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Media Access Australia - Inclusion through technology

‘We believe that all Australians have the right to access all forms of media and information, through technology, so they can participate fully in society.’

Media Access Australia is Australia’s only independent not-for-profit organisation devoted to increasing access to media for people with disabilities. 

At the core of our work is the understanding that exclusion from mainstream audiovisual media has profound effects on educational outcomes, workforce participation and social inclusion.

Access to media through technology empowers people to be independent, gain knowledge, make their own choices, and be active members of our society.

Our expertise

We promote inclusion by providing expert knowledge and advice on existing and emerging mainstream technologies to government, industry, educators, consumer organisations and individuals. 

We demonstrate how media accessibility can be improved in practical ways, by piloting innovative ideas and major projects.  

We work as a catalyst for change in areas of access that include television, DVD, cinema, the arts, education, computing and the Internet, with a primary focus on people who are blind or vision impaired, or Deaf or hearing impaired. 

We seek to improve national and international Internet accessibility standards as a member of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), an international online community where the general public and organisations work together to develop web standards.

We are a national organisation, based in Sydney, with a satellite office in Perth.

Our heritage

Media Access Australia was formed out of the Australian Caption Centre, a not-for-profit organisation co-founded by Adam Salzer and Alexandra Hynes in 1982. 

The Centre aimed to promote and produce captioning for Deaf or hearing impaired Australians. At the Centre’s inception, captions were non-existent, however, over its life the organisation grew to provide captioning services on TV, video and DVD.

In 2005, the Centre sold its commercial operations including captioning services to Red Bee Media, and became Media Access Australia. We no longer provide services to business, allowing us to focus on promoting inclusion without the conflicts of commercial operations. 

As Media Access Australia, our focus broadened to include people who are blind or vision impaired and others who are disadvantaged in access to media. We recognised that, while some needs are different between disabilities, there are important similarities in terms of solutions, technologies, industries and regulation. By focusing on these similarities we can achieve better results for all.

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 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, Level 3, 616-620 Harris 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

CONTENTS

HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078701" THE MEDIA ACCESS REPORT	1
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078702" Media Access Australia - Inclusion through technology	1
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078703" CONTENTS	2
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078704" TELEVISION	3
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078705" TV captioning bill passed in Parliament	3
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078706" Government to provide talking set-top boxes for the blind	4
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078707" TVs that talk – a first for the blind and vision impaired	4
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078708" Audio description trial receives budget funding	5
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078709" UK broadcasters continue to exceed access quotas	5
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078710" Irish access group slams reduction in TV captioning	6
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078711" More captioning on subscription TV	6
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078712" Access rules for UK broadcasters to be extended to non-domestic channels	7
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078713" SKY NZ to provide more captions	7
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078714" Hills releases Australia’s second talking set top box	8
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078715" Canadian access company launches audio described TV guide	8
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078716" CONVERGENCE REVIEW SCORES 0/10 FOR DISABILITY ACCESS	9
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078717" DVD	10
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078718" Access on new release DVDs	10
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078719" EDUCATION	11
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078720" cap that! education campaign for 2012 launched	11
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078721" TED launches education YouTube channel	11
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078722" CINEMA & THE ARTS	12
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078723" Behind the scenes: audio description at the theatre	12
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078724" Cinema to make significant progress in 2012	13
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078725" New app increases access to theatre for the hearing impaired	13
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078726" Illinois settlement to bring accessible cinema to 460 screens	14
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078727" DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY	14
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078728" Opportunity lost with Nokia Maps audio direction	15
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078729" A screen reader for everyone: why the world needs NVDA	15
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078730" Accessibility lost in the mobile app race	16
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078731" In it together: NVDA gets some help from Adobe on PDF compatibility	17
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078732" FOXTEL and Xbox 360 gesture towards accessibility	17
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078733" Google maps app takes accessibility indoors	18
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078734" OVERVIEW OF CATCH-UP TV, IPTV AND VIDEO ON DEMAND IN AUSTRALIA AND OVERSEAS	18
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078735" ONLINE MEDIA	23
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078736" Accessibility Internet Rally winners announced	23
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078737" Blog empowers blind and vision impaired young people	24
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078738" Closed caption movies not an option on Google Play	24
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078739" Spotify’s accessibility: so close but so far	25
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078740" Glossary	26
HYPERLINK \l "_Toc329078741" Acronyms	26


_________________________________________________________________________

TELEVISION


TV captioning bill passed in Parliament

On 25 June, a bill to amend the access provisions of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992 was passed in the Senate. The amendments, which took effect on 1 July, enshrine in legislation a number of key recommendations of the Federal Government’s ‘Media access review final report’, which was released in December 2010.

The bill’s provisions include the following:

	New quotas for the free-to-air networks which will see captioning on their primary channels rise to 100% of programs broadcast between 6am and midnight in 2013-2014.

The introduction of the first legislated quotas for subscription television. Channels will be divided into 9 categories, with captioning levels ranging from 60% in 2012-2013 (Category A subscription television movie service) to 5% in 2012-2013 (subscription television music service).
The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) will be empowered to determine caption quality standards for free-to-air and subscription television, taking into account readability, comprehensibility and accuracy, and broadcasters will have to comply with these standards.

Government to provide talking set-top boxes for the blind

Senator Stephen Conroy, Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, has announced that talking set-top boxes will be distributed to blind and vision impaired people as part of the Household Assistance Scheme being co-ordinated by his department’s Digital Switchover Taskforce.

The opt-in period for the next stage of the Household Assistance Scheme, covering northern NSW, commenced on 15 June. Anyone eligible for the scheme who is legally blind, or receives a carer’s payment for a child who is legally blind, will be offered a free talking set-top box.

Two talking set-top boxes, which feature talking menus, program guides and other features, were developed for the Household Assistance Scheme and trialled in 2010. The Government is also investigating the possibility of providing talking set-top boxes to blind and vision impaired people in areas where digital switchover has already been completed.

In the interview, Senator Conroy also talked about the upcoming trial of audio description on ABC1, saying that, “The ABC and my department are developing plans to let interested people know how they can take part in the trial.” The trial is due to commence in August, and more information will be posted in the DBCDE website as it comes to hand.

The talking set-top boxes are able to receive audio description, while the Government has commissioned a survey of other digital receivers currently available in Australia which can receive the service. The results of this are expected to be released soon.

For more information, see Senator Conroy’s media release. 

TVs that talk – a first for the blind and vision impaired

Panasonic has announced that it will release 50 television models into the UK and Irish markets during the fast half of this year with a new talking feature, ‘voice guidance’, which will make them accessible for blind and vision impaired users.

Panasonic developed the feature in conjunction with the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB). The onscreen text which is spoken includes the channel name, information about the current program, and the electronic program guide. If you connect the TV to an external hard drive to record programs, it will also speak the recording and setting instructions. While not all elements of the onscreen menus are supported by voice guidance, it will tell you if you have entered an area which is not spoken, and how to return to TV viewing. Panasonic intends to extend voice guidance in future models. 

Prior to Panasonic’s announcement, the only digital TV receivers with talking menus were the Goodman’s Smart Talk set-top box, available in the UK, and the Bush Talking Set Top Box, which was released in Australia last year.

The RNIB has produced a fact sheet listing the first Panasonic models which will be available with voice guidance. Also capable of receiving audio description, they range in price from around £439 to around £3,800. It is not yet known whether they will be available in Australia.

The fact sheet can be downloaded from RNIB’s website. 

Audio description trial receives budget funding

This year’s federal budget allocated $1.5 million to the ABC for the trial of audio description which is due to commence on ABC1 in August.

Planning is already well under way for the trial, which will see 14 hours of audio described programming broadcast each week for 13 weeks. The trial is intended to sort out a number of logistical issues, including integrating audio description into the broadcasting system, determining costs, production methods and standards, and ascertaining which digital televisions available in Australia will be able to receive the audio description, which will be transmitted as a secondary audio track.   


UK broadcasters continue to exceed access quotas

The UK communications regulator Ofcom has released its final report on television access services in 2011. As in previous reports, it found that the majority of broadcasters exceeded their quotas for captioning, audio description and signing.

Ofcom’s report gives figures for the 67 channels required to provide access services. 57 of these exceeded their quotas, some by significant amounts. Six BBC channels missed their 100% captioning quota by less than 0.2% due to technical problems, while three subscription channels which missed their quotas have agreed to make up the shortfall in 2012.

While the legislated quotas for audio description in the UK are currently at a maximum of 10%, the BBC, ITV1 (in England and Wales), Channel 4 and Sky (on all non-sports channels) have volunteered to do 20%. The highest audio description figure for any channel in 2011 was 47.97% for Sky Showcase. BBC4 achieved 28.94%

Figures for the main free-to-air channels, including the BBC’s two children’s channels, CBBC and CBeebies, were as follows.


Captioning quota
Captioning achieved
AD quota
AD achieved
Signing quota
Signing achieved
BBC One
100%
99.83%
10%
15.01%
5%
5.21%
BBC Two
100%
99.96%
10%
14.58%
5%
5.54%
BBC Three
100%
99.98%
10%
25.15%
5%
5.47%
BBC Four
100%
99.97%
10%
28.94%
5%
5.56%
CBBC
100%
99.98%
10%
24.32%
5%
5.23%
CBeebies
100%
100%
10%
19.85%
5%
5.39%
BBC News 24
100%
99.93%
Exempt

5%
5.06%
ITV1 (excl GMTV)
90%
98.7%
10%
20.09%
5%
5.64%
GMTV1
90%
97.79%
10%
13.8%
5%
6.94%
Channel 4
90%
99.95%
10%
24.46%
5%
5.42%
S4C
80%
80.10%
10%
11.57%
5%
8.82%

The full report can be read on Ofcom’s website.

Irish access group slams reduction in TV captioning

TV Access, a coalition of organisations in the disability and ageing sector, has strongly condemned new Access Rules released by the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland (BAI) which will see reduced levels of captioning on television and no increase in the already low levels of sign language and audio description.

Under the new rules, caption levels on RTÉ One will fall from 98% to 83% and on RTÉ Two from 80% to 60% (RTÉ is Ireland’s public broadcaster), while there will be similar reductions on  other channels. 

"The TV Access Coalition is deeply shocked by the proposed new rules that will significantly reduce the amount of subtitling available on Irish television and will leave the targets for ISL (Irish Sign Language) and audio description at a minimal derisory 1% that will only apply to the two main RTÉ channels,” said TV Access spokesperson Mark Magennis.

In addition to the reduction in caption levels, broadcasters will be “allowed to miss targets if they can claim to be working hard to increase reliability and quality, or adding subtitling to home-produced or live programmes”. When BAI launched a consultation process about its proposed new rules in December 2011, TV Access stated in its submission that “We think it is fundamentally wrong to play off quality against quantity in this way.”  

TV Access’s media release about the new rules notes that none of the four main Irish channels met their captioning targets in the last three years. “The BAI has done nothing about these failures to comply with its rules and now seems to be rewarding non-compliance by reducing the requirements. This is a retrograde step which will lead to deepening exclusion.”

TV Access is calling for 100% captioning and 10% audio description of all public service broadcasting by 2015, which would bring Ireland into line with captioning and audio description targets in the UK and other countries.

The new Access Rules can be downloaded from BAI’s website. 

More captioning on subscription TV

In January, an agreement was reached between the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) and the Australian Subscription Television and Radio Association (ASTRA) to increase captioning levels on FOXTEL and AUSTAR increase over the next three years.

Under the agreement, which was reached in consultation with Media Access Australia, minimum captioning levels on movie channels increase from 55% to 75%, on some general entertainment channels from 35% to 55%, and on sports channels from 5% to 15%. Subscription TV providers which adhere to these minimum levels will be exempt from complaints about caption levels under the Disability Discrimination Act until 2015.

“I commend the members of ASTRA for their commitment to continued increases in captioning levels,” said Graeme Innes, the Disability Discrimination Commissioner, in an AHRC media release. “I’m very pleased we were able to reach this agreement.”

This is the latest in a series of agreements on subscription TV captioning levels endorsed by the AHRC. The first of these, in 2004, resulted in an initial 20 channels being enabled for captioning, with caption levels commencing at 5% and rising by 5% each year. Since then, some channels, particularly movie channels, have voluntarily provided significantly more captioning than the minimum levels required. 

This new captioning agreement will, however, be the last brokered by the AHRC. The recent amendments to the Broadcasting Services Act (see story on page 2) mean that, for the first time, caption quotas for subscription television will be contained in legislation. These legislated caption levels match the levels in the AHRC agreement. 

Access rules for UK broadcasters to be extended to non-domestic channels  

The UK communications regulator Ofcom is proposing a change of rules so that UK broadcasters whose services are intended for other European countries would have to provide the same levels of captioning, audio description and signing as domestic channels.

Ofcom’s ‘Proposals for access services on non-domestic channels’ are in response to the European Union’s ‘Audio Media Service Directive’. This states that “Each Member State shall ensure all audiovisual media services transmitted by media service under its jurisdiction comply with the rules of the system of law applicable to audiovisual media services intended for the public in that Member State.”

Ofcom is proposing 1 January 2014 as the date from which non-domestic channels would have to begin providing access services. The levels would match those required of domestic broadcasters, so that in the first year, 10% of programs would need to be captioned, 2% would need to be audio described, and 1% would need to be signed. These levels would then rise each year, reaching 80% captioning, 10% audio description and 5% signing in the tenth year. Channels would be granted exemptions to these requirements using the same criteria applied to domestic channels. So, for example, captioning requirements would be reduced if the cost of meeting the stated level exceeded 1% of a channel’s turnover.

Ofcom is seeking the views of interested parties on the proposed new rules, with the closing date for comments being 11 July 2012.

The discussion paper on the proposed new rules can downloaded from Ofcom’s website. 

SKY NZ to provide more captions

New Zealand subscription TV provider SKY has extended captioning to a further four channels – History, BBC Knowledge, MTV and TVNZ Heartland. This follows the introduction of captioning on an initial 13 channels in February.

“It’s another step towards access,” said SKY spokesperson Kirsty Way. “SKY will continue to work towards launching captioning for even more SKY channels and will apply to NZ ON Air for funding to make captioning available on Prime.” (Prime is a free-to-air channel which is also available through SKY.)

The Captioning Working Group, which is composed of members from Deaf Aotearoa, The Hearing Association and The National Foundation for the Deaf, welcomed the announcement. “New Zealand’s level of programme captioning was among the lowest in the world,” said the group’s chairperson, Louise Carroll, “and SKY is helping to remove this barrier by improving access for more than 700,000 deaf and hearing impaired people in New Zealand.”
   

Hills releases Australia’s second talking set top box

Hills Antenna and TV Systems has released a new digital set top box which features talking menus and program guides, making them accessible for the blind and vision impaired.
In 2010 Hills, along with Bush Australia, were contracted to develop talking set top boxes by the Federal Government’s Digital Switchover Taskforce.  Prototypes were distributed to members of the public as part the Household Assistance Scheme in regional Victoria, prior to digital switchover being completed there in May 2011. Bush’s Talking Set Top Box was released commercially last year.

The Hills Talking Set Top Box HD94003G utilises text-to-speech software developed by Ocean Blue Software and the Royal National Institute of Blind People in the UK. Developed with the assistance of Vision Australia, The Hills box has a remote control with large, high contrast buttons which give visual and audio feedback when pressed. It is also capable of receiving audio descriptions, which will be trialled on the ABC1 commencing in August. Users will be able to plug headphones into the box which will allow them to hear the audio description, while others in the room will hear the audio as normal.

The Hills Talking Set Top Box is available from the eight Hills branches across Australia, or through Vision Australia.


Canadian access company launches audio described TV guide

Accessible Media Inc. (AMI) has launched an online guide listing all programs available with audio description on Canadian TV channels.

The Described Video TV Guide was developed in partnership with Canadian broadcasters and the Canadian Radio-television & Communications Commission. It lists programs for five days at a time, with programs being searchable by title, network or time of broadcast. AMI intends the guide to aid consumers plan their TV viewing, and raise awareness of audio description in Canada.

AMI also operates AMI-tv (formerly The Accessible Channel), which broadcasts programs sourced from various networks, all of which are provided with audio description and captions.


_________________________________________________________________________


CONVERGENCE REVIEW SCORES 0/10 FOR DISABILITY ACCESS

Commentary by Alex Varley, Chief Executive, Media Access Australia

The long awaited report on the Convergence Review was released on 30 April. Whilst it ticks a lot of boxes in identifying the problems of trying to manage media in the 21st century, it completely ignores the issue of access for people with disabilities.

It's not like the issue is small; it affects approximately 20% of the Australian population – those who have a disability. Tens of thousands of hours of captioned material for Deaf and hearing impaired people is provided in Australia alone each year, along with many thousands of hours of audio description for blind people.

The Convergence Review was launched in December 2010 in recognition of the changing landscape of communications. Increasingly, distinctions between traditional forms of media like broadcasting and telecommunications have become blurred and have converged online. Part of the Review's aim was to look at how legislation and standards are made relevant to media convergence.

While the report doesn't mention disability and the issue of equal access specifically, a key concern of the Convergence Review is that content standards should be consistent across all platforms.

It's widely agreed that captioning and audio description should follow the content, wherever it appears. It already does when a movie is shown in the cinema and then goes to DVD. Screen Australia amended its funding agreements to make sure this happens with Australian feature films. The ABC makes sure that its prime time captioned programs also appear on its iView service with captions. The DVD releases of the programs contain those same captions and often have audio description added to them, too. These are strong, real-world examples of how content standards can be delivered consistently across different platforms.

I did have some hope when I attended a Convergence Review consultation meeting in Sydney last year. One of the committee members, Malcolm Long, mentioned captioning on Netflix (the American video streaming service) to illustrate a point. It was the first time that I, or one of my colleagues, were not the first to raise the issue at such an event.

You would think that with up to 20% of the population having a disability and the strong submissions that were made by a variety of disability organisations, including a submission from Media Access Australia, the issue of access to media would be addressed. Alas, nothing.

For the wise committee members, content standards are about censorship ratings, children's television standards, parental locks and age-verification systems. All important issues of course, but surely captioning, which has been around in Australia since 1984 and already appears on free-to-air television, pay television, DVD, cinema, online and education media, would be mentioned at least once?

Major players in the information world have made efforts to bring in automated captioning services, such as Google's speech recognition software for YouTube. It's far from a perfect service, but the effort and the interest has been directed at dealing with a user-generated content platform.

The Americans have even had a go at regulation of convergent content. The 21st Century Video Accessibility Act ensures that television programs that go online retain their captioning, with some implementation timetables and the usual exemptions. These are early attempts at dealing with convergence and access, but all are worthy of mention and good steps towards addressing the issues.

Right now, we await the Government's response to the Review. My hope is that the same people who are sorting out caption quotas on TV – who started to seriously address the issue of poor caption quality, provided accessible set-top boxes as part of the Household Assistance Scheme, announced a trial of audio description on ABC TV from August 2012 and committed the Federal Government to implement mandatory web accessibility standards – will also recognise that access to media for 1 in 5 Australians is a key issue in the convergence discussion.


_________________________________________________________________________

DVD


Access on new release DVDs

The month of May saw a new record for audio described rental DVDs. 40% of the 68 new release titles researched recently were audio described, the first time this figure has hit the 40s. Of the same titles, 65% were captioned, which is on par with previous searches.

One title, Attack the Block, released by Icon, was audio described internationally but not imported with this feature for Australian release. Disappointingly, 10 other titles were captioned internationally but not in Australia.

The DVD titles released in Australia since March 2012 with audio description include:

30 Minutes or Less 
The Adventures of Tin Tin 
The Art of Getting By 
Burning Man 
The Descendants 
Dolphin Tale 
Don’t Be Afraid of the Dark 
The Eye of the Storm 
The First Grader 
Happy Feet 2 
The Ides of March 
Machine Gun Preacher 
Mission Impossible: Ghost Protocol 
Moneyball 
My Week with Marilyn 
New Year’s Eve 
Restless 
Shanghai 
Sherlock Holmes: A Game of Shadows 
The Son of No-One 
Straw Dogs (2011) 
Tower Heist 
Tyrannosaur 
War Horse 
Warrior 
We Bought a Zoo 
Young Adult 

_________________________________________________________________________


EDUCATION

cap that! education campaign for 2012 launched

Media Access Australia has launched this year’s cap that! campaign. This annual event promotes the use of captions in the classroom for every student, providing free tools and information to help teachers use captions in their classrooms and champion captions in their schools. 
In the lead up to National Literacy and Numeracy Week, Australian educators can sign up to receive a Captions Champion pack, making it easier to use captions as a tool for learning and literacy. The pack comes with information on captions and their benefits, ideas for class, flyers, stickers, posters and a badge. Free resources that incorporate captions, such as lesson plans and activities, are also available for all year groups. 
The Hon Senator Ursula Stephens, who is once again Patron, began this year’s campaign by visiting schools in western New South Wales in May, and will continue to promote captions to schools around Australia throughout the campaign.

At Menindee Central School, Senator Stephens recruited the first Captions Champion for the year, Jane Dunbar, a primary school teacher.

“Becoming a Captions Champion is such an easy thing to do but has outstanding benefits for students, teachers and the school as a whole,” said Senator Stephens. “By simply providing information to your fellow staff members and switching captions on in the classroom, you’re working towards improved learning outcomes. You might be surprised by the benefits.”

Senator Stephens was also wearing her CC badge during the debate of the captioning bill, and used cap that! in her speech as an illustration of the importance of captioning.


TED launches education YouTube channel 

From humble beginnings back in 1984, TED has become a global sensation, offering talks on almost any subject to inform and inspire. To the delight of educators worldwide, TED has just launched an education-focused YouTube channel. What’s more, the bulk of the content is captioned.

The TED-Ed channel features lessons submitted by teachers which are turned into less-than ten-minute animated videos designed to grab and hold students’ attention. Although the channel is in the early stages of development, the amount of content available has already increased since its launch just a few days ago. Videos on the channel are organised into Playlists including How Things Work, Awesome Nature and Playing With Language.


_________________________________________________________________________

CINEMA & THE ARTS

Behind the scenes: audio description at the theatre

Media Access Australia’s Eliza Cussen takes readers behind the scenes at one of Sydney’s most beloved theatres to reveal how audio description has become a vital part of what they do.

There’s a term kids learn in Year 9 Drama: mise en scéne, or ‘everything but the script’. It’s used to help set the atmosphere of a performance, the light, the costumes, the set design, the acting. It reminds everyone working on a play that the script is only the skeleton, on to which must be placed muscle, skin and clothes. For most theatregoers it is these elements which carry much of the play’s meaning, but if you’re blind or vision impaired, this meaning can be lost.

Audio description fixes that. Bruce Cutler, a Vision Australia volunteer, is a highly skilled describer. A Director of the Board of the National Institute of Dramatic Art, he knows his way around the stage. From a one-square-foot hatch next to the sound booth, Cutler selects which elements of the mise en scéne add meaning to the dialogue and communicates them via headphones to patrons with vision impairment.

“I think that my skills are an ability to see the action of a play, to describe succinctly the action or without taking over the dialogue interpreting in any way,” said Cutler. “Our principle is ‘say what you see and do not interpret’. Our clients may be visually impaired but they are not stupid.”

Describing a play takes preparation. Cutler will see the performance once from the audience’s point of view, then another two times from the sound booth to understand the breaks in dialogue, the movement of the actors and what details are necessary to describe. He’ll write detailed notes, but not a script. One of the joys of theatre is its spontaneity and describers have to be prepared for that.

Dialogue alone can be highly subjective, said Cutler. “If a character says ‘this is my mother’, that sentence could be subject to different interpretations. Did the mother enter the room, was she there the whole time, or did that character pick up a photo of the mother from the desk?”

Some plays are more challenging than others. Plays reliant on physicality can make describers work hard, whereas talk-fests can make it difficult to place description in the gaps between pieces of dialogue. But according to theatre producers, people will attend a play no matter how visual the performance may be.

Vision Australia works hard to make the process simple for theatres. They supply all the equipment so that all theatres have to do is accommodate the volunteers and make sure patrons can take advantage of the service.

The Ensemble Theatre is one such venue. Located on the Sydney Harbour waterfront, it is a shining example of a theatre catering to people with a disability. They’ve been offering audio description for over 10 years and creative directors Sandra Bates and Mark Kilmurry are advocates for theatre which is progressive and inclusive.

The Ensemble provides three to five audio described sessions for each play. Importantly, these sessions are spread across matinees, evenings and weekends, giving blind and vision impaired patrons more freedom of choice.

“We were approached and we thought it was a terrific idea and we should do it,” said Kilmurry. “Anything that can help in that way is a great thing to do.”

Not every creative director feels this way. Some can be protective of their work, scared that audio description will in some way detract from the experience for the rest of the audience. Kilmurry urges other creative directors to experience audio described theatre, come to understand the process and take it back to their own venues.

“I don’t see why there’d ever be a problem with it,” he said. “We’ll gladly open up to other performances if that’s required.

“I hope that it continues and is not a tokenistic thing. It needs to be at a prime time. It’s not disturbing anyone in the auditorium. As far as I know, nobody notices. It’s just a great, vital thing to do.”

Kilmurry just gets it. As he showed me around the auditorium, conversation drifted to theatre captioning. I mentioned an app that displays theatre captions on an iPhone. His eyes lit up as though he had just decided what he wants for Christmas. He then furrowed his brow, already thinking about how he could make it happen.


Cinema to make significant progress in 2012

Australia’s four major cinema chains, Hoyts, Event, Village and Reading, have announced their plan for the rollout of accessible cinema locations to June 2012. This rollout will see the installation of audio description in a number of locations which currently only have captions. 

There will be 27 new locations across NSW, Queensland and Victoria, bringing both closed captions and audio description to a total of 50 screens. 

A further 13 locations in NSW, Queensland, South Australia and Western Australia will have their current access increased by the inclusion of audio description. The Fidelio system has now met Standards Australia certification, which will allow the cinemas to commence installation across their complexes to accommodate blind and vision impaired movie fans. 

This is the second year of the Cinema Access Implementation Plan, co-signed by the cinemas and the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs, to oversee closed captions and audio description programs commence at all locations of the four major cinema chains. 

By the end of 2014 a minimum of 242 screens across 132 locations will offer accessible movies for people with sensory disabilities and their families and friends. 


New app increases access to theatre for the hearing impaired

A new service from Canberra-based The Captioning Studio allows patrons to access theatre captions on their iPhone, iPad or iPod Touch in selected venues. The app gives Deaf and hearing impaired theatregoers the freedom to sit in any seat in the theatre to enjoy a captioned performance. 

Go-Theatrical Mobile can be purchased for $1.99 from the App Store, allowing patrons to select the captioned performance they’re attending from a list of shows. The app means that theatre patrons now have a choice of watching traditional open captions on plasma or LCD displays fixed to the side of the stage, or closed captions on a personal device. Patrons can either bring their own device with the app already installed or borrow one from the theatre. In theatres which are providing iPads, these can be attached to the rear of the seat in front. 

Sue Daw, convener of Better Hearing Australia in Canberra and self-confessed theatre buff, explained just how vital captioning is. “Good theatre captioning has changed my life, my husband’s and many other people’s, enabling them to return to enjoying the theatre again.” 


Illinois settlement to bring accessible cinema to 460 screens

One of the USA’s largest cinema companies, AMC Theaters, has reached a settlement with the Attorney General of Illinois which will see closed captioning and audio description provided in 460 cinema screens across the state. The case arose after concerns were raised by Illinois disability rights advocacy organisation Equip for Equality.

This follows on from AMC Theatres’ formal announcement reported by Media Access Australia in January to commit to closed captioning across its complexes across the USA. The first state, California, will commence installation in mid-2012. Although not included in the announcement, audio description will also be installed nationally. 

The settlement brings a more prescribed implementation program to Illinois, and includes the following clauses: 

	AMC will install Doremi CaptiView and Fidelio systems but have not ruled out other technologies should delays of more than six months occur in the rollout.

	AMC agrees to provide appropriate training regarding the technologies and this must result in employees obtaining the necessary level of competency in order to operate the technologies and provide it to individuals. 

The training will be reviewed periodically but not less than once a year for all theatre level employees. 
AMC agrees to clearly include in its print, online and phone movie time system information about which movies are accessible.
AMC expect to complete closed caption and audio description installations in Illinois by April 2014.

You can read the press release about the settlement on Equip for Equality’s website. 


________________________________________________________________________

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY


Opportunity lost with Nokia Maps audio direction 

The new audio direction available on the mobile version of Nokia Maps has potential for people who are blind or vision impaired, but an inaccessible website stops them from using this feature.

The mobile version of Nokia Maps allows smartphone users with iPhone, iPad or an Android device to use the service with their web browser. A new feature announced last week allows users to request walking directions in audio form for their journey. An audio file is delivered to the user, providing turn-by-turn instructions based on your geographic location.

The Nokia Maps audio navigation feature would be particularly useful for people who are blind or vision impaired. The service, which works only for journeys on foot, could provide audio instructions that tell you when to turn left or right, making the journey that much easier.
However, this feature is unavailable to people who are blind or vision impaired using a screen reader because the mobile version of the Nokia Maps website is inaccessible. Users can put in an address but cannot access the button which sends the request for audio navigation.

It is unfortunate that a feature which has so much potential is unavailable to the people who could benefit from it most. 


A screen reader for everyone: why the world needs NVDA

In 2006, two Australian friends were frustrated with the expensive and poor quality screen readers on the market. They decided to do something about it and created the first open source, free screen reader, NVDA. Funded by donations, the NV Access organisation is a labour of love for founders Mick Curran and Jamie Teh, who devote their time to ensuring that NVDA is the best it can be. 

NVDA, or Non Visual Desktop Access, allows blind users to access the web and applications within Microsoft Windows by translating text and other elements into synthetic speech. Screen readers have been around for decades and are regarded as the go-to assistive technology for blind users. However, they can cost thousands of dollars to purchase and more money to upgrade. In Australia, funding is available through the Workplace Modification Scheme, but for the huge proportion of blind and vision impaired people who are not employed, forking out thousands of dollars for assistive technology is a real challenge. Teh and Curran developed a free alternative. 

NVDA is the underdog of the screen reader market. Given its non-profit, open source model, NVDA is a product of a community of users and developers all working to improve the software. While this means that bugs can be fixed more quickly, NVDA lacks the level of support for users that often comes with its commercial competitors. Commercial screen readers such as JAWS are often backed by large consumer organisations which provide training and ongoing support for customers.  

According to Teh, one of NVDA’s key points of difference is its capacity to work in different languages. “While other screen readers are available in some other languages, the translated versions are often outdated or more expensive than the English version. In contrast, as long as a translator is willing, NVDA translations are updated with every release.” 

Translation is just one part of the work that keeps the NV Access team busy and in need of donations. Curran and Teh are hands-on directors, constantly fixing and testing the software. They work closely with Microsoft and other developers to ensure access for blind and vision impaired users and consult with industry bodies to help set the standards for accessibility and assistive technology. At the heart of this activity is the need to make assistive technology as widely available as possible.

Developing NVDA has presented a number of challenges for Teh and Curran, both experienced programmers. “While operating system and accessibility APIs are fairly well documented for the most part, we also have to use many obscure, sometimes downright ugly techniques to enable the best possible access for users,” said Teh. “Given the small size of the assistive technology industry and its generally proprietary nature, many ‘tricks of the trade’ aren't documented and are often closely guarded.”

NV Access has recently hit a funding crisis. As reported in the Sydney Morning Herald on 16 March,  NV Access needs to raise $200,000 per year to cover business costs and provide staff with a modest wage. Receiving small amounts of funding from sponsors such as the Mozilla Foundation, NV Access now relies on small donations from users for survival. Without an increase in support, Curran and Teh may face shutting up shop. 

“We strongly believe in our important mission to lower the barriers to access to technology for blind and vision impaired people and still have hope that we will be able to improve our funding situation so that we can continue to serve in that capacity,” said Teh.

The NVDA screen reader is free and can be downloaded from nvda-project.org. 


Accessibility lost in the mobile app race 	

Managers in information and communications technology need to combat the ‘gold rush mentality’ that has caused mobile app developers to release products that are unusable for people with a disability, a report argues. 

Released by the OneVoice for Accessible ICT Coalition, the report Moving together: mobile apps for inclusion and assistance presents a number of key issues facing the growing populations of older people and people with a disability when using mobile apps.

Apps or applications are pieces of software that can be downloaded and installed on mobile devices such as smartphones and tablets. Some mobile devices contain accessibility features that help older users perform tasks such as reading, typing and browsing the web. The assistive technologies included in the device will depend on what operating system it runs on, such as Apple’s iOS and Google’s Android. These features include text-to-speech technology, adjustable colour contrast and screen magnifiers. 

However, apps aren’t always developed with accessibility in mind and can be incompatible with the device’s in-built assistive technology. For instance, the Voice Over screen reader that comes with iPads and iPhones might not be able to recognise some of an app’s elements, rendering the app unusable for some. 

Peter Abrahams, co-author of the report, told E-Access Bulletin, “If the app is not accessible then the disabled person will be disenfranchised and marginalised. This is morally, ethically, financially and legally unacceptable.” 

The report recommends a ‘top to bottom’ approach to including accessibility in the development of mobile apps, which means people across the different departments of an organisation are aware of the basics of accessibility so that it can be factored in from the start. 

According to the report, accessibility on mobile apps has been compromised by the ‘gold rush mentality’ or the need for developers to keep up with competition and demand for mobile apps. But by compromising accessibility to keep up with competition, developers lose a part of their potential user base.  

The report also acknowledges that accessibility on mobile apps varies greatly between different devices and operating systems, and recommends that developers maximise accessibility by building into them as much “choice, adaptability and flexibility as possible”.
OneVoice has also published a list of steps to creating accessible apps for developers, designers and implementers. 

The Moving together: mobile apps for inclusion and assistance report was co-written by Peter Abrahams of Bloor Research and Dan Jellinek, editor of E-Access Bulletin, for the OneVoice for Accessible ICT Coalition.

In it together: NVDA gets some help from Adobe on PDF compatibility 

Adobe has announced it is working with NV Access to improve the accessibility of its PDFs (Portable Document Files) with the free, open source screen reader NVDA.
According to a statement on the Adobe website, Adobe will help NV Access, the team behind NVDA, to improve the way the screen reader interacts with Adobe’s PDFs. In addition to PDFs, Adobe will help NV Access improve how its screen reader works with eBooks viewed in the Adobe Digital Editions software. Adobe Digital Editions can be used to view eBooks, either on a desktop computer or on a Sony Reader device, an alternative to Amazon’s Kindle.

A report released by the Australian Government in November 2010, The Australian Government’s study into the Accessibility of the Portable Document Format for people with a disability, said that 66% of the most commonly used assistive technologies, including NVDA, were only partially compatible with PDFs. 

WebAIM, an organisation which provides resources for creating accessible websites, recently released the results of its 2012 screen reader survey. The survey results note an increase in NVDA usage. In 2012, 13.7% of the people surveyed used NVDA as their primary screen reader, an increase from 8.6% in 2010. As the demand for NVDA begins to match its premium competitors, compatibility with PDFs is becoming urgent.  

NVDA works with Windows 7, Vista and XP and is free to download from the NV Access website. 


FOXTEL and Xbox 360 gesture towards accessibility 

FOXTEL has teamed up with Microsoft’s Xbox 360 Kinect to provide voice and gesture based commands on the FOXTEL subscription TV service.  By using voice and gesture commands, people who are vision impaired can now access television shows and movies without using a remote control. 

Kinect is a motion sensor device that is used with the video games console Xbox 360. The motion sensor allows users to interact with video games using their voice and body. As well as a video games console, Xbox 360 provides access to music, television shows, movies and FOXTEL programs.

By using FOXTEL’s service through Xbox 360 Kinect, users are able to pause, play, rewind and navigate menu items by speaking and using their hands to make gestures, providing those who are vision impaired  with an alternative to using a remote control. 

In December last year, the ABC its their online TV catch-up service ABC iView available on the Kinect.  

The Xbox 360 console with the Kinect sensor retails for around $350.


Google maps app takes accessibility indoors 

An upgrade to the Google Maps app for Android smartphones has the potential to increase mobility for blind and vision impaired users through the introduction of navigation for indoor environments.  The app combines global positioning system (GPS) technology with voice-guided directions to help people find their way around indoor spaces.  

Currently only available in the US and Japan, the 6.7 version of the app allows users to view indoor floor layouts of buildings as well as hear walking directions of participating sites and businesses. Combined with the GPS technology of Google Maps, users are guided indoors by a blue dot that moves with their physical location as well as audible instructions on how to best get to a desired indoor location. 

Participating organisations and businesses can give users access to valuable information such as where to find stairs, escalators, wheelchair access, entrances and exits. Users can also find information about the closest amenities and restaurants. This follows the release of Google Maps Indoors last November when Google teamed up with airports and furniture chain Ikea to provide access to their floor plans.

Other features in the software update include Google Business Photos and Google Offers. Google Business Photos provides 360 degree images of indoor spaces, while Google Offers alerts users to nearby retail discounts.

The latest update of the Google Maps app, and its compatibility with Android’s inbuilt assistive technology, is a step towards making the widely used Google Maps accessible to people with a disability. 

The app is available for download from Google Play. 
 

______________________________________________________________________

OVERVIEW OF CATCH-UP TV, IPTV AND VIDEO ON DEMAND IN AUSTRALIA AND OVERSEAS

The phenomenon of media convergence is rapidly changing the way consumers watch TV programs and other video content. Many major broadcasters in Australia and other countries have introduced online ‘catch-up’ TV services, consumers are watching TV on a wide range of devices, and video on demand services are making DVDs and Blu-ray disks obsolete.

Many years of campaigning by access advocates in Australia, the UK, the US and other countries have seen the introduction of mandated minimum levels of captioned content on free-to-air and subscription television (and, to a lesser extent, minimum levels of audio described content). In the US and UK, captioning on the main free-to-air channels is essentially at 100%, while in Australia amendments to the Broadcasting Services Act will see captioning on the main channels rise to 100% for the hours between 6am and midnight in 2013-2014.

Captioning of online content, on the other hand, has been very patchy both in Australia and internationally. Deaf and hearing impaired viewers are understandably frustrated when a program which has been broadcast with captions is not captioned for a catch-up TV or video on demand service. The US is so far the only country which has introduced legislation to deal with this issue. The Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010 stipulates that any TV program which was broadcast with captions must also be captioned if distributed over the internet. In January 2012, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) released the rules it will use to oversee the process. The provision of captions for new TV programs which have not been edited for distribution on the internet will be mandatory from mid-2012.
Prior to the FCC releasing its rules, two lawsuits were launched against online video providers in the US for failing to provide captions. In June 2011, the National Association of the Deaf (NAD) sued online video service Netflix for failing to provide captions on the majority of titles on its ‘Watch Instantly’ video on demand service. The case is ongoing.
 Also in 2011, the Greater Los Angeles Agency for Deafness launched a suit against CNN and its owner, Time Warner, for not captioning news clips on its website, alleging that this violated state disability laws. Lawyers for the network argued that having to provide captions would cause delays and inaccuracies, and that requiring a single network to provide them would be an infringement of its rights of free speech under the First Amendment. On February 2012, a federal magistrate rejected this argument on the grounds that the suit was directed to the format in which news clips were to be delivered and not their content. The FCC’s new rules governing captioned content do not cover video clips lasting two or three minutes, and the CNN suit is ongoing.

The following chart gives a snapshot of the state of captioning on online media in Australia, the UK, the US and Canada. It is based on data collected by Media Access Australia between November 2011 and May 2012. Caption levels on US catch-up services will rise significantly once the FCC’s new caption rules take effect in mid-2012.

Of the services listed below, only the BBC’s iPlayer provides audio description on some programs.  
  AUSTRALIA
Catch-up TV




Content
Approx. content captioned
Notes
ABC iView
Hundreds of hours of new and older programs. Programs broadcast on ABC1 and ABC2 in prime time have captions.
28%
No children’s programs captioned apart from Behind the News (also the only non-primetime program captioned).
Plus7
Around 60 recent programs from various series. Complete runs of 35 older series.
0%
Advised MAA and others that captioning would be introduced by end of June 2011. Now advising this has been postponed due to other priorities. 
Nine FIXplay
Full runs of around 40 current series and some older series.
0%

Ten catch-up service
Episodes of around 40 current series, average 8 episodes from each. Programs are watched in 6-8 min segments with an advert at the beginning of each.
0%

SBS catch-up service
Around 30 episodes of recent programs, some movies and clips. 
0%

IPTV / On demand services



CASPA
TiVo’s video-on-demand service. Movies cost $3.95-$5.95, TV shows $1.95-$2.95. A few old shows are free. 
0%

FOXTEL on Demand
Hundreds of titles available. Movies are $5.50 (SD) or $5.95 (HD), TV shows are $1.95-$2.95. 


Telstra BigPond 
Hundreds of movies and TV shows. New release movies are $5.99.

Section 1.4 of Telstra’s Disability Action Plan (2010-2012) reads:
“1.4 Captions for movie downloads
Explore commercially viable introduction of captioning and audio description on BigPond Movies and BigPond TV, including:
Commercially viable options to obtain captioned movie titles for download
Capability of Big Pond and Telstra systems and media player software/ devices to present suitable captions for download
Monitoring and implementation of relevant outcomes from the DBCDE Access to Electronic Media Review”
iTunes Store Movies
Approximately 5,000 titles available.
14.5%
Captioned movies can be searched for.
iTunes Store ‘Latest TV episodes’
Multiple episodes of approximately 75 TV series.
15%
Captioned TV series cannot be searched for.
Fetch TV
IPTV service offering FTA and subscription channels, movie rentals, TV on demand, games and audio channels.
0%

Quickflix
Over 50,000 movies and TV shows for hire on DVD or as streaming video.
0%
Captions available on DVDs but not streaming video.


UNITED KINGDON
Catch-up TV




Content
Approx. content captioned
Notes
BBC iPlayer
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
90%
Programs cannot be played outside UK. Some programs have audio description.
ITV catch-up service
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
70%
Programs cannot be played outside UK. Captioning figure from ITV media release.
Channel 4’s 4OD
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
80%
Programs cannot be played outside UK.
IPTV / On demand services



iTunes Store Movies
Approximately 8,000 titles available.
10%
Captioned movies can be searched for.
iTunes Store ‘Latest TV episodes’
Multiple episodes of approximately 40 TV series.
15%
Captioned TV programs cannot be searched for.


UNITED STATES
Catch-up TV




Content
Approx. content captioned
Notes
PBS catch-up service
Hundreds of mostly documentary-style programs
17%
Programs can be played outside US.
CBS catch-up service
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
Unknown
Some programs are captioned but these are not indicated in program guides. Programs cannot be played outside US.
NBC catch-up service
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
Unknown
Some programs are captioned but these are not indicated in program guides. Programs cannot be played outside US.
FOX Network catch-up service
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
Unknown
Catch-up service only available if you have an account with certain cable providers.
IPTV / On demand services



Hulu movies
Over 1,500 movies.
25%
Some content free, additional content US$7.99/month. Programs cannot be played outside US.
Hulu TV shows
Approximately 1,500 TV series listed with, in most cases, all episodes available.
35%
Some content free, additional content US$7.99/month. Programs cannot be played outside US.
Netflix
Over 12,000 movies and seasons of TV series
32%
Captioned titles are not listed on Netflix, but can be found on the Phlixie website. If English subtitles are included with captions, figure rises to 40%.
  A lawsuit has been brought against Netflix by the National Association of the Deaf for lack of captioning. (See above)
iTunes Store Movies
Approximately 14,000 titles available.
16%
Captioned movies can be searched for.
iTunes Store ‘Latest TV episodes’
Multiple episodes of approximately 75 TV series.
93%
Captioned TV programs cannot be searched for.


CANADA
Catch-up TV




Content
Approx. content captioned
Notes
CBC
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
Varies depending on date of program
Canada’s public broadcaster. Programs can be played outside Canada. Anything older than early 2011 is generally not captioned. Most episodes of series produced since then are captioned, but new episodes are generally not captioned when first listed. 
CTC and Global
Hundreds of episodes of TV series
0%
Canada’s two main commercial broadcasters.
Programs cannot be played outside Canada.  No indication that anything is captioned.
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ONLINE MEDIA


Accessibility Internet Rally winners announced

The winners of the 14th annual Accessibility Internet Rally held in February have been awarded for their effort in helping non-profit organisations create accessible websites at the 2012 Dewey Ceremony and AIR-Interactive Awards. Contestants from development and design were given just a day to take a website and make it as accessible as possible. 

The Accessibility Internet Rally (AIR), run by the non-profit organisation Knowbility, is an eight-hour competition where volunteer web designers and developers come together to help non-profit organisations build accessible websites. 

Web developers and designers who participate in the competition share their knowledge and expertise with non-profit organisations to implement best practice techniques for creating websites that can be accessed by as many people as possible – regardless of their abilities. 

There were two categories of winners announced. 

The winners of the Accessibility and Advanced Features category included:

	First Place: Unchain My Art, who designed the Austin Jazz Alliance website. The Austin Jazz Alliance is a jazz music network that helps musicians in Austin and Central Texas to promote their work.

Second Place: The Headspring Hurwitzes, who designed the Texa TERA website. Texa TERA is a resource and advocacy organisation that aims to empower people with disabilities.
The winners of the Basic Accessibility category included:

	First Place: Team TradeMark, who designed the All Blind Children of Texas website. The All Blind Children of Texas organisation provides support to children who are blind or vision impaired and their families. 

Second Place: Team Fahrenheit, who designed the Phronoesis Media website. The Phronoesis Media website promotes well-being by providing resources on political and economic issues in the U.S. 
A full list of the winners can be found on the Knowbility website:.


Blog empowers blind and vision impaired young people

A UK organisation has launched a blog catering to the interests of young people living with blindness or vision impairment. With a focus on technology and inclusion, Mind’s Eye aims to empower young people as they venture out into the world away from their family home.  
Mind’s Eye, run by the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), is written by young blind or partially sighted volunteers. A blogger, Yorkshire Lass, introduced the project by writing: 

I believe that it's firmly within our interest to support and help each other where we can. Regardless of individual differences and different experiences, we can all benefit from the same things. This is why our collective voice, as brought together in places like this, is so important for each and every one of us.

The blog is contained within the RNIB website which has been designed for blind and vision impaired users. The website has a number of features which optimise the experience for the blog’s key audience, including a simple layout, skip to content links and appropriate colour contrast. Readers are encouraged to share their personal experiences by joining the site and commenting within the blog.


Closed caption movies not an option on Google Play

Google’s multimedia content platform, Google Play, has failed to include closed caption facilities on its movie rental service, which was launched in Australia in April. While they are available on the platform, users are unable to easily search for closed captioned movies through its current interface, presenting accessibility barriers for people who are Deaf or hearing impaired. 

Google Play provides online access to movies, television shows, books, games and apps. Content can be purchased and downloaded to desktop computers and Android-based smartphones and tablets. 

Google announced in May that it would make its online movie rental service available in Australia through Google Play and YouTube. The rental service allows users to ‘rent’ a movie and store it on their account for up to 30 days. Once a movie is viewed, users are given 48 hours to finish watching it. Movies can also be streamed via YouTube, Google’s online video streaming community. 

Closed captioned movies are available for purchase through Google Play and YouTube. However, the current Google Play interface does not allow users to filter their movie search to closed caption movies only. In addition, none of the movie trailers featured in Google Play’s Shop Movies page are captioned. 

According to a post by Google staff on a Google web forum, a select number of captioned movies are available on both Google Play and YouTube. However, users aren’t able to look for captioning information on Google Play or search specifically for captioned movies. To access captioned movies, users need to use the advanced search option on YouTube before watching it on Google Play.

Google recently attracted criticism for the lack of accessibility on its online photo sharing and editing platform Picasa. In April, Google announced Picasa Web Albums Uploader (a version of the Picasa software that is accessible by screen reader) would no longer be available for download. In place, Google recommended users download Picasa 3.9 for Mac, a version of the software that is not accessible by a screen reader. 

Google now joins the likes of Apple, Telstra and Optus in providing online movie rental services in Australia. 

This follows the trend towards the online streaming of content where captioning standards are yet to be established. Currently no captioned content is available on FOXTEL on Demand, a movie and television show online rental service, and only around 15 % of movies available on the Australian iTunes store are captioned. 
      

Spotify’s accessibility: so close but so far 

The music streaming service Spotify launched in Australia in May, and while it has been commended by many in the accessibility world for its consideration of the needs of disabled users, its integration with   
Facebook still presents a significant barrier for potential users. 

Through its smartphone, tablet and desktop apps, Spotify gives access to a “world of music”, allowing users to stream tracks and albums from millions of international artists. Its integration with social media is central to the experience of using the app, with user activity such as songs, albums and playlists users have listened to being posted automatically to Facebook. 

AppleVis, a blog dedicated to reviewing Apple products for blind and vision impaired users, declared the Spotify iOS app fully compatible with the VoiceOver screen reader. According to the AppleVis review, each button is clearly labelled, VoiceOver can read each page element, and the app is “easy to navigate and use”. 

Judging from this review, it’s clear Spotify’s developers had the needs of screen reader users in mind. But to use Spotify, you need a Facebook account, which with its inaccessible interface, detracts from all the accessibility merits that the developers of Spotify have been careful to include. 

In the past, Spotify allowed users to create their own Spotify username, but in the most recent version of the app, it’s impossible to by-pass the sign-up with Facebook feature. For the many people with a disability who do not use Facebook, the Spotify app, accessible as it may be, remains out of their reach.

Since Facebook’s update with Timeline, the social media giant has increasingly come under fire for its lack of accessibility. Using the standard Facebook website, screen reader users have to navigate their way through a maze of links before they can carry out basic functions. The newly introduced Timeline feature presents poor usability and inaccessible colour contrast. While there is no solid data available, many people who are blind or vision impaired don’t bother with the world’s most popular social network. 

Spotify’s accessible merits show developers are paying attention to the needs of disabled users, which is a step forward. But its reliance on users signing into Facebook to use the service remains a barrier for those it was made accessible for.  
 

_______________________________________________________________________

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
AIR	Accessible Internet Rally
ASTRA	Australian Subscription Television and Radio Association
BAI	Broadcasting Authority of Ireland
DBCDE	Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy
FCC		Federal Communications Commission (US)
MAA		Media Access Australia
NAD		National Association of the Deaf (US)
NVDA		Non Visual Desktop Access 
Ofcom		Office of Communications (UK)
RNIB 		Royal National Institute of the Blind (UK) 

