ‘xref’ table listing the byte offset from the start
of the file to where each object commences. The filesize of the PDFs used for the figures here is
roughly 6.8 Mbytes compressed, but  ≈34.8 MB uncompressed, containing  ≈9600 objects. For 

1  https://www.quora.com/What-are-the-advantages-of-using-compressed-Portable-Document-Format- PDF-
files-over-normal-not-compressed-PDFs  
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Figure 1. Encryption of portions of a PDF document — intentionally unreadable.

each visual page, there is a ‘content stream’ containing the graphics instructions to place each
word onto that page, often broken into pieces. This is mixed-in with commands for selecting
the font, and exact positioning on the page. Other non-visible page elements can be present,
especially when tagging is included. This is still quite intractable, as in Figure 2, though some
(parts of) words can be identified. The length (in bytes) is also included with such stream
objects. If a stream object were to be edited, resulting in a change of length, then not only
does the new length need to be recorded, but the byte offsets to every subsequent object would
need to be adjusted in the ‘xref’ table. This can amount to thousands of edits for just a simple
adjustment; clearly this is not a viable way to do it.

Put simply, text-editing software is just not appropriate for handling a PDF file.

Proper text-extraction from a PDF document.
Clearly special software is needed to sift through the complexity of a PDF file’s contents in
order to build the picture for on-screen display, or to just locate all the textual pieces. One
such well-known piece of software is Adobe’s free  Acrobat Reader [2]. As well as displaying a
high-quality visual view, this allows  Copy/Paste of the contents; see Figure 3(a). It puts all the
word pieces back together, modulo hyphenation, but gives no real idea of the semantics and
includes ‘Artifact’ text such as the running headers and footers including page-numbering.

Acrobat Reader [2] also allows the contents of a PDF to be ‘Read Out Loud’, as well as saving
as  Text(Accessible); see Figure 3(b). This latter method is saving the words that would be
spoken; which can include extra ‘spoken tags’ to convey semantics, should the PDF have been
constructed to include such a feature. With punctuation not being explicitly spoken, the ‘;’
and ‘:’ characters introduce slight pauses; just a little longer than that of a comma. Notice
that ‘Artifacts’ are excluded, and acronyms have been setup to be spoken letter by letter. With
tabular material, row and cell boundaries are clearly identifiable, as well as which cells are
meant to be a header for their column or row.
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Figure 2. Uncompressed portion of a PDF content stream — still intractable.

 (a) Copy/Paste   (b) Text(Accessible)   

   
Figure 3. Extraction of text, using Adobe’s  Acrobat Reader [2] or  Acrobat Pro [1];  
(a) result from  Copy/Paste; (b) result using  Save As Text(Accessible).
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Adobe’s  Acrobat Pro [1] is a significant step up from  Acrobat Reader [2]. It allows alternative
ways to view and access the document contents, and Export into other document formats.
Although non-free,  Acrobat Pro [1] is used by many academic institutions and can be obtained
through site-licensing, perhaps bundled with other useful PDF software. There is a slight
difference in its reading and  Export to Text(Accessible) as follows. With hyperlinks,  Acrobat
Reader [2] speaks extra words ‘jump to destination . . . ’, with the dots being the internal identifier
of the destination within the document; the anchor text word(s) are lost. On the other hand,
it is precisely these anchor text words that are read (and saved) by  Acrobat Pro [1], giving a
more natural reading; Figure 3(b) actually shows this result. The  Reader words could be useful
giving an audible indication of a hyperlink to follow — a precursor of the ‘Accessible Name’
concept (see below) — but there seems to be no way to choose between these behaviours.

This is a vast improvement but we can do even better, using ‘Tagged PDF’.

PDF/UA and Accessibility
As well as capturing large scale structural constructs, such as Parts, Sections with Headings,
Lists, Tables, Figures, etc. and active elements such as hyperlinks, buttons and other controls,
the ‘Tagged PDF’ format also supports having attributes for structural items. Being similar
to formats such as HTML, SGML and XML, this allows great flexibility in associating layout
specifications to content. It also permits conveying semantics by short ‘hints’ or with extra
descriptive text, especially for content where there is implicit meaning in layout choices such
as margin-widths, line-spacings or use of italiced or bold-faced text. The WCAG [33] and WAI-
ARIA [32] recommendations describe attributes such as  alt,  role,  aria-label,  aria-roledescription 
used to provide such hints to Assistive Technology, as well as having  aria-details,  aria-labelledby 
and  aria-describedby to reference parts of the document where descriptions may be found.

The published PDF/UA-1 standard has explicit rules about which structural elements may
be parents or siblings of other elements, thereby covering the main requirements of Accessibility.
However it is rather weak when it comes to specifying when  aria-* attributes should be used
to better convey meaning, when it is not so easily deduced from context. PDF/UA-2, to be
released early in 2024  [24] by the PDF/UA Technical Working Group [26], has some reference
to ARIA [32], but not to the extent exhibited in the documents studied in a  later section.

To date there is no validation software2 for PDF/UA documents that checks whether such
attributes are present, thus whether the document can truly be regarded as being Accessible
for WCAG 2.0, WCAG 2.1, or WCAG 2.2  [34], as is required to satisfy various Government
document guidelines  [4,  6,  9,  29].

On the other hand, the requirements of PDF/UA-1 are such that a document can be ‘derived
to HTML’ [7] preserving the main document structures and tagging all of the visible content.
One means of doing this is by using the online  ngPDF [15] by Dual Lab [8] powered by the
 iText PDF library [11]. With  ngPDF any applicable attributes specified for structure items are
mapped to attributes on the resulting HTML tags. Where the resulting file is not strictly valid
for HTML-5, incorrect patterns can be fixed with multi-line  sed (Stream Editor) commands
which reorganise the tagging without creating or destroying any content. HTML documents
can be tested for WCAG 2.1  [34] accessibility and conformance to ARIA recommendations  [32] 
using the  AInspector for Firefox [5] plugin based upon the  OpenA11y library [18].

2 Although PAC 2021 [20] and PAC 2024 [21] are the best available for PDF/UA-1 and make claims for WCAG
compliance, there are many WCAG/ARIA recommendations that are not checked, as we shall see. 
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Links to two real-world PDF/UA-1 documents, and the HTML derived and corrected to
be fully HTML-5 conformant, can be found in the bibliography, for items FallMT2022 [10] and
SpringMT2023 [30].

We discuss these ‘fish stock review’ documents further in a  later section.

‘Accessible Name’ and ‘Accessible Description’
These concepts, described in detail in  [35], are like street signs and brief explanations in a city
guide or theme park map. The ‘Accessible Name’ gives an indication of what is found down the
street, while the ‘Accessible Description’ provides more detail. Their purpose in an electronic
document is to make it easier to decide whether to go that way (by following a hyperlink, say)
or continue reading at the current location. Assistive Technology (AT) is expected to be able
to present the Name and/or Description, so that a choice can be made without losing ‘focus’.

Most simply, for the ‘Accessible Name’ of a structural element (or HTML tag) one uses either
the value of an  aria-label attribute, or the document text indicated by an  aria-labelledby reference,
with the latter preferred. For the ‘Accessible Description’ it is  aria-details and  aria-describedby 
references that are followed, if available. Availability of references is highly dependent upon the
use of ‘Structure Destinations’ within the PDF, whether for PDF 1.7 or PDF 2.0 [22].

Figure 4. A view of a small portion of the target location “pops up” when the mouse hovers
over a link anchor. Move the mouse slightly to dismiss the popup.

In a fully visual context this idea is well displayed as in Figure 4, where in PDF browser
software under MacOS, a small popup window shows the contents found at the destination of
a hyperlink. There the expansion and meaning of an Acronym is shown without jumping to
the Glossary entry itself. Using AT, the ‘Accessible Description’ would include the expansion
‘spawning stock biomass’ and there could be an audible cue, perhaps speaking the ‘Accessible
Name’, here the string  Glossary:SSB. If desired, a button press would deliver the Description;
but perhaps not used if the Name is meaningful or familiar as to not require a repeat. Figure 
5 shows a representation of the internal PDF objects that encode the link information.

This would be especially relevant when navigating via  taborder (i.e., using just the  tab key)
in either a PDF or HTML document; especially with a Braille display, where the surrounding
context is extremely limited. The text used could be located anywhere within the document,
not necessarily at the destination of a hyperlink; though usually there would be some relevant
structure involved, such as a caption on an image, chart or photograph. There are WCAG
recommendations concerning use of ‘Accessible Name’ and/or ‘Accessible Description’, under
categories 1.1.1, 1.3.1, 2.4.4, 2.4.6, 3.2.4, 3.3.2 and 4.1.2; related also to headings and landmarks,
as well as links, list items, and captions for images, figures and tables.
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Figure 5. Link structure showing (on left) the  GoTo action and target destination  glo:SSB; and
(on right) the attributes for Export to XML and HTML, with extra ARIA attributes used to
create the ‘Accessible Name’ and ‘Accessible Description’ for the Acronym link of Figure 4.

Case study: Fish stock reviews

As an aside from Accessibility, the FallMT2022 [10] and SpringMT2023 [30] example documents
are Technical Memoranda prepared for the NEFSC [14], containing Reports and Peer- and
Oversight-reviews of the state of fish stocks in the Atlantic Ocean, off the northeast coast of the
U.S.A. Data is collected from fishing vessels at sea or when unloading at a port. This is saved
in database files and used with statistical modelling to confirm previously-set parameters, and
make predictions for expected catches in future years. Research analysts upload statistics and
textual descriptions. At least twice yearly Daniel Hennen (NEFSC [14]) extracts reports, using
 R [28] programs to create  LATEX source files for tables and figures and to present the textual
materials for each fish stock under review. The  LATEX-based structure for these documents was
developed by Daniel and Prof. Thomas Price (emeritus, University of Akron). In all there are
up to a dozen input files for each fish stock, as well as many other information files that are
read during the  LATEX preamble, defining macros for later use. NOAA [16], a U.S. government
agency, must meet Accessibility requirements  [4,  29]. Due to previous work that Ross has done
on ‘Tagged PDF’ using  LATEX [13], he was invited to join the team to work at augmenting the
high-quality visual view with Accessibility enhancements to satisfy all WCAG requirements for
this kind of subject matter.

That  LATEX was used to create the PDF/UA documents is not the main issue here. Rather
it is the enhancements for Accessibility that can be included through  aria-* attributes that
allow many WCAG/ARIA  [32] recommendations to be met. These can be examined in the
HTML version using the  AInspector [5] when using the  Firefox browser, and with other plug-ins
for other commonly-used browsers. The latest,  AInspector v3.0 tests 120 separate rules of which
51 have no applicable tag to test within the HTML version of the SpringMT2023 [30] example.
This leaves significantly more applicable Accessibility tests than are listed in the Matterhorn
Protocol [12], or are tested for within PDF/UA documents by  veraPDF [31] or  PAC 2021 [20] or 
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 (a) AInspector summary   (b) PAC 2021, WCAG panel summary   

   
Figure 6. Validation summaries of conformance with applicable WCAG recommendations.

the recently released  PAC 2024 [21]. With 0 violations and 0 warnings, 41 of the remaining tests
are algorithmically checked to be Passing, leaving 34 where a manual check (MC) is advised to
determine whether a recommendation is actually satisfied; see Figure 6(a) for a summary.

Many of these remaining rules are indeed automatically satisfied, due to the nature of the
PDF/UA format and the HTML document derived from it. The website for SpringMT2023
(see  [30] for the link address) gives more details on the specific tests, explaining what needs to
be checked or a justification for why a Pass can be presumed. E.g., for rule  Navigation 3:
‘Consistent ordering of H1 and H2 labels’ (ARIA Success Condition 3.2.3), there is an equivalent
test in PDF/UA. With a valid PDF/UA there is no manual checking needed. Similarly for rule
 Link 3: ‘Target focus should be in content window’, which is part of ARIA Success Condition
3.2.1. As there is just a single window containing the complete HTML site, this is satisfied for
all internal hyperlinks. External hyperlinks would have been confirmed when the link target was
harvested for use in the PDF document. Hence all 1500+ instances are effectively confirmed.
And with rule  Table 1: ‘Data cells must have row/column headers’, part of ARIA Success
Condition 1.3.1, we have Pass for 484 table cells. The remaining 28 cells can be easily confirmed
to be blank, for formatting purposes only, which is what the test requires.

On the other hand, rule  Image 1: ‘Alt text must summarize purpose’, part of ARIA Success
Condition 1.1.1, requires checking that the  Alt text for each Figure structure is applicable to the
actual image. This should be part of the normal proof-reading and editorial checking. Other
tests have confirmations that similarly should be part of normal checking; nevertheless it could
be useful to have the reminder.

With essentially all rules checked, using the considerations detailed in the SpringMT2023
website (see the link for  [30]), one concludes a very high degree of WCAG conformance for the
HTML document. Now since that HTML was ‘derived’ from a PDF, one realises that the same
information that enhances the HTML file’s conformance is present also within the PDF; so it
too should be considered to have a high degree of WCAG conformance. There is a difficulty
with the PDF however, in that there may not be adequate software, easily available, to take
advantage of that information. In summary we have the following:
 

It is not the PDF, or PDF/UA, format that should be considered as not being Accessible;
rather, documents can be created supporting a high degree of Accessibility. The issue is
that  software able to take full advantage of this Accessibility is not yet readily available.
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Direct validation in the PDF

Figure 6(b) shows a summary of the validation results from  PAC 2021 [20] working directly on
the PDF/UA document, as organised by WCAG 2.1 [34] success criteria. Showing no violations,
nor even any warnings, one could easily presume that the document is fully compliant with all
WCAG recommendations. However that is over-simplifying, somewhat.

In Figure 6(b) we see that 6 out of 13 categories are indicated as Passing, having run
thousands of individual checks on structure elements and associated content. However, there
are 7 categories with 0 tests recorded. Possible explanations for having 0 tests can be one of
the below, or a combination thereof.

(a) There are no appropriate tests implemented; or
(b) no structure or content in the PDF is appropriate for what the tests need to check.

The WCAG/ARIA [32] recommendations are about ways to make certain kinds of informa-
tion content and structures more accessible to users/readers having various kinds of disability.
Figure 6(a) shows that  AInspector [5] has run many tests in those categories, which include some
for which the ‘Accessible Name’ and/or ‘Accessible Description’ are relevant. As the HTML
was derived from the PDF, it is inconceivable that (b) alone could be the correct explanation.

Also it is remarkable that only 81 tests were run in Category ‘2.4 Navigable’. This includes
sub-categories 2.4.4 and 2.4.6 which require looking at the ‘Accessible Name’ for the 1500+
internal hyperlinks. As well as requesting manual checks that the algorithmically constructed
‘Accessible Name’ is meaningful, and describes the purpose of the link, there is the requirement
that links having the same ‘Accessible Name’ jump to the same target. The total number of
tests run should certainly be in the thousands, well above 81 as reported. So one can only
conclude that the ‘Accessible Name’ concept has not been addressed by  PAC software.

Furthermore, within the 6 categories tested by  PAC [20],  AInspector [5] finds 25 applicable
tests that require manual checking. Not all of these can be due to the change of format from
PDF into HTML. As well as 2.4.4 and 2.4.6 covered in the previous paragraph, there are tests
in subcategories 1.1.1, 1.3.1 and 4.1.2 which are about having extra hints via  aria-* attributes.

Recommendations
The ‘Tagged PDF’ document format already has the capability for production of PDF/UA
documents that support WCAG Accessibility criteria, to a very high level of Accessibility.
However, there is currently a lack of software that can take full advantage of this, to give users
with disabilities a satisfying reading experience.

Thus for better Accessibility (i.e., satisfying more WCAG/ARIA Success Criteria), we make
recommendations as follows.

1. Software producing PDF/UA documents should include ‘hints’ by populating the  aria-* 
attributes used in creating a meaningful, descriptive ‘Accessible Name’ and ‘Accessible
Description’, with all structure elements where this can reasonably be helpful.

2. PDF consuming Assistive Technology (AT) applications should be written to look for and
act upon the presence of  aria-* attributes, to provide a better reading experience.

3. Future updates of the PDF/UA standard should describe the purpose and usage of  aria-* 
attributes, along with recommendations for their support.
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