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1. Access and convergence

1.1. Introduction

Convergent media and digital technology now together play a significant role in everyday Australian life.  From catch-up and mobile television services to the new social media, convergence affects almost everyone, including people with disabilities.


As was the case with traditional media, however, people with disabilities, including those who are blind or vision impaired, or Deaf or hearing impaired, face a range of barriers to accessing the benefits of convergence.  Issues of access are as important now as they have ever been.  At the same time, convergence has provided many opportunities to overcome old barriers.


The guiding principle for access and convergence must be that no matter how content is consumed, and no matter on what platform it is consumed, access should follow.  As with traditional media, audio description and captioning are vital for access in a convergent media environment, as is assistive technology.


The traditional media industry in Australia includes growing levels of accessibility.  For example, the level of audio description of Australian DVD releases is now on a par with that of the UK, the world leader.  This has been achieved through a combination of sourcing foreign audio description files for inclusion on local DVD material and local distributors ensuring that Australian product is also audio described.  This is an example of where local content producers and distributors have used convergence to achieve an access outcome for the Australian audience.


When the Cinema Access Implementation Plan is concluded in 2014, it is expected that Australia will have the highest ratio of accessible screens per head of population in the world.  Furthermore, Australian governments have committed to making their websites compliant with the World Wide Web Consortium’s (W3C) Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 by 2012 (Level A) and 2014 (Level AA) through the National Transition Strategy.

1.2. The legacy of the Media Access Review

The ‘Investigation into access to electronic media for the hearing and vision-impaired: Media access review final report’ (‘the Media Access Review’; DBCDE, 2010) was concluded in December 2010, issuing 22 Recommendations to improve access to media for people with disabilities.  The Media Access Review was framed in helping meet Australia’s commitment to reduce discrimination on the grounds of disability through the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disability (‘UNCRPD’), which sets out obligations of states parties to ensure that people with disabilities can ‘access cultural materials … and access television programs, films, theatre and other cultural activities in accessible formats’ (DBCDE, 2010, p 9).  

The Media Access Review was also framed in helping promote the Commonwealth Government’s policy on Social Inclusion, noting that, for social inclusion, ‘all Australians need to have the resources, opportunities and capability to:

· work by participating in employment, in voluntary work and in family and caring

· engage by connecting with people and using their local community’s resources

· learn by participating in education and training

· have a voice so that they can influence decisions that affect them’.

The Media Access Review’s Recommendations have already led to increased access to media.  Whilst noting the importance of access to convergent media for people who are Deaf and hearing impaired, and blind and vision impaired, however, the Media Access Review signalled that comment on access to convergent media would be left to the Convergence Review (DBCDE, 2010, p 37):

‘The emergence, or convergence, of media that uses digital information and communication technologies, such as the online delivery of traditional media, is ongoing and will be accelerated by the rollout of the NBN.  However, the Australian Government acknowledges that while digital media is rapidly evolving, accessible features often only become available as other new products and services emerge.

‘The upcoming review of convergent media will advise the Australian Government on reforms to the existing legislative framework in light of the ongoing technological, commercial and market changes that is occurring with the trend towards the use of internet protocol (IP) networks and the emergence of IP-based content services and applications.’

1.3. Accessible content and convergence 

At its heart, convergent media reflects the user choice to consume content across a variety of platforms, and for producers to develop and distribute content across those platforms.  In Australia and throughout the world, the transition from traditional to convergent media has in various circumstances not seen access features flow across platforms and devices.  In many instances solutions to barriers have been found, but gaps remain.

Content is increasingly becoming accessible in the traditional media industry.  Australia is seeing increased access requirements for traditional media providers, including television broadcasters, cinemas, DVD distributors etc.


The consumer expectation is that media providers in the converged environment will ensure that, as content moves across platforms and across applications, access features follow promptly.

In this submission we have focussed mainly on the situation in English-language countries, as they are markets from which Australia generally sources content, and tend to have the biggest impact on equipment, software and the proliferation of services in Australia.

1.4. This submission and the Convergence Review

Principle 8 of the Convergence Review states that ‘Australians should have access to the broadest possible range of content across platforms, services and devices’.  Media Access Australia has structured this submission to illustrate how that policy can be supported and achieved.

In 2009, 4 million Australians (18.5%) had a disability (ABS, 2011).  For those with sensory impairments, ‘access to the broadest possible range of content’ is often limited by the provision of access services on that content, and the capacity for that content to be delivered across platforms, applications, and devices.

A note on the Discussion Papers 

Media Access Australia notes that none of the Discussion Papers released in September made any reference to the needs of people with disabilities in a converged media environment.  We hope that an omission of this nature is not a suggestion that accessibility will not be considered.  It is clear that the Government expects that the Convergence Review will pick up these issues, as indicated in the Media Access Review. 

2. Government action on access

2.1. Recommendations from the Media Access Review


The Media Access Review produced a range of recommendations seeking to improve access to (traditional) media for people with disabilities. At time of writing, these recommendations were in the process of being legislated/enacted. From 2014, the major television channels (ABC, SBS, Seven, Nine, and Ten) will have legislated captioning requirements of 100% of 6am to midnight programming (Recommendations 1,2).  Improving the quality of captions on television is also a requirement of the Commonwealth Government (Recommendations 3,7,8).  There will be a three-month trial of audio description on the ABC (Recommendation 5).  Screen Australia now requires all feature films it funds to be provided with closed captions and audio description (Recommendation 19).  The Commonwealth Government has a stated intention to promote access to electronic program guides (Recommendations 13,14)  Relatedly, the four major cinema chains (Reading, Hoyts, Event Cinemas, and Village) have committed to the Commonwealth Government to make 242 cinema screens around Australia accessible to people who are Deaf or hearing impaired or blind or vision impaired by 2014 (Recommendation 17).

2.2. National Transition Strategy


In February 2010, the Commonwealth Government committed to making all its websites compliant with WCAG 2.0 by 2015.  Adoption and implementation details were released by Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO) on 30th June, 2010, as part of the Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy.  State and Territory Communications Ministers agreed to the National Transition Strategy in a November 2009 Online and Communications Council communiqué.

The National Transition Strategy requires all Commonwealth, State, and Territory Government websites to conform to the Single A level of WCAG 2.0 by the end of 2012.  All Commonwealth Government websites must conform to the Double A level of WCAG 2.0 by the end of 2015.  States and Territories may elect to conform to Double or Triple A levels.  This applies to all websites, including departmental intranets and private extranets, subject to stringent exemptions and opt-out policies (Commonwealth Government only).


There are three phases in the National Transition Strategy:

Preparation Phase: July 2010 to December 2010

Transition Phase: January 2011 to December 2011

Implementation Phase: completed by December 2012 (Single A) and December 2014 (Double A)


Agencies will be required to conduct their own assessment and review of their websites and form their own implementation strategies with advice and guidance from AGIMO.  Commonwealth Government agencies will be required to report to AGIMO, while State and Territory Government agencies will deal with jurisdictional representative agencies.


AGIMO (part of the Department of Finance and Deregulation) was tasked with developing a whole-of-government strategy, primarily for federal government websites, for transition to WCAG 2.0.  AGIMO was also tasked to lead a cross-jurisdictional project, on behalf of states and territories, to coordinate the national implementation of WCAG 2.0.  The Secretaries’ ICT Governance Board, a group of departmental secretaries in related portfolio areas, is the project’s sponsor.

In addition to the minimum requirements of the National Transition Strategy, a number of States have set their own policy deadlines which exceed those minimum requirements.



	Jurisdiction
	Level A deadline
	Further commitments

	Commonwealth
	End of 2012
	Level AA by end of 2014

	Australian Capital Territory
	End of 2012
	

	New South Wales
	End of 2012
	

	Northern Territory
	End of 2012
	

	Queensland
	End of 2010
	Level AA for all Guidelines bar 1.2 by end of 2010

	South Australia
	End of 2012
	sa.gov.au is level AA compliant

	Tasmania
	End of 2012
	Agencies should aim to meet level AA compliance

	Victoria
	End of 2012
	

	Western Australia
	By July 2010
	Level AA is recommended


3. Accessibility of content

3.1. What is accessibility of content?

For media content to be made accessible, it must be provided with audio description and captioning.  ‘Content’ in this context refers to the audio-visual material actually consumed, such as YouTube videos, catch-up television programs, webpages etc.  For that content delivered in an accessible format in one medium, that access must follow the content wherever else it is delivered.  For example, a television program which is broadcast with closed captions made available as an online catch-up service must be made available with closed captions, also.  

An excellent illustration of the concept of convergence being well-established is within the movie product chain that ends with DVDs (and television).  Movies are released for cinema and are now captioned and audio described. The movies are then released on DVD and generally the access is carried across to the new medium.  

This process is not entirely seamless.  Cinema access is pretty much universal on Hollywood and major studio titles and the creation of digital cinema has led to a standardisation of formats.  Whilst we are in a transition phase, movies can be made accessible using a variety of presentation formats, all stemming from the same basic content.  These include:  DTS open captions/description; Rear Window closed captioning and description, digital captioning and description.  In future, once the world has converted to digital cinema, the format will be standardised around the digital cinema standards (which are now in place).

When a movie migrates to DVD, the captioning and description generally will migrate with the movie, although this is partially dependent on the production process picking up this requirement.  DVDs in Australia are generally “built” locally. That is, the different components of the movie are sourced internationally and assembled locally.  So the visual/soundtrack may come from one source and then extras, subtitles, trailers, captions, description may come from a variety of sources.  Australia has significantly improved its levels of access in DVDs by ensuring that UK access components are sourced following assistance from Media Access Australia and most distributors complying. In addition, local DVDs are captioned (and sometimes described) adding to the totals.

MAA collates and published regular statistics on the accessibility levels of DVDs released in Australia compared to overseas.  Captioning rates are about 10 percentage points below the UK and just ahead of the UK for audio description (this is due to extra description on local product not distributed overseas).  This is a very good illustration of the important role played in both understanding the process of convergence and identifying mechanisms for ensuring that access is retained through that process.  The publishing of timely data also helps to isolate problem areas that then be dealt with quickly.

This area illustrates that a major factor in successful convergence, including carrying across access components, is human interaction and communication, not technical or content issues.  

The final part of this process is the transition of the content to television formats, both subscription and free-to-air.  Generally, all movies that are shown on television have been made accessible through captioning, and a growing number have been audio described.  Pass through rates range from 90% plus with channels such as Showtime to zero for some channels that choose not to provide captions.  This is predominantly a human decision, not a technical or availability of content issue.

The access supply market has also structured its operations around the needs of this convergence chain to provide the most efficient and cost-effective ways of delivering access across the content formats.  Typically a company working directly with the Hollywood distributor will create captions and audio description for the different movie formats and DVD formats (as in DVD authoring software) at the same time.  This moulding to meet the needs of the chain continues into television, where movie caption files may be purchased (and are traded back and forth across the world) and reformatted according to the local needs.  This is more typical as issues such as incorporating television commercial breaks must be included.  With audio description (which is a newer area) access companies are now providing both a broadcast-mix and receiver-mix version of the description to suit the alternative television delivery systems.  Much of the processes around this is now automated or greatly assisted by software.

3.2. Access levels on Australian television


Australia already has relatively high levels of caption access on free-to-air television.  This is as a result of both an Australian Human Rights Commission agreement and the regulations in the Broadcasting Services Act (BSA).  The Media Access Review implementation is designed to enshrine these requirements in the BSA and will result in 100% of 6.00 am to midnight programming being captioned.

There are some gaps, however, on multichannels (such as Go!, 7Mate, One HD etc) where they are only required to transfer captions from previously captioned main channel programs.  This results in captioning levels from around 9% to 50% (source: Media Access Australia survey for the week of 20 August - 2 September 2011).   The ABC has gone beyond this and captions most of its multichannel programming.

As per Recommendation 5 of the Media Access Review, the Commonwealth Government has also announced that it will have a trial of audio description on the ABC for 14 hours per week for 3 months. This will be a technical trial to work out how and if audio description could be delivered on television in the future.  Recommendation 6 of the Media Access Review will examine whether or not progressive audio description targets should be introduced after the ABC trial.


Subscription television is only currently subject to an Australian Human Rights Commission agreement (which has expired and a new application was refused and is subject to appeal), with captioning ranging from 0% to near 90% (particularly on some movie channels controlled by Showtime).  The Media Access Review also aims to bring subscription television captioning under the BSA (Recommendation 4), although the contemplated levels have not been made public yet.  Subscription has no audio description service and none has been included in the Media Access Review.

3.3. Access levels on TV overseas


Overseas access levels, especially in English-speaking countries, are already at 100% captioning and varying levels of audio description (from 0% to 40%).

The most comprehensive levels of access are in the UK, where a three-tiered system provides up to 100% captioning on television programs (eg BBC1, ITV1) and 10% mandated audio description (although some channels are providing up to 40%, including Sky Movies).  The access requirements apply to both free-to-air and subscription services.  

There is a similar regime in the USA, with major channels operating at 100%, or near-100% levels for captioning.  Audio description requirements have just been reinstated and will comprise a few hours each week gradually ramping up.  

Canada has a similar regime to the USA, although it also has a fully open-audio described subscription channel called The Access Channel (TAC) – this channel also close captions its content.  TAC is funded via a levy on all subscribers.  

New Zealand provides both captioning and audio description on some of its free-to-air channels and this is funded via NZ On Air and administered by the public station TV1.  There are no requirements for any access on subscription services.  

3.4. Access levels in Australian cinema

The Cinema Access Implementation Plan is an agreement between the four major cinema providers (Hoyts, Event Cinemas, Reading and Village) to increase access to cinemas for people who are Deaf or hearing impaired, or blind or vision impaired.  The Commonwealth Government is assisting the cinemas to upgrade their technology by contributing $470 000 toward the estimated $2.2 million cost over four years.


By the end of 2014 captions and audio description will be available in at least one screen in every one of the 132 cinema complex run by Hoyts, Village Cinemas, Event Cinemas, and Reading Cinemas.  In addition, captions and audio description will be available in:


One screen for every complex with 6 or less screens;

Two screens for every complex with 7 to 12 screens; and

Three screens for every complex with 13 or more screens.


This will equate to captions and audio description being provided at 242 screens in 132 complexes compared to the current situation where only 12 screens in 12 complexes run by these cinemas provide captioning.  

Captions and audio description will be available at every session of a movie where the screen is caption and audio description equipped.  For example, the initial rollout of 10% of screens will result in 840 shows per week of closed captioning and audio description content (ie 24 screens at 35 sessions per week).

The major factor in this increase in rollout is the introduction of digital cinema and a closed captioning service offered by the market (including CaptiView, USL and soon-to-be Sony).

The independent cinemas in Australia are somewhat behind in this process, as they have not yet implemented a digital strategy.  A handful of them continue to show open-captioned screenings with some audio description.

3.5. Access levels in overseas cinemas

There is a gradual rollout of access in cinemas overseas that is linked to the rollout of digital cinema (although lagging a little behind).  

In the USA/Canada the rollout is more patchy as it is driven more by lawsuits in particular states/provinces and then the cinema chain agreeing to implement access nationally.  The expectation is that over a period of years there will be access at every major cinema.  Like Australia, the rollout in the independent cinemas is not guaranteed, as it is very tied to the digital rollout which has not really been determined.

The UK had the highest levels of cinema access up until recently.  It adopted an open-captioned/closed audio description system marketed by DTS in the early 2000s.  This led to most cinemas in Britain being accessible, although only and a handful of sessions each week.  The UK has been slow to change to a closed system with the rollout of digital cinema, although some product demonstrations took place in September 2011, with an expectation that digital cinema access would commence in 2012.  The UK has retained some of its advanced status however, with the development of 3D captioning to accompany 3D movies.

New Zealand lags significantly behind the rest of the world, although the rollout of digital may bring some access improvements in line with Australia.  At present NZ only has 3 open-captioned cinemas (Auckland, Wellington and Christchurch) showing limited sessions each week.  There is no audio description service.

3.6. Access levels in film content

Generally, product from the Hollywood studios (and main studios elsewhere) is now being provided with both captions and audio description at point of release.  These features are included as part of the digital cinema package (the content that is loaded on the digital server) and the formatting of the access content is to an agreed SMPTE standard.

As a result of the phasing out of 35mm cinema, the access disks that support the open-captioned cinema formats are being reduced and will expect to be phased out in time.  This means that future accessible cinema is totally reliant on digital cinema play out.  

Independent content (also called “arthouse”) is not universally captioned and described, as some of the smaller distributors do not provide this service, citing cost as the major barrier. 

Screen Australia (formerly the Australian Film Commission, the Film Finance Corporation Australia, and Film Australia Limited) is the key Commonwealth Government direct funding body for the Australian screen production industry.  Since 1st July, 2007, Screen Australia has required all the films which it finances to be captioned through its Terms of Trade; since the release of the Media Access Review, Screen Australia now also requires all films to be audio described, as per Recommendation 19.  

The current requirements are as follows (Term 9): 

Screen Australia requires that feature films it finances be captioned and audio described to provide access for the hearing and/or visually impaired, for cinemas and DVD. The producer will need to budget for these requirements. Feature film producers are also required by Screen Australia to use reasonable endeavours to ensure that all Australian distribution agreements include access for the hearing and/or visually impaired via captioned and audio-described theatrical screenings and DVDs. 

Screen Australia also encourages producers of all non-feature film content to budget for captioning and audio description to provide access to their projects for both hearing and visually impaired audiences.


3.7. DVD Access in Australia (NZ)

The access levels for DVD in Australia and NZ are effectively the same as they are all supplied from as one market (from Australia).  

Captioning levels of Australian DVDs have plateaued at around 60-65% of DVDs released and this represents a mix of local and imported product (as in the caption files are brought in to be locally built).  Audio description has been built up to around 35% of titles, which is a mix of imported (capturing almost all overseas produced AD) and some local titles, predominantly from Australian distributor Roadshow.  Although Australia does not yet have AD on television, some DVDs of television series (including Kath and Kim, Sea Patrol, Thank God You are Here) are audio described.  

3.8. Access to DVD overseas

As mentioned above, New Zealand has the same distribution chain as Australia (it is effectively treated as another “state” of Australia) and thus has the same levels of access to DVD.  

The UK enjoys captioned access to DVD about 10 percentage points higher than Australia (around 75%) and similar levels of audio description (around 30-35%).

The USA has a more fragmented DVD access market.  Captioning is lower than in Australia (it is difficult to measure as the identification of US accessible DVDs is not consistent, but an estimate would be 50% captioned and less than 10% audio described).  The US also provides some captions in a form whereby the DVD enables the closed caption decoder in the viewer’s TV and shows the captions via this method.  This means that if these DVDs are played in a non-US environment, the captions will not appear.  

3.9. Access to streamed/downloaded catch-up TV in Australia



Australia has requirements to make the streamed/downloaded versions of captioned television services similarly accessible.  At the time of writing the only captioned catch-up service is the ABC iView which has a direct mirroring of its captioned broadcasts offered online which represents a very high portion of its content.  Yahoo 7 has also promised a service, but it is currently claiming issues with its video player.  None of the other services (SBS, Nine MSN, Ten or Foxtel/Austar) which provide captions on their TV programming provide it on their online versions.

3.10. Access to streamed/downloaded catch-up services overseas



The market for streaming/downloadable video is very dynamic and the access offerings are very inconsistent.



3.10.1. USA

The passage of the Twenty-first Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010 in the United States will pick up online versions of television programs (when their parent companies caption for broadcast).  This will require:  


a. All captioned television programs will be captioned when delivered over the Internet.
b. Receiving devices of any size will be capable of displaying closed captions, delivering AD, and accessing emergency information.
c. Controls on televisions and set-top boxes will be accessible, and captions and AD easy to access.

d. Manufacturers of devices designed to receive or play back video programming make controls of built-in functions accessible to and usable by individuals who are blind or have low vision, if achievable, to provide access to AD features through a mechanism that is reasonably comparable to a button, key, or icon designated for activating accessibility features.

e. All internet-capable devices, such as smart phones, are to be made accessible, if achievable.


The Act will thus have far-reaching effects in the US, particularly in the provision of AD and access to online video material. Another key impact is that it will finally illustrate that it is possible to deliver access on a range of online video player formats and to transfer content from television to those platforms (even though this has been happening for years).


Furthermore, the major US television stations already provide some closed captions on their streamed and download video.  These are restricted to people living within the USA. For example, NBC’s Video Rewind shows captions on full-length episodes of its hit TV shows and the captions appear on the right hand side of the viewing screen, rather than the customary position under the viewing screen.


The situation with download movie/TV services is more variable and the Act will not apply to them.  Popular examples of these services show how access has not automatically translated across to new media.  Vudu (now owned by Walmart) has no captioned content; Google’s movie service has no captioned content; Apple iTunes has limited captioned content (which varies from market to market) and Hulu TV has extensive captioned content.

Netflix (which currently has around 30% captioned content) is a special case in that it is subject to at least three separate legal actions, all aimed at it requiring 100% caption content.  Netflix has been particularly targeted as it is a dominant player in the online market.


3.10.2. UK

The most comprehensive streaming/catch up service is the BBC iPlayer. Launched in 2008, the BBC’s iPlayer television catch-up service provides captioned access to approximately 80% of its programs, reflecting the BBC’s commitment to provide the same level of access on its Internet-provided programming as it broadcasts.

iPlayer also provides audio described content.  The AD service experienced some technical difficulties when it was being planned as a closed service.  This led the BBC to offer a parallel, open-described iPlayer section that contains all of the AD content.

The BBC has just launched a European and Australian version of its iPlayer.  The product is not the same as the BBC UK iPlayer catch up service, but is a subscription-based video on demand service.  The BBC is stressing that it is engaging in a year-long pilot program and as such the service is only available for iPads.  The current version does not include either the captioning that is on almost all BBC content or the audio description that is also offered on the UK iPlayer service.  However, the UK has an iPad version of its catch up service and this retains access features.

Commercial network ITV also provides access to online television content through the ITV Player, with plans to extend captioning to 70% of online programs.  
3.11. Other content

There are other examples of publically available content that is accessible.

The Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs supports convergent captioned education and community media through a grant to Media Access Australia.  This grant provides captioning for around 140 hours of audio-visual material each year.  This grant was targeted at captioning education DVDs, but is now also used to provide captioned online versions of education DVDs.  In some cases, both DVD and online versions of the same material are provided.  

This program was partially inspired by the Described and Captioned Media Program (DCMP – www.dcmp.org ) which is a US Education Department-funded program to provide accessible audio-visual material for the classroom.  The DCMP receives US$1.5m per annum for the next five years.  Its distribution has now changed so that around 85% of content is distributed online, with the remainder being DVDs that are burned on demand and mailed to the school. The program provides captions in both English and Spanish and English audio description.  

3.12. Access on user-generated content


YouTube allows users to upload a file to generate captions for a video which can either be a caption or transcript file.  A caption file contains both the text and timing information for the video and can be created using free online captioning services.  A transcript file contains just the text for the video and YouTube uses speech processing algorithms to determine the timing of captions.


There are many online services that allow you to create the caption file for videos for YouTube.  The easiest to use are CaptionTube and Overstream.  Both require registering for a free account to be able to create caption files.


CaptionTube is an online editor created by YouTube for captioning YouTube videos.  Captions created with CaptionTube can be exported and saved as SUB files and either imported into YouTube or used with another media player that supports the SUB caption format.  Overstream is an online editor for creating captions for video from YouTube and other video-sharing sites.  Captions created with Overstream can be exported and saved as SRT files, supported by YouTube.

These solutions are really designed for user-generated content and are not intended to be for broadcast/professional use.  As such they play a valuable role in providing caption access to popular user-generated content.
4. accessibility of software and platforms

To enable people who are blind or vision impaired, or Deaf or hearing impaired, to use digital media and technology, software (including, for example, viewers, media players, applications, and web browsers) must be able to support audio description, captioning, and be navigable by assistive technology.  For example, if a closed captioning file for a television program exists but the catch-up service viewer does not support closed captions, then access will be denied.

4.1. Apple iOS

Apple has a long history of including assistive technology in its products as standard features, and at no extra cost.  This history started with the inclusion of accessibility features in Mac OS X, and has continued through to their mobile operating system, iOS.


VoiceOver, Apple’s screen reader software, first appeared in iOS 3.0 in June 2009, two years after the first version of iOS (and the first iPhone) was released.  Apple used VoiceOver to make a touchscreen interface accessible for people who are blind or vision impaired.  Along with this sophisticated gesture-based screen reader came other accessibility features like Zoom (digital screen magnifier) and white on black for increased contrast.  Features such as mono audio and support for captioned video also made the device more accessible for people who are Deaf or hearing impaired.


Apple listened to feedback from the community and continued to refine the accessibility of iOS in subsequent releases.  There were improvements to the method of typing on the onscreen keyboard when using VoiceOver and larger font sizes for mail, contacts, notes, and messages.

4.2. Android


Android has three core accessibility services called TalkBack, SoundBack and KickBack which provide spoken, auditory and haptic (vibration) feedback respectively. These three applications are included standard with Android 1.6 or later and can be enabled via the Accessibility section of the Settings menu. 


Project Eyes-Free and Apps4Android, Inc. produce accessible Android applications and user interface enhancements for people who are blind or vision impaired, such as:


The Marvin shell, a simple, custom-built home screen for single-touch, eyes-free use;


The Stroke Dialer, a technique for inputting phone numbers based on the standard phone keypad layout. It is also used in the Marvin shell and as an alternate to the QWERTY keyboard in certain Eyes-Free applications.

4.3. Applications


Apple products (including the iPhone, iPod, and iPad) are already very accessible and feature a range of accessible applications.  Developers who use standard controls and their subclasses will find that support for accessibility is built-in. Apple’s Accessibility Application Programming Interfaces define how iOS apps can make their user interface available to an external assistive application or service.


Using iOS 3.0 and later, VoiceOver is available to help users with visual impairments use their iOS-based devices. The UI Accessibility programming interface, introduced in iOS 3.0, helps developers make their applications accessible to VoiceOver users. Briefly, VoiceOver describes an application’s user interface and helps users navigate through the application’s views and controls, using speech and sound. Users familiar with VoiceOver in Mac OS X can leverage their experience to help them quickly come up to speed using VoiceOver on their devices.


iPhone applications that run in iOS 3.0 and later should be accessible to VoiceOver users. iOS and the iOS SDK support this goal by:

a. Making standard UIKit controls and views accessible by default

b. Supplying the UI Accessibility programming interface, which defines a streamlined process for making an iPhone application accessible

c. Providing tools that help you implement accessibility in your code and test the accessibility of your application


One application particularly relevant from an access-to-convergence perspective is CableVision, an app one which allows Cablevision subscribers to stream live TV to their iOS devices while at home with closed captions.


IDEAL and Eyes Free, leading Android application developers, have created a range of accessible applications for Android.  Accessible applications exist for gaming and entertainment, improving general device usability, speaking caller IDs, text messages, and map directions aloud etc.

4.4. WGBH


Substantial work has been done by international access media company WGBH on improving access to media players and mobile and handheld devices.  The National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM), launched by WGBH, is researching barriers and developing captioning solutions which will serve as models for the mobile media and technology industries and for public-policy developers.  The project team has identified the problems that currently exist in the creation and delivery of captions to mobile devices, and is testing required accessibility changes in production tools, formats, delivery methods and display technologies.  Prototypes model technical solutions for compression, packaging, identification, retrieval, downloading and processing of captioned video to portable devices.  Prototypes also model caption display options and explore customization capabilities; consumers who are deaf or hard-of-hearing are now evaluating the usability of project solutions.


Project activities include: 

a. Creation of demonstration models that show multiple methods of creating, distributing, downloading and displaying captioned content on handheld devices; 
b. Publication of usability research on accessible interface and caption-display options; 
distributing information for content creators, service providers, and third-party tool developers to create and transcode captions; and
c. Detailing the requirements necessary for non-proprietary as well as proprietary text and video formats to render captions.

Furthermore, through Adobe Connect Meeting Caption Extension, WGBH allows users to quickly and easily add captions to a meeting via their Web captioning service, no matter where in the world the user accesses the service.  WGBH captioners join a meeting’s teleconference and transcribe audio as it is spoken.  This information is transmitted to a captioning server, and, from there, to the Acrobat Connect Meeting participants.  Those end users can view and format captions in real time or read the resulting transcript at the conclusion of the meeting.

4.5. NVDA


NVDA (NonVisual Desktop Access) is a free, open source screen reader that works with Microsoft Windows XP, Vista and 7 (32 and 64 bit).  NVDA is developed in Australia, and supports over 20 different languages.


NVDA can be installed on computer using the easy-to-use talking installer or one can use the portable version and take NVDA with you on a USB stick or other portable media without the need for installation.  The default voice that NVDA uses is eSpeak, an open source speech synthesiser that supports over 20 languages.  One can also use Microsoft’s Speech Application Programming Interface (SAPI), in particularly SAPI 4 and SAPI 5, to provide speech output.

NVDA supports a range of Braille displays—see the NVDA user guide for an up-to-date list.


In March 2011, an updated version of NVDA was released.  Some new features include:

a. Announcement of bullets and numbering in Microsoft Word;

b. Including keys to move to the next and previous line; and

c. Reporting of colours for some controls, including IBM Lotus Symphony text controls.


Also in March, a survey by WebAIM, an international initiative promoting web accessibility, found there has been a dramatic increase of nearly 300% in the number of people using NVDA as their primary screen reader in the past 14 months.  The survey also revealed that respondents are far more receptive to using free or low-cost screen readers as reasonable substitutes to commercial screen readers.

5. the impact of government policy and regulation

5.1. Delay in access to mobile TV


The US Federal Communications Commission has agreed to a request by the National Association of Broadcasters (NAB) that the introduction of an audio description service for mobile digital TV be delayed until October 2013.  The NAB argued that introducing audio description for mobile TV will be more difficult, as mobile receivers will need to be modified to receive the service.  The Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010 reinstated audio description quotas for television. The main television services will have to comply with this by 1 July 2012, delivering the service on a second audio channel on set-top boxes.

5.2. United States: Federal Government’s approach to public procurement


In 1998, Congress amended the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 to require Federal agencies to make their information and communications technology (ICT) accessible to people with disabilities.  Section 508 was enacted to eliminate barriers in information technology, open new opportunities for people with disabilities, and encourage development of technologies that will help achieve these goals.  The law applies to all Federal agencies when they develop, procure, maintain, or use electronic and information technology.  Under Section 508 (29 U.S.C. ‘794 d), agencies must give disabled employees and members of the public access to information that is comparable to access available to others.


Because the Federal Government is an extremely large consumer in the ICT market, Section 508 effectively required many ICT manufacturers to make their products accessible, or else lose business with the Federal Government.  As such, Section 508 caused somewhat of a shift in the market, with devices designed initially to be accessible for the Federal Government now made available to the public at large.

5.3. Canada: regulation of convergent media

Governments can play a strong role to help push the market toward greater commitments to access in convergent media.  In Canada, the media and communications regulator, the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission, has noted the following as part of its own review of convergent media policy, Navigating Convergence II: Charting Canadian Communications Change and Regulatory Implications:


Approximately 4.4 million Canadians—14.3 per cent of the population—have one or more disabilities. More than 1.7 million Canadians aged 15 or older—6.6 per cent of the population—have severe or very severe disabilities. The disability rate increases with age. An estimated 43 per cent of Canadians aged 65 and older have a disability. Canada’s national disability rate is expected to rise dramatically over the next 10 to 15 years as the population ages. The needs of persons with disabilities are wide-ranging and can be highly specific.  

Digital communication technologies are being rapidly adopted by Canadians, and are growing in importance for Canadians to work and participate in society. Services that are optional for some may be essential to enable persons with disabilities or elderly people to engage and participate in digital society and economy. Providers and creators of advanced services and new content that seek the widest possible adoption will have incentives to enable access and inclusion. 


Solutions can often be leveraged within emerging technologies. Open platforms and systems that allow for integration of third-party accessibility applications or porting of legacy accessibility capabilities onto new platforms hold great promise, as does cloud computing. New tools are on the horizon in the way of development of accessibility standards and universal/inclusive design methodologies, as are opportunities for providers to collaborate with partners selected primarily for their strengths in accessibility solutions.  

However, a rapidly changing market does not necessarily provide for the evolution of accessibility solutions, nor does it ensure longevity of existing solutions. Given the higher probability and impact of a growing segment of the Canadian population being excluded from participation in the evolution to the digital economy, it becomes important to react in a timely manner when fast-changing markets fail to meet these needs.

5.4. Australian Digital Television Taskforce’s Household Assistance Scheme

The Digital Television Taskforce’s Household Assistance Scheme (HAS) provides a set-top box, installation and an antenna, if needed, to eligible households as part of the switch-off of analog television. These households are usually vulnerable people that are elderly, isolated, or have a disability.  The HAS has been the catalyst for innovations in television equipment. As of June 2011, 1000 accessible digital set-top boxes had been purchased from manufacturers Hills and Skybridge, helping to encourage the market.

In the last tender cycle, the HAS included audio menus for blind people and the ability to receive audio description, in anticipation of the audio description trial on the ABC proposed for later this year. This voice over can assist the blind and vision impaired, severely dyslexic, and elderly to navigate the menus to modify options to suit their preferences.  The STB uses a text-to-speech engine to ‘read aloud’ all of the menu options and EPG information, including program name, time, channel and synopsis. This feature allows people who are blind or have a vision impairment to access all of the features of the STB and easily navigate the menus and EPG. As soon as the STB is plugged in, it talks the user through the entire set-up process. Users can select the verbosity of the speech from detailed explanations of menus to simple word lists as they become more familiar with the STB.  

6. Conclusion: an imperfect process

Access features are not always retained across platforms for a variety of reasons, including human factors, formatting issues, and specific regulations.  However, the examples outlined in this submission that it is possible to overcome these barriers and ensure that access follows content.

6.1. Access must follow content

The simplest form of access is to ensure that existing access features follow the content as it moves from medium to medium, is reformatted and repackaged.  

This already happens to a major extent in the transition of a movie for cinema release moving to DVD, then television and repackaging of different versions.  However, there are numerous examples where the process breaks down.  For example, Facebook has recently begun showing a range of television programs, including Dr Who, through its video player.  Dr Who is captioned by the BBC, but Facebook’s video player does not support captions, thus access is not included.  Similarly, the vast majority of programming on the major Australian television channels (including subscription channels) is captioned, but only the ABC has ensured that its video player is capable of carrying across those captions.

6.2. Progress is uncoordinated


There is progress throughout the world, but it is uncoordinated.  Parallel initiatives include the availability of captions on the BBC, ITV, Hulu, Netflix, NBC Universal, and ABC online video players.  Isolated examples include the BBC’s distribution of audio described content through the iPlayer service.  Many of these services are making plans to offer international versions of their products. It is disappointing that the first major example of this has been the BBC iPlayer App for iPad which has failed to retain its accessibility when released in Europe and Australia.    

The same is true for the lead taken by Apple and the iOS, delivering highly accessible devices and platforms, and developing a sophisticated developer toolkit featuring accessible design as standard, yet much of the content offered on iTunes is not accessible, despite other versions of the same content being accessible on other platforms.

6.3. The role for Government


Government has been a major force in early-stage change and showing direction and creating potential market opportunities for access. 

The public procurement of accessible devices and content, such as the case of Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 in the United State and the Australian Digital Television Taskforce’s Household Assistance Scheme’ and its commissioning of accessible set-top boxes, are examples of government kick starting a market and making accessibility mainstream.

The ABC has led by example, with the inclusion of closed captioning on its iView service, but this has not been taken up by SBS.  The adoption of WCAG 2.0 standards by the Federal Government (and flowing onto state governments) creates a major market for designing accessible websites and should lead to a gradual adoption of the accessibility standards among commercial websites. 

6.4. The need for a future review of access to convergent media

Convergence is a dynamic, fast-moving process.  New issues and solutions are being quickly discovered and adopted.  It is expected that the review and revision of how convergent media is managed will be an ongoing process and access should be treated in the same way.  There is no single “solution” for access that can be adopted and then considered to be dealt with.  


Media Access Australia has included a number of recommendations as part of this submission and they should be read in the frame of representing actions that can be undertaken now. However, there will be the need to update the approaches and explore new options as they emerge.  Access solutions are as dynamic as the media that they support.  
7. recommendations

7.1. That the Government ensure that captioned content that is broadcast on SBS television is replicated on the SBS online catch up service.


7.2. That the Government ensure that any captioned content that is broadcast on SBS television is replicated on the DVD versions of those programs.


7.3. The ABC should replicate its audio description that is broadcast on television as part of the audio description trial on its ABC iView version of the AD content.  This could be presented as a separate open-audio described version, much like the presentation of the BBC’s iPlayer version of the AD content.


7.4. The principal of access following content is enshrined in any regulation/legislation dealing with accessibility of content.  

7.5. A condition of being allowed to operate a television service (free-to-air or subscription) is that any access provisions are replicated on the online versions of that content (ie following the principles of the 21st Century Video Accessibility Act).

7.6. Any content that is funded (or part-funded) by Government, including television content must include access (both captioning and audio description) and that this is carried across to all versions of the content (including DVD, online, multichannel play). This replicates and broadens the current Screen Australia approach.

8. About Media Access Australia

Media Access Australia (MAA) is a not-for-profit organisation that is tasked with making media and information accessible to people with disabilities using technology.  It operates in the full range of traditional and new media, including:  television (both across the air and cable/satellite), cinema, DVD, streaming video, access to the Internet, social media, developer-level advice and collaboration.


MAA is an integral part of the rollout of accessibility, including working with the Australian regulator, the Australian Communications and Media Authority, the Federal Government, particularly the Minister for Communications and the Digital Economy and his department, the Australian Human Rights Commission, disability organisations, consumer organisations and industry.


MAA’s has an unusual origin and funding base.  It was originally named the Australian Caption Centre (ACC), which was a not-for-profit service provider/advocate that provided captioning (and later) and description services for broadcast, DVD, video, online etc.  This organisation was modelled on the National Center for Accessible Media and WGBH in Boston, USA.  At its peak ACC provided around 80% of the captioning services in the Australian market and employed over 200 people.  In February 2006 it finalised a divestment process and change to rename as MAA and to extricate itself from being a service provider.  


This process has been significantly beneficial to access to media in the Australian market.  Firstly, MAA is able to operate as an independent advocate/advisor, but one that has a strong background knowledge in access production, the way that the markets operate and an understanding costs and technical issues.  This has brought a degree of openness and honesty to the process of developing access as there is a force (MAA) that is not compromised by either commercial interests or the demands of funders.  Second, MAA has developed a reputation for “telling it like it is”, using evidence to drive its policy and advocacy positions and backed with a thorough understanding of how a production/operation process works.  Third, consumers have been able to use MAA’s expertise to better understand their approaches to media access issues and not been vulnerable to industry power in terms of technical and operational knowledge and “what is possible”.  

Finally, MAA has developed extensive worldwide networks with like-minded organisations and consumer groups to ensure that it is at the forefront of  what is happening in access and looking at common international threads (such as standards, new equipment, approaches to legislation etc.) to speed up the process of access and to be realistic in what can be achieved.  It also acknowledges that broadcasting and media are international and the impacts of decisions and approaches made in particular countries are global.
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