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ABOUT MEDIA ACCESS AUSTRALIA
Media Access Australia is a not-for-profit, public benevolent institution and Australia’s primary media access organisation. Our role is to provide information about media access and to develop and apply technological solutions to media access issues.
MAA is based in Sydney with a satellite office in Perth, and works in collaboration with consumer organisations, government and industry across the country.
WHAT DO WE MEAN BY MEDIA ACCESS?
Media access services include, but are not limited to, captioning for the Deaf and hearing impaired, and audio description for the blind and vision impaired. MAA is committed to increasing the awareness and use of these services in television, DVDs and videos, education, cinema, theatre performances, exhibitions and other media. MAA also deals with access issues for new media, including downloads, portable media and the Internet.
The Media Access Report covers key developments in media access in both Australia and around the world, as well as providing statistical and other information on current levels of access.
DISCLAIMER
Statistical information published in The Media Access Report is derived from public sources such as television listings and websites. It has been made available for general use only and is provided without warranty as to its accuracy or currency.  
SUBMISSIONS
We are interested in receiving submissions for publication in The Media Access Report, including accounts of media or events that have been made accessible, research papers, and news items dealing with captioning, audio description and other access services. If you have any material you would like to submit, contact Chris Mikul on (02) 9212 6242, or email chris.mikul@mediaaccess.org.au
The Media Access Report is published by Media Access Australia, Suite 408, 22-36 Mountain Street, Ultimo NSW 2007. Phone/TTY: (02) 9212 6242, Fax: (02) 9212 6289. www.mediaaccess.org.au

If you would like to be put on the mailing list to receive future issues of The Media Access Report, email info@mediaaccess.org.au


______________________________________________________________



MEDIA ACCESS NEWS


Government releases Media Access Review final report

The long awaited final report from the Federal Government’s Media Access Review was released on Friday 3 December, the International Day of People with a Disability. The review began under the Howard Government and encompassed issues surrounding captioning, audio description, cinema and DVD accessibility, and emergency notification. The key recommendations are:
                                                                                                         
	An audio description trial is proposed for the ABC during the second half of 2011 (subject to funding). It will encompass 14 hours of audio described programs per day, and be a closed trial with receiver mix.

Captioning quotas will be brought solely under the Broadcasting Services Act, including those for subscription television.
	Free-to-air television will have 100% captioning between 6am and midnight by analog switch-off.
	The Broadcasting Services Act will be amended to include a reference to captions “of adequate quality”.
	The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) will host caption workshops and develop criteria for assessing caption quality.
The Government will encourage Free TV Australia and the ACMA to work towards making electronic program guides accessible.
	The Government will continue to investigate the accessibility of set-top boxes.
Cinema accessibility in the major cinemas is already covered by the initiative announced by Minister Conroy and Parliamentary Secretary Shorten earlier this year and the Government will work with the independents to develop accessibility.
Screen Australia is being encouraged to include audio description as well as captioning on Australian films and DVD releases.

Stephen Conroy, Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, said in his press release, “The Government will ensure that meaningful improvements to media access for people with hearing and vision impairment can be achieved, while also ensuring actions taken are practical for broadcasters and content producers. 

“I announce today, on the International Day of People with Disability, that the Government will move to immediately implement the Report’s recommendations, and call on industry and disability group stakeholders to similarly take action to implement recommendations that affect them.”

Media Access Australia CEO Alex Varley said, “Overall this a good step forward for media access in Australia and a welcome Christmas message from Senator Conroy for deaf and blind people. There are no major surprises in the recommendations and some of the detail will be worked out over the coming months. For me the biggest change is the audio description trial on ABC TV next year. This is a game-changer and should lead to a proper AD service on Australian television.” 

A copy of the report can be found on the Department of Broadband, Communications and Digital Economy website.  


President Obama signs landmark access bill

On Friday 8 October, President Barack Obama signed into law the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010.

The act, a draft of which was first introduced by Congressman Ed Markey of Massachusetts in 2008, was passed by the House of Representatives with an overwhelming majority on 29 September.

Among the act’s provisions are the following requirements:
 
	All captioned TV programs will be captioned when delivered over the Internet.

The top 4 network channels and top 5 cable channels will provide audio description (AD) on 7 hours of programming per week.
Televised emergency information will be accessible to the blind and vision impaired.
Receiving devices of any size will be capable of displaying closed captions, delivering audio description (AD), and accessing emergency information.
Controls on televisions and set-top boxes will be accessible, and captions and AD easy to access.

The act will have far-reaching effects in the US, particularly in the provision of AD and access to online video material. It restores the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) rules mandating AD on television which were thrown out after a legal challenge by broadcasters and producers in 2002. The act will lead to the following:

	After 1 year, the top 4 broadcast networks and top 5 cable channels in the top 25 most populated markets will each have to screen 4 hours of audio described programs per week.

After 2 years, the FCC will report to Congress on AD.
After 4 years, the FCC can increase AD to 7 hours a week on the 9 channels.
After 6 years, the FCC will apply AD requirements to the 60 most populated markets.
After 9 years, the FCC will report to Congress on the need to extend AD to additional markets.
After 10 years, the FCC can expand AD to 10 new markets annually to achieve 100% nationwide coverage.

The act’s scope sets new benchmarks for access legislation, and it is hoped that some of the technical developments it encourages will also filter through to other countries including Australia.


Access key topic in Senate Estimates hearings

Captioning and audio description (AD) were on the agenda in the Senate Estimates hearings in Canberra on 19 October. Both SBS and ACMA were quizzed about their approach to captioning and AD by Opposition Minister for Disabilities, Senator Mitch Fifield.

Senator Fifield asked SBS about its approach to DVD captioning and suggested that “when SBS releases DVDs of its television programs which have broadcast with captions, more often than not the DVD releases come without captions”. Managing Director Shaun Brown replied, “We are endeavouring to maximise the number of DVDs that carry captions…We are working to ensure that we can lift the volume of closed captioning.”

According to Media Access Australia’s research, approximately 20% of SBS’s captioned television programs end up with captions on the DVD release as well. 

Mr Brown responded to these statistics, “I understand that we made submissions to the government’s report on access to electronic media for the hearing and the vision impaired in January 2010 and so we are eagerly awaiting the outcome of that review to see whether that provides us with some guidance on the policies that we should set.”

With regard to online captioning Mr Brown said, “We are currently working through this year our investment intentions with regard to online, and that [online captioning] is one of the areas under consideration”.

Finally, when asked about services such as audio description being included as part of its social inclusion strategy, Mr Brown answered, “In the past the level of obligation in this regard has been laid down through various regulations and policies that we have responded to. So it would seem to me that it is most appropriate that there is an industry position and an industry delivery rather than a channel-by-channel response.”

ACMA Executive Chairman Chris Chapman confirmed that ACMA’s approach is reactive to complaints, although he did mention the recent large consultation meeting with community organisations, broadcasters and caption suppliers that ACMA convened. Senator Fifield also queried the seemingly long time taken by ACMA to investigate captioning complaints, citing recent cases that have taken nearly a year to be resolved. ACMA admitted that the timeframe was longer than they preferred but said that it had improved in more recent times.

The issue of captioning of online (streaming) versions of broadcasts was also raised and Chris Chapman said, “That currently goes beyond our remit. Again the ACMA are increasingly seeking to facilitate outcomes, but we are very conscious of the fact that it is not our role to get ahead of policy development which is a matter for the minister and the department.”

On the question of audio description and whether it was taking an active interest in this area, like it had with 3DTV, ACMA said that it was being considered by the captioning committee and that there was a discussion about it at the consultation meeting.

A full transcript of the hearings can be read on the Parliament of Australia website. 
 

US communications regulator requests caption feedback

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has asked the public to provide feedback on the need to revise its caption rules. This follows an earlier consultation process, conducted in 2005, which resulted in a revision of the caption complaint process, and required television stations to make contact information easily available for consumers who wish to complain about problems with captions.

The FCC notes that a number of developments have taken place since the last invitation for feedback, called a ‘Notice of Proposed Rulemaking’, was issued. These include the achievement of many of the FCC’s caption benchmarks, the switch from analog to digital television in the US, and advances in captioning technology including speech-to-text (or voice recognition) technology.

A PDF of the notice can be downloaded from the FCC’s website.
  

British standards body releases accessibility documentary

The British Standards Institution (BSI) has released a documentary called Standards Make the World Accessible for All which addresses many areas of accessibility from transport to audiovisual communication. A particular focus of the documentary is on web accessibility standards. Why are accessibility standards important? How do standards help designers? How can we make the World Wide Web wider?

“People have different needs and abilities,” said BSI film producer Sofie Sandell. “In this video we want to give them a voice to make sure that their needs are heard and fulfilled thanks to standards.”

The documentary can be viewed on YouTube. 


Caption levels on US TV commercials surveyed 

American access advocate Sean Zdenek has conducted an informal survey of caption levels on US TV commercials. As in Australia, there is no legal requirement in the US for advertisers of products and services to caption their commercials.

Zdenek monitored the commercials during two hours of programs on Comedy Central, and found that 33% of them were captioned. This figure is in line with a survey of Australian TV commercials conducted by Media Access Australia in 2007, which found that 35% had captions. In Australia, many of the major advertisers, such as McDonald’s, KFC and Toyota, have been captioning their commercials since the early 1990s.

Zdenek notes that captioning levels on the highly coveted advertising slots during the Super Bowl are much higher (75% in 2010). This makes perfect sense given that a slot for a 30-second commercial during the Super Bowl cost US$2.7 million this year. When the minimal cost of captioning is added, the ad becomes accessible for the estimated 17% of Americans who report some degree of hearing loss.

The results of Zdenek’s survey can be found on the Accessible Rhetoric website. 
 
 
US project aims to assess quality of live captioning

A major American access provider, WGBH’s National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM), is collaborating with Nuance Communications to develop a prototype system which will automatically assess the quality of live captions on news programs.

In the US, most live or real-time captioning is done by stenocaptioners, who use a phonetic keyboard to create captions as a program is broadcast. (In Australia, live captioning is performed both by stenocaptioners, and by captioners using speech recognition software). The quality of live captions can be variable. Earlier this year, NCAM conducted an online survey which asked caption users to rate different types of caption errors, and the degree to which they make news programs hard to follow.

In the new project, which is funded by the US Department of Education, a system involving language processing, data analysis and benchmarking tools will be developed, which will use Nuance’s Dragon Naturally Speaking speech recognition software as a basis. The project will also work with advisors from the National Institute of Standards and Technology, Gallaudet University and the National Technical Institute for the Deaf.

The project comes as the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has requested industry and consumer feedback as it considers setting quality standards for live captions.

For more information, see the NCAM website.
     

Media Access Australia CEO Alex Varley appointed to the board of ACCAN 

Media Access Australia CEO Alex Varley has recently been re-appointed to the board of the communications advocacy organisation the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN).

Varley is delighted to take the position and said of the appointment, “I am very pleased that the ACCAN members have chosen me to become a director of ACCAN again. ACCAN is now well established and has a fearsome reputation as a strong consumer advocate.”  

Varley was in fact the inaugural chairman of the board in 2009, and Media Access Australia has maintained a close relationship with ACCAN since then, with a distinct focus on digital television issues. Varley said of the work, “One of the biggest challenges is ensuring that consumers are equipped to enjoy the benefits of the convergence of telecommunications with television and other media content, especially disadvantaged consumers.”

Media Access Australia looks forward to continuing to work with ACCAN in the future. 


Canadian disability advocates criticise takeover of Canwest

A group of Canadian organisations and individuals who advocate disability rights has been very critical of a planned acquisition of the Canadian television broadcasting company Canwest Global by Shaw Communications. Their criticisms centre on the fact that Shaw has made no commitment to accessibility, and in particular audio description.

Canwest owns the Global Television Network, which operates 11 television stations in Canada that reach 94% of the English speaking population. The disability advocates have filed an intervention with the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), which will now hold public hearings into the acquisition.

Audio description (called ‘descriptive video’ in Canada) is currently set at 3% of programs per day on Canadian television. “Frankly, we were shocked that in applying for control of so many TV stations and speciality services Shaw didn’t even mention issues like closed captioning and descriptive video,” said Beverley Milligan, President and CEO of Media Access Canada. “Shaw's silence about accessibility in the Canwest application makes us ask how long Canadians who rely on descriptive video are supposed to wait before they can access television like everyone else?”

For more information, see the Mediacaster website.


US communications regulator requires hearing-aid accessible mobiles

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC), the US communications regulator, has announced new regulations surrounding mobile phones, requiring all large mobile phone companies to provide at least one hearing-aid compatible model within two years.

The FCC also called on the developers of new technologies to consider the needs of people with hearing impairments when designing new products. The details of this change can be read on the Healthy Hearing website. 


New subtitling device launched in British theatres
A new device which enables theatre goers to read live subtitles of a performance in eight different languages including English has been launched in London.
AirScript's developers, Cambridge Consultants, hope the handsets will attract more tourists to theatres, but as well as this market, a secondary audience is Deaf and hearing impaired patrons who can use the device to read English subtitles.  
The subtitles, received over WiFi on handsets, scroll throughout live performances. 
David Bradshaw, group leader of the Software Technology Group at Cambridge Consultants said that the etiquette of the AirScript had been an important factor in its development. 
"Theatres are not typically welcoming of technology in the auditorium," he told BBC News. "Our biggest challenge was to get a screen into a theatre that wouldn't distract the rest of the audience." 
A manual operator ensures that each line hits the handheld screens at the same time as it is delivered on stage. Because each performance is live and subject to pauses or the occasional setback, the process cannot be automated. 
Ben Young has coordinated the handset scripts throughout the development of the device. He described the nightly experience of delivering the same script of Hairspray, perhaps rather generously, as "like two and half hours of playing Guitar Hero". 
For people wishing to use the device for English captions, the plus side is that they can access any show on any night they choose, although user feedback has been both positive and negative: 
	The device is difficult and/or tiring to hold.

Screen needed to be held at exact angle to get good contrast to read.
Brightness level of unit font was very good.
Glare from onstage lighting sometimes affected the view of the screen. 

For more information, see the Cambridge Consultants website. 


Advances in speech recognition will have many applications

AT&T Labs, the research arm of the American telecommunications giant AT&T, recently invited the media to view some of the new services it is developing using speech recognition technology.  

Speech recognition has been advancing rapidly in recent years, and is increasingly used in the captioning of live TV programs. At the moment, captioners must ‘re-speak’ the dialogue, which is then converted to captions. iMiracle, one of the applications being developed by AT&T Labs, will automatically transcribe the speech on live TV, and translate it into different languages.

Other applications which are still at the development stage include iWalk, a phone app which will provide directions and verbal feedback for vision impaired people who cannot read street signs, and iRemote, an app which can search through archived TV programs (stored on your digital video recorder, for example) and use speech recognition to find specific segments.


No standards for 3-D TV captions yet

As 3-D television becomes increasingly common around the world, there is a need for the development of an appropriate caption standard for the format. Caption software providers in the US are doing research in the area, but have been hampered by the lack of a government-endorsed standard which will apply across the industry.

The placement of 2-D captions is a relatively straightforward matter – they will generally be positioned at the bottom of the screen to avoid covering important visual elements, but moved if necessary. In 3-D, the challenge is to place the captions appropriately into the 3-D space so as to not destroy the illusion of three dimensions.

“Captions are still in 2-D, even for 3-D content, but there is no way yet to make use of 3-D depth in the captions,” said Jason Livingston of Computer Prompting and Captioning. He noted that until the Consumer Electronics Association (CEA) and Federal Communications Commission (FCC) establish a technical standard for transmitting 3-D captions, it makes no sense for TV manufacturers to try to incorporate them into their products. “So we’re all waiting and doing a few tests until then.” 

Livingstone also said that while his company had received a few inquiries from viewers regarding 3-D captions, so far there has been little interest from content creators.

For more information, see the BroadcastEngineering website. 

The introduction of 3-D captions is also an issue for cinema. See the article in the Cinema section below to read about one promising development in this area. 

_________________________________________________________________

THE LANGUAGES AND THE MEDIA CONFERENCE 2010

New Media – New Contexts 
New Translator Profiles? 	

The biannual Languages and the Media Conference was held in Berlin from 6-8 October 2010. MAA CEO Alex Varley presented at the conference and gives his insight into developments in media access in this special piece for The Media Access Report.

Technology and machine language translation

Two major concerns in the translation industry are the falling rates of pay for translators and a concern about quality. These were discussed in a number of sessions, including the opening session of the second day. A personal observation is that Europe has many people who are able to speak at least two languages and have a working knowledge of others. This often includes near-fluency in written language. With the addition of improving machine language (automated) translation, there is clearly an oversupply of translators.  

Some of the presenters indicated that the market was changing and that film translation was a shrinking area, but overall the market was growing. One growth area is guides and manuals, which are now much more likely to be audiovisual rather than paper-based. This requires language and access translation. Martin Volk, a researcher into machine translation at the University of Zurich, noted that the machines need good human input to refine the translation engines and that was valuable material. The roles of captioners, translators and other language professionals were migrating to that of high-level experts, letting automated processes take care of the routine work.

Caption quality and software solutions

Variable caption quality is not an issue restricted to the English-speaking world. The quality discussion swings from garbled spelling due to poor training or poor software, to the ability of audiences to read live scrolling captions. Voice recognition software has now progressed in non-English speaking countries, meaning that respeaking is the dominant (and preferred) method of live captioning.  

An interesting study by SWISS TXT, which provides live captioning in French, German and Italian for Swiss public television, explores presentation methods to improve the readability of live captions. The Swiss approach is to create captions using respeaking and then, instead of live scrolling them, to buffer the captions. When a full stop, comma or other punctuation break is encountered, the software then ‘sends’ the buffered caption as a piece of block text. Separate eye-tracking studies have shown that caption viewers can spend up to 30% of their viewing time anticipating the next word to appear in scrolling captions, reducing time to read all of the content and the rest of the program. Whilst providing block rather than scrolling captions might seem like an ideal solution, the process does add more time delay. The work continues.

Dealing with the economics of audio description

Audio description is the new growth area of film, DVD and television, especially in English language countries. These countries (including Australia) can benefit from a wide range of content and the ability to trade audio description files and scripts to make the process of creating audio description cheaper. For ‘single language’ countries such as Poland, where there is no external market to trade Polish audio description files or scripts, AD potentially is more expensive to deliver as the same economies of scale cannot be achieved.

Faced with such a challenge, Polish academics have been researching practical solutions to this problem. In one presentation, Anna Jankowska from Jangiellonian University in Krakow explored the results of a comparative study which took in five English language films in different genres. In all five cases, one person took an English AD script for the film and used that as the basis for creating a Polish AD script. This took into account issues such as length of language (i.e. rephrasing some description in Polish to fit the gap in the soundtrack) and adapting idiom and word choice to match Polish cultural issues. Another person audio described the same film in Polish from scratch, without the benefit of a script in another language. The versions were then shown to a blind audience to see if there was any noticeable difference in audience reception.  

The conclusions of the study were that the audience didn’t really differentiate between the two methods – both were equally acceptable. From a production efficiency point of view, time savings of up to 25% were achieved by using an English-language AD script. Jankowska concluded that this could be a valid method for providing Polish AD for Hollywood movies and other dubbed English programming.

This research builds on early investigations of this idea undertaken by Belgian researchers and reported in the Summer 2008 issue of The Media Access Review (Issue 9, page 3).

The bizarre

Although the conference had a practical focus, and most of the academics included presentation slides with “So What?” or similar indicating an understanding of the need for real-world relevance of their investigations, there were some exceptions.  

The DTV4ALL project is an EU-funded study looking at quality of captions (or ‘Subtitles for Deaf and hard of hearing’ as they are known in Europe). This involved research into the viewer’s perception, opinion and comprehension of captions.  Researchers from Spain, Denmark, the UK, Poland, Italy, Germany and Greece were involved in the study. Techniques such as eye-tracking were used to measure the amount of time spent reading captions, and surveys were used to measure comprehension.  

Generally the studies produced expected results, such as the fact that longer captions mean that people spend less time watching the rest of the program, which could reduce comprehension. There were some attempts at measuring differences between Deaf and hearing impaired people and their preferences (excluding a general Deaf preference for sign language translation). 

However, one researcher illustrated the gap that still lies between some academics and practical reality, concluding that the solution was to have up to six different types of captions available, for Deaf, lip-reading, hard of hearing, children, etc.  Apart from the huge cost of delivering such a range of captions, there are also practical issues about whether a television service is capable of physically broadcasting six different caption tracks!  Some of the audience concluded that the money would be better spent on improving levels of access with one set of captions.

Universal formats

A rapidly emerging issue is convergence and the need for a common formatting platform to ensure that access features are transferred properly between different formats, particularly between TV and the Internet. Larissa Görner from the Institut für Rundfunktechnik (Germany) put the case for DFXP (Distribution Exchange Profile).  This format is being pushed at international level via the W3C, but some of the major players may not support it.  

In a slightly different take on this issue, Mark Harrison from MTV UK presented on the work he has undertaken to ensure that dictionaries, common approaches and lexicons were consistent over a period of years, so that musical terms like rap and hip hop were always spelt the same way. MTV also tried to ensure that the same colour was always used for each singer in videos with multiple vocalists. He explained the relevance and impact when, say, a boy-band special was presented and years of music videos from one group had the same presentation style and consistency. Harrison said it was about respecting the audience.  
	
Where is technology going?

Often the most interesting sessions are about where technology is going. Hector Delgado from the Universat Autonoma de Barcelona, Spain, outlined his work looking at automatic captioning of the Catalan Parliament for use on web video streaming.  His platform was achieving almost acceptable levels of accuracy (trending to 95%) but at slower than realtime speeds. Recognition of who was speaking was basically 100% accurate. In controlled situations such as this, there is some possibility of automatic captioning.  

A panel discussion on technology trends revealed interesting insights.  

Material which has traditionally been printed, such as equipment instruction manuals, is being replaced by video. This helps with show-and-tell features, unless you are blind or Deaf.

Although 3D TV has until now been mainly confined to short-term trials with limited content, it will become a standard feature of televisions as the cost of 3D processors drops to levels where it is insignificant and more economical to just include it. This has implications for how to deliver 3D captions (a major issue in the cinema world).  

Products such as Google Goggles show that video/picture search is the next frontier and is advancing rapidly. Automated voices already appear in car navigators and screen readers, and will move across to sports commentary and other human voice applications.  

The Australian perspective

Finally, my own presentation looked at the impact of consumer trends, technology and disability access. Mainstream technology is now embracing access, sometimes as a by-product of development (such as Google’s voice search), and sometimes directly (such as Doremi CaptiView and other digital cinema products). This is leading to choice for disabled people, rather than a technologically static ‘special solution’, and a guarantee that access develops with the products. Also, the challenge for access companies is to accept that products such as CaptionTube can close off sections of markets, but the growth of convergence and the desire to protect and repurpose good quality content will lead to growth elsewhere. Access companies will, however, need to adapt their services to meet the new market demands.

_________________________________________________________________

ONLINE MEDIA

Accessible web browser now available for Android devices

IDEAL Group Apps4Android Inc. has released the IDEAL Web Reader, an accessible, gesture-based browser for Android devices.

Prior to the release of the IDEAL Web Reader, Android owners who were blind or vision impaired weren’t able to browse the web on their Android device because the standard web browser was inaccessible.

Features of the IDEAL Web Reader include: 

	Highlight the text that is being read on a web page

Change the font and background colour for text content (17 colour options)
Adjust the text size, letter spacing and line spacing
Ignore ALT text for images that are not being used as links
Turn off image loading to reduce the amount of time it takes for a page to load or reduce the amount of data that you use when downloading a webpage
Keep the screen on when the IDEAL Web Reader is running
Use the browser’s original set of gestures, or redefine gestures for all actions
Access Android’s global Text-To-Speech settings via a shortcut in the IDEAL Web Reader

The IDEAL Web Reader is not only accessible, but also allows the normal way in which it acts for a webpage with a standard structure to be modified. 

Steve Jacobs, President of IDEAL Group, explained, "The majority of the logic behind IDEAL Web Reader resides in easily modifiable JavaScript files on the user's SD card. This makes it very simple for the user to enhance the default behaviour of IDEAL Web Reader on pages where the structure of the web page is well known and understood.”

He goes on to use Google search results as an example. Instead of a user having to navigate through Google search results line by line, a custom-built component could specify that the heading and description for a search result are read all at the same time.


Microsoft commits to addressing Windows Phone 7 accessibility issues

Microsoft held an accessibility roundtable in its Redmond headquarters in November to determine the best way to make Windows Phone 7 accessible. 

The roundtable, attended by groups such as the American Foundation for the Blind (AFB) and the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB) presented ways to ensure that the mobile platform was accessible, with a particular focus on the needs of people who are blind or vision impaired. 

The President of Microsoft’s Mobile Business, Andy Lees, discussed how he was personally committed to improving the accessibility of the operating system, and would take the advice provided by attendees on board. 


Major US education access program includes YouTube in quality standards

The Described and Captioned Media Program (DCMP), a major education access program in the US, has expanded its range of service endorsements for caption suppliers. DCMP already has preferred suppliers (referred to as vendors in America), but they have now expanded some requirements to include YouTube captioning.

Some of the ‘YouTube ready’ requirements include:

	Be certified by the DCMP to appear on its list of ‘Approved Captioning Service Vendors’ and have been approved on or before 15 May 2010.

Maintain at least one video on its YouTube channel that displays captions provided by the vendor's own captioning services.
Maintain at least one captioned video on its YouTube channel that describes vendor's captioning services in detail.
Publicly post online the rates it charges to provide captions for videos that may be uploaded to YouTube. 
Publicly post online its contact information for questions and complaints.

This represents an interesting development in captioning services, particularly as the recently passed 21st Century Video Accessibility Act includes requirements to ensure that captions translate across to download versions of content.  


UNESCO publishes report on mainstreaming ICT for people with disabilities

The United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) has published a report on its ‘Consultative Meeting on Mainstreaming Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) for Persons with Disabilities to Access Information and Knowledge’.

The meeting was attended by representatives of the disabled community, IT&T industry, research and educational institutions, non-governmental organisations working in the subject area and other United Nations organisations. Each group provided expert advice and opinion on how UNESCO could assist Member Nations to meet their international obligations under the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD).

Some of the issues discussed included:

	Access to information and knowledge for persons with disabilities through ICTs

ICT accessibility and assistive technologies provisions of the UNCRPD and the importance of mainstreaming ICT accessibility
Developing inclusive policies for persons with disabilities to access information and knowledge
Challenges and opportunities for persons with disabilities to use ICTs
Mainstreaming access to information and knowledge through ICTs for persons with disabilities within existing UNESCO programmes and activities internally and with Member States
‘Making UNESCO ICT Accessible’, so that people can take leadership in the UN system and with Member States with the background and experience of having done it at UNESCO
 ‘Mobilising Resources and International Cooperation’ to gather the means to implement those programmes
Recommendations included making all UNESCO World Heritage sites comply with ICT access rules, making the UNESCO websites accessible and ensuring the involvement of organisations that represent people with disabilities. 

There is a more detailed examination of the report on the UNESCO website.


Web accessibility website launched

The digital inclusion advocacy group Citizens Online and other groups have launched a website to promote web accessibility. Fix the Web is a site devoted to creating an accessible online experience for all. 

Volunteers are invited to get involved in three different ways:

	Report issues you are having with websites
	Volunteer to help liaise with website owners
	Support the development of the project 

Reporters are encouraged to tweet and email their complaints in a bid to push the owners to address the issues. Fix the Web is hoping that the number of websites reported in two years will reach 250,000. 

According to the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), only 19% of websites meet the minimum standard for web accessibility. 

For more information, see the Fix the Web website: http://www.fixtheweb.net/


US government looks at updating disabilities act

The US Department of Justice intends to update the 20-year-old Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) to incorporate cyberspace. 

On 18 November the department held the first of a number of hearings to gain a real understanding of how the changes will affect not only Americans with disabilities but also the industries that may be involved.  The department has, until now, interpreted the existing ADA to encompass websites that offer goods and services. The changes could clarify how this should be done, and set schedules for rollout. 

American disability attorney Lainey Feingold expressed a hope that these changes won’t be fought, telling Johnson, "Web accessibility should not be a new concept to any company with a website."

The Department of Justice is also considering revising the regulations of the ADA to create accessibility requirements compliant with level AA of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) Version 2.

The department has issued an Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (ANPRM) regarding changes to website accessibility requirements. It is inviting comments on the potential impact and circumstances surrounding the proposed regulations.

For more information, read the explanation of the ANPRM on CMSWire. 


Noogle Noggles – an accessible interface to Google Goggles for the iPhone

Noogle Noggles is an iPhone app that is an accessible alternative to Google Goggles, a feature now included on the Google Mobile iPhone. Google Goggles is a visual search tool that allows you to take a picture of an object such as the Sydney Opera House, choose a category for that object (either text, landmarks, books, contact information, artwork, wine or logos) and then have Google return results for the visual search.

For people who are blind or vision impaired, Google Goggles is not accessible at this time, so Delicious Monster Software has created an accessible version of the app called Noogle Noggles. This can do everything that Google Goggles does, such as identifying many barcodes, including QR codes.

Noogle Noggles can be downloaded from the Apple iTunes store for free. It is also compatible with the iPod touch, unlike Google Goggles. 

For more information, see the iTunes website.

Wizard PDA to deliver Braille and speech as a low-cost Android device

The recently formed National Braille Press is nearing completion of a Braille and speech-based PDA (personal digital assistant) that uses the Android OS, aiming to provide Braille users with a modern, upgradable device that uses mainstream technologies for its software. 

The not-for-profit organisation, best known for Braille literacy initiatives, decided to create the prototype due to the rapidly evolving accessibility features of Google Android and the fact that comparable devices are often outdated, highly specialised, sold by corporations and can retail for US$10,000. The prototype, called the Braille Wizard, aims to challenge all of these by blending the specialist needs of Braille users with the same upgradability and functionality of any other Android device. 

The Braille Wizard’s specialist features include an 8 dot Braille keyboard and 20 cell refreshable Braille display, and its mainstream components include the Android OS, Wi-Fi, USB ports, accelerometer, speech input and output, 3G mobile broadband support for web browsing and a webcam. 

The prototype is expected to be completed in early 2011, with pricing to be announced about the same time. Further information on the Braille Wizard can be found at the Braille Wizard website.


HTML5 Accessibility website tracks browser support

A new HTML5 Accessibility website was launched in October that provides information about web browser accessibility support for HTML5 features.

The website, put together by Steven Faulkner, Technical Director for Web Accessibility at The Paciello Group, provides information about HTML5 accessibility supported in Chrome 6, Firefox 4, Internet Explorer 9, Opera 10.62 and Safari 5. It also includes example workarounds for when a web browser doesn’t support new HTML5 features. 

For more information, see the HTML5 Accessibility website. 


Teclast e-reader – a cheap Kindle alternative with access features

The Teclast TL-K5 e-reader features several accessibility features such as zoom and text-to-speech functionality. It uses the same type of e-ink technology as the Kindle but it is in full colour, and can play back music and video.  

The Teclast features a 5-inch screen which makes the print fairly small. Fortunately the zoom can magnify the screen substantially, and the glare-resistant e-ink (or c-paper as Teclast calls it) contrast ratio and brightness can be adjusted.  

What separates this e-reader from others is that its colour screen means that different colour combinations can be used to make the reading experience easier, and its built-in text-to-speech will read back text files with an effective female American accent. 

As a bonus, the player will allow pictures to be viewed, play back all major video and audio formats, and includes a voice recorder. It can also be plugged into a computer for easily adding e-books such as .pub, .pdf or .txt files, and can also be used as a 4GB USB drive to just carry files around. 

Unlike the Kindle there is no way to connect it to the Internet, and there are no spoken menus, so it’s likely a vision impaired person would need some assistance setting it up. In addition, the brightness levels are low by default, and some assistance may also be needed to locate the settings option to increase the brightness. Finally, the text-to-speech function only works on text files and not with other supported e-book formats. 

As a standalone e-reader, the Teclast delivers a remarkable number of features for its price point of less than AU$200, and includes a number of accessibility features. However, people with disabilities might want to consider the advantages of other e-readers like the Kindle before making a purchase. 


Techniques for WCAG 2.0 updated, including techniques for Flash

The World Wide Web Consortium has released updates to Techniques for WCAG 2.0 and Understanding WCAG 2.0. 

WCAG 2.0, or the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0, outline the practical delivery of universal design concepts, focusing on mainstream usability issues, disability-specific accessibility issues, and the interaction of assistive technology products likely to be used by affected disability groups.

The updated documents have more coverage of non-W3C technologies, including techniques for Flash content, and help define a way for authors to comply with WCAG 2.0. The W3C warns however that “publication of techniques for a specific technology does not imply that the technology can be used in all cases to create accessible content that meets WCAG 2.0”. 

For more information, visit the W3C blog.


iOS 4.2.1 released with VoiceOver enhancements

The newly released iOS 4.2.1 for iPhone, iPad and iPod devices includes some enhancements to VoiceOver.

Updates include improved web navigation options such as enhanced table navigation and the ability to change the speech rate using the rotor.

Another new feature that is useful for people who are blind or vision impaired is the ability to find text on a webpage. When you are browsing a webpage through Safari, you can now search for a specific word or phrase, and subsequently find and highlight these on a webpage.

__________________________________________________________________

VIDEO ON DEMAND


Google TV features voice control 

Google TV’s set-top box, which was launched in the US in October, incorporates Google Voice technology, allowing users to navigate and interact with features either by a traditional remote control or by using voice commands. 

The inclusion of voice interaction has great potential for people with vision and mobility impairments as it removes the need to locate buttons on a remote control, which can often be a difficult task. 

The product aims to combine a traditional set-top box which can display free-to-air or cable television with Internet-connection features such as streaming television and web browsing capability. Google TV is available in three different formats: a TV-integrated version, a Blu-ray player-integrated version and a stand-alone set-top box. 

Google TV will launch internationally in early 2011. Further information can be found on the Fast Company website.

VoiceOver comes to Apple TV with new software update

The second generation Apple TV now supports VoiceOver after Apple released a software update.

VoiceOver, Apple’s text-to-speech screen reader technology, not only reads the name of the menu item you are on, but also reads out information about the content you are listening to or watching. For example, VoiceOver will announce the title of the TV episode you are watching, or the title and artist of a song you are listening to.

Other new features include support for AirPlay. This is a new Apple technology that allows video to be streamed from devices running iOS 4.2 or Macs and PCs running iTunes 10 and played back on your TV via Apple TV.


YouTube’s automated caption service improves

As voice recognition technology advances so do the opportunities for making content accessible. On the anniversary of YouTube’s automated caption service, which allows users to send a YouTube clip to be automatically captioned before uploading it to their own channel, Google has announced improvements to the quality of the service. 

Since YouTube’s automated caption service began:
	People have watched videos with automatic captions more than 23 million times, and have automatically translated captions more than 7.6 million times.

The number of manually-created caption tracks has more than tripled thanks largely to automatic caption timing technology.
The error rate in the service’s speech recognition algorithms has recently been reduced by 20%.
For more information, see The YouTube Global blog: 


US committee for captions and audio description on the Internet appointed

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) has announced the membership of its new Video Programming and Emergency Access Advisory Committee (VPEAAC). The committee, which will include representatives from the TV industry, new media companies and disability advocacy groups, will help guide FCC policy regarding captions and audio description for video programming and emergency announcements delivered over the Internet.

The creation of the committee follows President Obama’s signing of the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act on October 8. The provisions of the act include a requirement that television content made available via the Internet must have captions and some audio description.

Organisations represented on the committee include TV networks like NBC, cable television companies like Comcast, the telecommunications company AT&T, the Motion Picture Association of America, and the Coalition for Accessible Technology (COAT).

The committee’s first meeting will take place on 10 January 2011, at the FCC’s headquarters in Washington DC. This meeting will be open to the public.

For more information, see the abledbody website.


FREE-TO-AIR TELEVISION


Government rules on TV caption targets and quality

The final report from the Government’s Media Access Review makes a number of recommendations that will significantly alter the way targets are set for caption levels on free-to-air television, as well as making broadcasters responsible for the quality of their captions.

Until now, the only caption requirements that broadcasters had to fulfil under the Broadcasting Services Act (BSA) was to captions all news and current affairs programs and all prime-time (6pm-10.30pm) programs on their primary channels (while digital multichannels were made exempt from these requirements until analog switch-off is completed in 2014). Since the BSA’s caption requirements first came into effect in 2001, caption levels have risen on Australian TV, but these increases have been driven by agreements brokered by the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) between the broadcasters, Deafness Forum and Deaf Australia. These agreements will see captioning rise to 85% between 6am and midnight by the end of 2011.

The Government is now proposing that caption targets for 6am to midnight be included in the BSA as outlined in the following table. These will begin at 85% in 2011, and rise 5% each year, reaching 100% in 2014. 

The Government will prescribe sections of the BSA mandating caption targets, so that broadcasters which comply with them will no longer be subject to complaints under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992.

The BSA will also be amended to include a reference to captions being of “acceptable quality”, and the Australian Communications and Media Authority will be charged with developing criteria that it can use when assessing caption quality.

The report made no recommendations to change the current captioning requirements for digital multichannels (which must only provide captions on repeat programming initially screened on the network’s primary channel with captions). However it notes that a review of the captioning rules for multichannels will occur before 31 December 2012.  

___________________________________________________________________

SUBSCRIPTION TELEVISION


ASTRA appeals Human Rights Commission decision

On 20 September, the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) rejected an application by the Australian Subscription Television and Radio Association (ASTRA) for an exemption under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, with regard to the provision of captioning on subscription television. ASTRA has now appealed this decision.

ASTRA sought a 5-year exemption after making a number of commitments, including raising captioning levels on 65 of the 91 channels offered by its members, principally FOXTEL and AUSTAR. The AHRC rejected the application for several reasons, including the proposed increases being too low.

For more information on the exemption decision, see the AHRC website.


Caption targets on subscription TV to be covered by Broadcasting Services Act

The final report from the Federal Government’s Media Access Review has recommended that caption targets for subscription television will for the first time be included in the Broadcasting Services Act (BSA), provided that appropriate targets can be agreed on in the first quarter of 2011.

The report also recommends that the BSA be amended to include a reference that captions on subscription television will be of “adequate quality”. 
_________________________________________________________________

EDUCATION

Classroom Access Project completes successful second pilot 

The second pilot of the Media Access Australia Classroom Access Project (CAP) finished at the end of the 2010 school year. Cerdon College, Merrylands, NSW, the host of this pilot, will continue its focus on captioned access to curriculum support materials for students with hearing impairment well into the future. 

The project has been a huge success with high levels of teacher and student engagement and commitment to the concept and use of the model classroom. The key components of the project are the use of an interactive whiteboard linked to a laptop, and a Soundfield amplification system to deliver captioned audiovisual material with improved sound and picture quality.

Mrs Trish Baker, Principal of Cerdon College, is firm in the College’s commitment to access. “It was one of those projects that I immediately jumped at a chance to be involved in because we have a number of students who have hearing impairment, and we want to try and improve the outcomes for all of our students. So we needed, perhaps, to educate ourselves a little bit about how we could actually best meet their needs.”

The CAP posed valuable questions about access and inclusion, and much positive feedback has been received from both school staff and students as to the efficacy of the pilot. Key points of engagement have focused on the interplay of technology as an access tool, the uptake of technology and the clear benefits of captioned resources for all students. 

A further and key benefit has been the college’s ownership of the project. A definite increase in the confidence and assertiveness of the students with hearing impairment, in regard to their educational and social needs, has also been evident.

Anne McGrath, MAA Education Manager said, “We will continue to reflect on the CAP process to further refine this key access solution for students with hearing impairment. It is so clear and apparent that the CAP benefits all students in the mainstream educational setting.”

The Classroom Access Project is augmented by the MAA Accessible Education Database and the federally-funded Captioning Grant.

An open captioned and audio described video about the Classroom Access Project can be watched on YouTube. 

And an open captioned video of student feedback on Classroom Access Project can also be viewed YouTube.


The UK’s National Schools Film Week 2010
The annual National Schools Film Week (NSFW) in the UK was held in October, with more than 200 captioned and audio described sessions.  
Produced by the charity Film Education, NSFW provides teachers and their students with the opportunity to see a wide range of films at local cinemas entirely free-of-charge. The festival's goal is to support classroom teaching by providing schools with a powerful experience for their students that links directly to elements of the curriculum, supported by an online library of resources related to individual films and more generic topics.
For more information, see the National Schools Week website: 
__________________________________________________________________

DVDs

Access on new release DVDs
Access to new release DVD titles on rental outlet shelves during the month of November 2010 stood at 55% for captioning and 19% for audio description.
The DVD titles released since September with audio description are:
	The A-Team
	The Back Up Plan
	Extraordinary Measures
	Grown Ups
	How to Train Your Dragon
	Iron Man 2
	Kings of Mykonos, Wog Boys 2
	Legion
	Nightmare on Elm Street
	Predators
	Prince of Persia
	Repo Man
	Sex and the City 2
	Streetdance
	Toy Story 3
	Triangle

A total of 84 titles were researched this month. Of these titles, Glorious 39 by Madman was audio described in other regions but not in Australia.


__________________________________________________________________

CINEMA

US government considers updating cinema access regulations

The US Department of Justice is considering revising its regulations implementing the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) with regard to access in cinemas for the Deaf and hearing impaired, and the blind and vision impaired. These revisions could potentially have a huge impact on the levels of captioning and audio description (AD) in American cinemas.

The department has issued an Advance Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (ANPRM) which outlines several proposals that it is considering. Among these is a regulation containing a sliding compliance scale whereby the percentage of captioned and audio described screenings in cinemas rises from 10% in the first year of implementation to 50% in the fifth year. Other issues canvassed in the ANPRM include the appropriate means for calculating percentages of captioned and audio described movies; when captioning and AD should commence (e.g. on the first day of a movie’s release); the progress American cinemas are making in moving to digital technologies; and the technologies currently available for delivering captions and AD in cinemas.

The full text of the ANPRM can be found on the Department of Justice website: 


American cinema chain sued over lack of closed captions  

Legal action has been taken in California against America’s third largest movie chain for failing to provide any captioned movies in its theatres. 

The Association of Late-Deafened Adults (ALDA) and two hearing impaired individuals are suing Cinemark movie theatre chain in Alameda County for discrimination against the Deaf and hearing impaired.  

“We just want the opportunity to go to the movies with our friends and family like everybody else,” said Rick Rutherford, one of the plaintiffs in the case. 36 million American adults report some degree of hearing loss. 

85% of first-run movies in America are captioned and compatible with the existing Rear Window technology when delivered to theatres, yet according to the lawsuit, Cinemark is not providing these services. 

US theatres use the Rear Window system, in which an LED screen is mounted at the back of the theatre, projecting captions onto small individual plastic panels for hearing impaired patrons. This differs from Australian cinemas where open captions are projected onto the screen for the cinema audience.

For more information, see the ALDA website.
 

New solution to the problem of 3D caption placement
3D cinema is often touted as the biggest development since black and white movies. But big developments can also mean big issues that need resolving. Besides developing the standard technology of 3D to function across many formats, another consideration for developers is the placement of captions within the 3D picture.  
SDI, a global provider of captioning and dubbing services, has announced that Sony Creative Software has adopted and integrated its XML (Extensible Markup Language) specifications into its Z-Depth 3D caption editing application. Z Depth creates the information needed for proper placement of captions or menus in the 3D space of a 3D presentation.
With over 61% of US cinemagoers having now experienced 3D movies and predictions of 25 million 3D TV sets globally by 2013, the 3D format offers significant growth opportunities. Industry-wide 3D standards are required in each element of the supply chain to ensure a unified and cost effective approach. SDI was invited by Sony Creative Software to aid in the development of software applications and provide recommendations for supported file formats. After researching the range of data being produced, SDI determined a robust plan needed to be created which allows for the caption placement work that has been done in the initial market segment to be repurposed for other uses. 
Due to the way 3D movies are structured, the placement of captions to provide a comfortable reading format is a complicated process. Universal standards for 3D and captions on digital cinema are still being finalised before moving from interim modes to Society of Motion Picture & Television Engineers (SMPTE) mode, but developments like Sony Creative and SDI’s will assist the industry in moving these along for the benefit of all movie fans.

Audio description and captioning in Australian cinemas

The following films screened with open captions from September to November 2010. (Titles marked with an asterisk also screened with audio description at independent cinema locations.)

	Salt*
Going the Distance
Vampires Suck*
Sorcerer’s Apprentice*
Despicable Me*
Cats & Dogs 2: The Revenge of Kitty Galore*
Wall Street: Money Never Sleeps*
Dinner for Schmucks
Eat Pray Love*
The Town
Life as We Know It
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 1*
Tomorrow When the War Began

These movies screened at one or more of the following cinemas:


Sydney – Greater Union George St
Sydney – Greater Union Parramatta
Sydney – Palace Verona
Erina – Hoyts Erina
Newcastle – Greater Union Glendale
Tweed Heads – Hoyts Tweed Heads (previously AMC Tweed Heads)
Brisbane – Greater Union Myer Centre, Queen St Mall
Maroochydore – BCC Sunshine Plaza
Hervey Bay – Big Screen Cinemas
Darwin – BCC Casuarina
Darwin – Cmax Palmerston
Perth – Hoyts Carousel
Bunbury – Grand Cinemas
Whyalla – Whyalla Cinema
Adelaide – Greater Union Megaplex Marion
Adelaide – Palace Nova Eastend
Melbourne – Village Cinemas, The Jam Factory
Melbourne – Cinema Nova, Carlton
Sale – Sale Cinemas
Canberra – Hoyts Belconnen
Canberra – Dendy Canberra
Hobart – Village Hobart	
Devonport – Cmax Devonport

   
_______________________________________________________________

Glossary

Audio description: The descriptive narration of all the visual elements of a TV    
program, movie, DVD, performance or other media, giving access for the blind or vision impaired. AD may be pre-recorded and delivered as an option for television programs or DVDs, or it may be performed live (e.g. for a theatrical performance). 

Captions: A transcription of the audio elements of a TV program, movie, DVD, 
performance or other media, giving access for the Deaf and hearing impaired. Unlike subtitles, captions include song lyrics, descriptions of sound effects and music, and are often positioned and coloured so as to make it easier for the viewer to identify who is speaking. Captions may be divided into:
	Open captions: Captions which are ‘burnt onto’ a video or digital image and will be seen by anyone who looks at it, and

Closed captions: Captions which a viewer chooses to see (e.g. by accessing teletext captions on TV, or activating the captions on a DVD).   

Signing: Access to a TV program, movie, DVD, performance or other media via a 
signer using one of the various Deaf sign languages, e.g. Auslan (Australian Sign Language). Some TV programs in the US and UK have a signer occupying a space on the screen.

Stenocaptioner: A highly trained captioner who captions live programs using a 
stenographic keyboard.

Subtitles: This generally refers to English translations of foreign language TV 
programs or movies, presented as text at the bottom of the screen. It can also be a straight transcription of the dialogue of an English language program (this is a common feature on DVDs). Note however that captions are often called subtitles in the UK and other parts of Europe. 

Teletext: The broadcast data delivery system used in Australia to transmit captions 
on analog television. 

Acronyms

ACMA		Australian Communications and Media Authority
AD		Audio description
AHRC		Australian Human Rights Commission
ASTRA	Australian Subscription Television and Radio Association
AVSDA	Australian Visual Software Distributors Association
BCA	Blind Citizens Australia
BSI	British Standards Institute
CEA	Consumer Electronics Association (US)
CRTC	Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications Commission
DBCDE	Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy
DCMP	Described and Captioned Media Program (US)
FCC		Federal Communications Commission (US)
ICT		Information and communications technology
MAA		Media Access Australia
NCAM		National Center for Accessible Media (US)
RNIB		Royal National Institute of Blind People (UK)
UNCRPD	United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
VOD		Video on demand
W3C		Worldwide Web Consortium
WCAG		Web Content Accessibility Guidelines

