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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 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
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 television. 
Acronyms
ACE		Australian Communication Exchange
AD		Audio description
CMC		Cultural Ministers Council
COAT		Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (US)
CTN		Consumers’ Telecommunications Network 
DBCDE	The Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy
FaHCSIA	Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs
MAA		Media Access Australia
Ofcom		Office of Communications (UK)
RIDBC		Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children
RNIB		Royal National Institute of Blind People (UK)
SLS		Same Language Subtitling (India)
VEA		Video Education Australasia
MEDIA ACCESS NEWS
The Languages and Media Conference 2008

The largest international access conference in the world, Languages and Media, was held at the Hotel Intercontinental, Berlin, Germany, on 29-31 October. The theme this year was ‘Global Business – Local Access. Goodbye Quality?’

There was an even mix of academic presentations and practitioner panels, with speakers from a wide range of European television stations and access companies. The conference fell into two main streams: access services and translation issues. 

The keynote speakers were MAA CEO Alex Varley, who looked at how Australia has used the global media business to increase access locally, and Brij Kothari from Planet Read, an innovative Indian project looking at tackling illiteracy through Bollywood karoake (see separate article on this below).  

A major focus was the rise of voice recognition in captioning and translation subtitling. For English speaking countries and those with ties to major access companies (e.g. Red Bee Media’s presence in Germany), voice recognition is dominating and progressing. For other languages where access is less developed, voice recognition is difficult to introduce, as there is no critical mass of demand and developing new software in the language is more costly and difficult. This has led to some broadcasters, such as Televisio de Catalunya in Spain, seeking other keyboard methods.  

Reflecting its growing importance and interest, audio description was given a high profile at the conference. There are more detailed reports in this publication, but the presentations ranged from looking at the practical challenges of different types of AD, and AD in different languages. Some academic approaches were less useful with their lack of real-world impact.   

The conference ended with a lively discussion around the theme of quality and ongoing commercial pressures to reduce costs, and whether consumer demand for better quality is acting as a counterpoint to this. The use of technology to make processes more efficient has aided this, although not without some resistance from translators and subtitlers who see it as a threat to their profession. As always, there are mixed outcomes, and this is a debate that will no doubt continue at the next conference in two years’ time.


Why is the UK so far ahead of the world in access?

A panel discussion at the Languages and Media Conference chaired by Red Bee Media’s Head of Access, David Padmore, looked at why the UK had achieved so much in access compared to the rest of Europe, and more importantly to the much larger English speaking media market of America.

A simple answer would be to say it is the influence and power of the BBC, but the journey was more complex than that.   

Wilf White, Head of External Policy for the BBC, traced the origins back to the 1960s and 70s when key people at the BBC were interested in a fledgling teletext service that led to captioning, supported it and it grew from there. Now the BBC, as the world’s leading public media content provider, is more interested in subtle discussions about access, such as whether all trailers and promotions should be captioned, rather than the outdated discussion about whether access should happen or not. The rest of the broadcasters have followed.

Chris Higgs, Managing Director of access supplier ITFC (which operates in Australia as part of the Captioning and Subtitling International joint venture, the supplier of access services to the ABC), said that the sheer volume of work and a healthy competitive industry had led to innovations, efficiencies and developments that had made the UK a powerhouse of access. With the more fragmented nature of the US market, British companies had won work from across the Atlantic, and this has reinforced the UK’s pre-eminent position in the world access market.

From the consumer side, Dick Bates from the Royal National Institute of the Deaf’s Media Access Group discussed the cohesive approach that the consumer groups had taken over the years, including solutions that “satisfy the needs of the greatest number of people”. Bates was formerly the financial controller of the BBC and early in his career championed the development of a captioning service (albeit before he acquired hearing loss later in life and became a user of the services he once promoted). He too believes that the discussions about access are less about quotas and more about quality of service. Bates is a strong advocate of the idea that users have a responsibility to improve the service, and this can include discussions of appropriate ways to modify standards and approaches to make them cost-effective, if the end-result delivers a good service. 

This confluence of consumer coordination, a strong, well-funded public broadcaster and a high volume of work is also backed by strong regulation. Padmore outlined the role of Ofcom as the regulator and stressed that once quotas were established and grown no, slippage was allowed. Ofcom has also taken a very practical, consumer-driven approach. It publishes reports of access compliance, has punitive powers and uses them for breaches of access (and other issues), and takes a proactive role in monitoring access levels. One of the requirements is that all broadcasters must keep recordings of their output for 60 days, including all captioning and audio description, and provide any of this on request. Ofcom also frequently undertakes spot audits.

A final conclusion is that English is the primary language of media content, so non-English speaking countries have the added distraction of needing to translate this into their own language first, then worry about access issues.  


Academics look at practical audio description issues

The access research industry is thriving in Europe with many academics investigating a range of topics from humour to cultural ‘mistranslates’. A lot of this research is intellectually interesting, but is not going to have immediate benefits for the access industry and the development of access, particularly through audio description.  

A couple of notable exceptions are the studies undertaken by Aline Remael and Gert Vercauteren from the University College Antwerp in Belgium (‘Translating AD from English into Dutch:  A Case Study’); and Sabine Braun (University of Surrey, UK) and Pilar Orero (Universitat Autonòma de Barcelona, Spain) in their research ‘Audiodescription with Audiosubtitling – An Emergent Modality of Audiovisual Localisation’.  Both of these papers were presented at the Languages and Media Conference in Berlin.

Is it worth translating an AD script from one language to another?

Remael and Vercauteren looked at the issue of whether it is effective to take an audio description (AD) script in English and translate it into another language, such as Dutch, rather than ignoring the original English script and starting again in another language. On the surface, translation may seem to be an efficient way to produce multiple-language AD, but their research uncovered a number of factors that need to be taken into account for this to work properly.  

Unusually, their research looked at two Dutch-language films that had been translated and audio described in English for English release, with the subject of study being the process of translating from an English AD script to a Dutch AD script. The two films were Blind (Blind) and Zwartboek (Black Book).  

The first issue was the length of language. Going from English to Dutch, translations tend to get longer, and when AD has to fill a time-specific gap in the soundtrack, this obviously causes problems. Other work suggests that this is also a problem from English to French (Looten, Thomas,  ‘Analyse critique du role potential de la traduction dans l’audiodescription. Expérimentation sur le film Kiss Kiss Bang Bang et perspectives d’avenir’, MA thesis, Artesis University College, Antwerp, 2008).  However, Remael and Vercauteren acknowledge that this is a common translation issue and could be overcome by the translator having knowledge of AD and using AD software to adjust timing as they go along.

Further to this need for the translator having AD training is the observation that the source AD script may contain errors or poor AD technique which would be replicated by a translator who has no knowledge of AD. It is also essential that the translator works with a copy of the film as well, to ensure that translations are appropriate for the context of the film and any local cultural references.

Finally, there is the issue of how to reduce without losing meaning. In simple terms, it is easy to remove text in the form of adjectives, repetition and adverbs to reduce the ‘word count’ in the new language, but this can have the consequence of significantly reducing or changing the AD experience for the viewer. Again the solution is to ensure that the translator understands AD and AD production techniques.  

Clearly the value of the work of Remael and Vercauteren is that it analyses practical issues, exposing their complexities and making suggestions about how those issues can be overcome. In their own words, “The translation of existing audio descriptions is certainly possible and may be a very useful tool for countries that have no real tradition in audio description yet and do not want to fall behind even further.”  

From the perspective of access companies, media and AD audiences, further testing and refining of these ideas, especially looking at a range of languages, would be useful in reducing AD costs and making the process more efficient.  

Incorporating AD into subtitled movies

Braun and Orero’s research tackles another interesting issue in multiple-language AD – how do you work with subtitled movies or subtitled sections of movies and incorporate effective AD at the same time? This issue is an emerging challenge, particularly in subtitling countries (i.e. where foreign language material is subtitled rather than dubbed) such as Portugal and Denmark. However, it also has implications for sections of subtitled movies, or the movement of AD into ‘art house’ cinema, which includes many subtitled presentations. Current movie releases with both subtitling and AD include Hero, Syriana, Letter from Iwo Jima, Volver and The Lives of Others, showing that this is a topical issue.

Traditional audio-subtitling involves reading out any written subtitles so that blind and vision impaired people can access them. However, this exposes two major problems:

	Reading out a subtitle can take up a lot of time and therefore leaves less time for any accompanying AD.

The process of translating and creating a subtitle usually involves relying on visual information and clues to aid the understanding of the subtitle. This can include identification of the character, any facial expressions or other clues to mood, action or events that have caused the character to say something in particular. For an AD user these visual clues would be missing.  

The creation of subtitles themselves is fraught with many issues such as conveying humour, context, specific cultural meaning, wordplay, metaphors, shot and scene changes and the practical constraints of time taken to read a subtitle. Subtitle production methods take these issues into account. Add in the complexity of AD, with its challenges of differences between visual and verbal meaning-making, timing constraints, subjectivity of description, the skills of the audience and the call for ‘objective’ descriptions, and the problems seem insurmountable.

However, Braun and Orero’s research and case studies are useful in that they point to changes that need to occur in AD technique to accommodate these specific problems. The merging of visual signage and subtitles, and paraphrasing and shortening audio versions of subtitles, are potential techniques for providing effective AD combined with subtitles.  

Unlike captioning, which has long-evolved general standards, audio description standards and agreed techniques are in their infancy and hotly debated across the world. This research shows that the complexity of the AD task, particularly when it is combined with subtitling, suggests that those discussions are still very open and that AD needs greater flexibility and more extensive training if the needs of the audience are to be properly met.  

Captioning fights illiteracy in India

The number of people who are functionally illiterate in India varies according to who is doing the measuring, but however you measure it, it is a major problem.  Estimates suggest at least 300 million people cannot usefully read.  

So how is the seemingly insurmountable problem being tackled?  Through the power of song.

The solution is to use the amazing popularity of Bollywood movies and karaoke to get people reading again. The project is being undertaken by the Indian Institute of Management in partnership with national television, the Indian Government and a host of corporate sponsors and foundations.  

The technique is very simple. Same Language Subtitling (SLS) is used to provide on-screen written versions of the song lyrics in popular Bollywood movies. The project offers 10 different community languages and through the national broadcaster transmits these as part of regular television programming. In villages throughout India, people sit around the communal television and sing along to the movie, subtly improving their reading skills along the way.  

The project has focused mainly on people with some minimal reading skills, aiming to bring them up to practical literacy levels, measured by being able to read a story or fill out basic information in a form. 

The results tracked over 5 years show the technique does work. Participation in SLS more than doubled the percentage of children who became good readers and halved the percentage of children who remained illiterate. Essentially, reading skills acquired in school are simultaneously practised at home, leading to much better readers.

The impact of SLS on children is also found in adult illiterates, although less pronounced. After 5 years, while only 3% illiterate adults became good readers in
the no-SLS group, 12% became good readers in the SLS group.

The program is not expensive to run by world standards. For US$1 (or the price of a cup of coffee), 5,000 Hindi speakers can have 30 minutes of reading practice a week for one year.  

As a bonus for the commercially-minded television executives, the project has even delivered increased audience ratings.  

For more information on the project: http://www.planetread.org/


Is voice recognition taking over the world?

Voice recognition is where a captioner ‘respeaks’ the dialogue of a newsreader, sports commentator or other live presenter, and machine translation software (usually based on Dragon Naturally Speaking or IBM's Via Voice) turns the revoicing into captions. The captioner uses various verbal commands to format and punctuate the captions. Typically, the time delay is a few seconds and on par with other techniques such as stenocaptioning.  

The use of voice recognition for live captioning has spread incredibly over the last few years and is now the main production technique, certainly in the English-speaking world. However, there are factors which are slowing its spread into other languages. Some of these are short-term barriers, others seem more problematic.  

In English-speaking countries the main focus is on training more voice captioners and refining techniques to allow them to be used on ever more complex captioning work (such as more than one speaker or where the subject matter is broader and more complex). Alternative uses (and thus income streams for access companies) include the use of voice captioning for meeting and conference work.  

The German experience is a good example of short-term problems that need to be overcome. Titelbild (now part of the Red Bee Media group) is the main access provider in Germany and has just started using voice recognition on German language live programming.  

German has a number of characteristics that make revoicing more difficult, especially keeping delay to a minimum:

	Germans love compound words where nouns are joined together to make a more complex descriptive noun (the equivalent in English could be a single noun that is “the cupboard where we keep the best crockery” or similar). The problem is that you don’t know that it is a compound word until the sentence is spoken, which makes it difficult to format via revoicing.

German nouns are capitalised, but a noun can also act as an adverb or adjective, which are both lower case. Again, it may not be apparent until the phrase or sentence is completed which is the case.
Dialects exist and there are a number of words and terms that vary from region to region. This requires knowledge of the dialect (this is an issue for many European languages).
German has a special symbol ß which represents a double-S. The use of this varies according to different circumstances.

However, as a country that produces a lot of live news and sport content, and has a population of over 80 million people and other audiences in Austria and Switzerland, there is strong commercial impetus to make voice recognition work. Ultimately, the solutions will be found in formatting systems and drawing up complex ‘rules’ and lexicons.  

For other countries with smaller populations and less developed access industries, other solutions need to be found. The Catalan Spanish broadcaster, Televisio de Catalunya, has abandoned hope of developing Catalan voice recognition or even stenography theory as being too impractical. Instead they use four QWERTY keyboardists typing a phrase at a time in succession to provide fast, high quality live captioning, aptly named as ‘superlive’.

The Polish public broadcaster Telewizja Polska is struggling with limited resources to provide access services, let alone develop Polish language revoicing software and other live aids, although collaboration between engineers and the university sector is offering some hope.  

Further afield, in French-Canadian revoicing, punctuation and formatting is sometimes cued using a Nintendo game control, rather than verbal commands.  

One interesting tangent is the use of voice recognition for the creation of live subtitles in countries such as Holland and Belgium where English speeches are not dubbed.  This process is aided by built-in delays to the ‘live’ broadcast of up to 30 seconds to allow the speech to be translated, subtitled and corrected before transmission.  

The main conclusion is that voice recognition has led to a quantum leap in caption (and subtitle) production and is consigning real-time stenographic writers to the most difficult of live captioning work, such as multiple voice interviews or chat show programs. The reality is that it is much easier to train a voice captioner and therefore there are more of them and they are not paid as much as their stenocaptioning counterparts. On the quality front, voice recognition tends to not introduce spelling errors, as the software is programmed to only display ‘real’ words. An error is more likely to be a complete ‘mistranslate’, where the wrong word is displayed. General feedback seems to be that it is as accurate as any other technique, especially when it is used for programs that are well suited to voice recognition, such as news and sports broadcasts.

Audio description in Poland

Audio description is taking hold across Europe, even where there are no legal requirements for it. One example is Poland, which started AD on media in 2006 with live description on the film Statyści.  

With 73,000 registered members of the Polish Association of the Blind and many more unidentified vision impaired people, there is a strong basic audience for AD.  This has been boosted by a strong web presence with two Polish language websites devoted to AD (www. http://www.audiodeskrypcja.org and http://www.audiodeskrypcja.pl ).

The fledging interest has been boosted by the public broadcaster Telewizja Polska SA (TVP) providing audio described programs on its interactive website (www.tvp.pl).  A special access code is provided free of charge via the blind association.  Some support has come from DVD distributors, with the first audio described DVD being Katyn, a World War Two historical drama by the Oscar-winning director Andrzej Wajda.  However, there isn’t widespread interest from Polish distributors to do much more.  

Like many other countries (including Australia), AD is beginning in Poland in fits and starts, and theatres and museums seem to be early adopters.  


New Zealand's Review of Digital Broadcasting

New Zealand is currently in the middle of a comprehensive review of digital broadcasting. While the results of the investigation will not be known until next year, the focus of the inquiry reveals a solid understanding of the real issues of convergence and access. The department has recognised that changes in platform present potential risks to consumer interests and specifically named access. The general conclusions are that convergence in technology must be supported by regulatory convergence and that content, rather than simply networks, need to be regulated. 

The review does not segregate access into a separate section but rather highlights the needs of disadvantaged groups in each area of inquiry: regulator, cost, legislative framework and consumer interests. Australian legislation has failed to acknowledge the integration of access, preferring to see the needs to the sensory impaired as an additional consideration. The New Zealand approach has the potential to promote not only universal design but inclusive structures that encourage participation by groups with a disability.

New Zealand is not currently covered by any minimum access requirements; rather, a system of government funding ensures the provision of captioning on free-to-air television. The New Zealand government has recognised the obstacles this model poses to regulating new formats and seems to be leaning towards incremental captioning quotas. While further investigation was deemed necessary in this area, it was strongly suggested that the new legislation would also provide for audio description.

More details can be found on the New Zealand Ministry for Culture and Heritage Website: http://www.mch.govt.nz/publications/digital-tv/submission


Qantas reinforces its commitment to the Deaf and hearing impaired

Since 2003, Qantas’s news services and passenger information programming, such as arrival guides, have been screened with English subtitles. The service was first introduced during Hearing Awareness Week and was so popular amongst all passengers, it soon became a permanent fixture. In 2007 and 2008, Qantas won back-to-back Deafness Forum Members’ Choice Captioning Awards for this service. 

Building on these services, a selection of mainstream movies with English captions is currently being introduced on Qantas international B747 and A330 aircraft equipped with Audio Visual On Demand (AVOD) inflight entertainment systems, which equates to 70 per cent of the airline’s international fleet. 

Since September 2008, Qantas has offered at least three subtitled or captioned English language movies on all Qantas services that had AVOD inflight entertainment systems.  

Qantas will also upgrade in-flight captioning options on its new aircraft, including the A380 and B787. 

Qantas’s new entertainment systems will feature closed-caption technology, which is designed to both subtitle and describe additional audio content for passengers who are Deaf or hearing impaired. This technology will enable Qantas to offer more movies and entertainment options with subtitles or captions. 

Foreign language films with English subtitles will also continue to be available on international aircraft equipped with AVOD.  


The US digital switchover and people with disabilities

The latest issue of the American journal Disability Studies Quarterly contains a paper by Robert Pedlow entitled ‘How Will the Changeover to Digital Broadcasting in 2009 Influence the Accessibility of TV for Americans with Disabilities?’ The paper notes that people with disabilities have, on average, lower annual incomes than people with no disability. They can therefore be expected to be more reliant on broadcast TV for their TV viewing (as opposed to cable or satellite TV). When purchasing digital equipment, they will likely choose the cheapest option – a set-top box, and both the purchase and installation of these “involve a level of cognitive difficulty that is substantially greater than for analogue TV.” Remote controls for STBs have more controls than those used for analogue TV, and may be inaccessible for people with motor impairment. They must also be used in conjunction with on-screen menus and electronic program guides which may be inaccessible for people who cannot read text on the screen.

While the paper deals specifically with the American situation, it is just as applicable to Australia. The full text may be found here: http://dsq-sds.org/DPubS?service=Repository&version=1.0&verb=Disseminate&view=body&content-type=html_1&handle=osul.dsq/1225139968#


Red Bee Media acquires Spanish access company

Red Bee Media, the UK-based access company, has announced its acquisition of Mundovisión, the largest independent captioning and audio description company in Spain. This follows the announcement in March this year that Red Bee Media had acquired the German access company Titelbild.


Captioned digital TV installation instructions released in the US 

LG Electronics/Zenith has launched an internet-based captioned video showing how to connect its digital set top boxes. This video includes information on how to adjust the closed captions as well.

The USA is switching off analog television on 17 February 2009 and there has been a lot of criticism of the slow response of broadcasters and equipment manufacturers in dealing with the needs of disadvantaged consumers, including caption users.  
The Coalition of Organizations for Accessible Technology (COAT) has applauded the move. “Once again, LG/Zenith has set an industry standard,” said Karen Peltz Strauss of Communication Service for the Deaf, and a COAT member. “They were the first to market television sets with the decoder captioning chip…Then they added a closed captioning button on the remote controls for their digital converter boxes.”

The videoclip can be viewed here: http://www.twice.com/flashVideo/element_id/2140296378/taxid/30414.html

Media Access Australia has also produced a captioned online video showing how to connect digital set top boxes. This can be viewed here: http://www.twice.com/flashVideo/element_id/2140296378/taxid/30414.html

FREE-TO-AIR TELEVISION


Human Rights Commission grants temporary captioning exemption

The Australian Human Rights Commission has granted a temporary exemption to the ABC, SBS, Network Ten, Channel Nine and the Seven Network in relation to captioning. A previous temporary exemption, which expired in May 2008, was granted to Free TV on the condition that levels of captioning rose to 70% of all programs broadcast between 6am and midnight by December 2007.

The new exemption has been granted on the condition that the networks will increase the levels of captioning on their primary channels to: 

	75% of programming over the broadcast day (6am to midnight) for the period ending 31 December 2009; 


	80 % of programming over the broadcast day (6am to midnight) for the period ending 31 December 2010; and 


	85% of programming over the broadcast day (6am to midnight) for the period ending 31 December 2011. 


The exemption is subject to the further conditions that: 

	Broadcasters will consult with deafness organisations, including Deaf Australa and Deafness Forum of Australia, on proposals to address issues regarding caption accuracy, and report to the Commission by 30 June 2009. 


	Broadcasters will consult with deafness organisations, including Deaf Australia and Deafness Forum of Australia, on total captioning hours being achieved, including the period midnight to 6am, by 30 June 2010. This does not involve a requirement to achieve any particular level of captioning between midnight and 6am during the exemption period.


	Broadcasters will consult with deafness organisations, including Deaf Australia and Deafness Forum of Australia, on captioning levels being achieved on secondary channels (i.e. digital multi-channels). This does not impose a requirement to achieve any particular level of captioning on secondary channels during the exemption period.


	Broadcasters will commence consultation with deafness organisations, including Deaf Australia and the Deafness Forum of Australia, and the Commission, to review possibilities for further increases in captioning at the expiry of the exemption period by 31 December 2010, and report the results of that review to the Commission by 30 June 2011.


The exemption will cease to operate if a broadcaster fails to comply with a condition of the exemption, from the date of any such failure. 

For the full text of the Commission’s ruling, see: http://www.humanrights.gov.au/disability_rights/exemptions/tvcap/dec082.htm


Captioning levels on the free-to-air channels

A survey of printed program guides for the four weeks from 1 Nov to 28 Nov showed the following levels of captioning. 

Hours of programs per week, 6am – Midnight, 1/11/08 – 28/11/08

1/11/08  - 28/11/08
Captioned
Uncaptioned
% captioned
Adult programs uncaptioned
Children's programs uncaptioned
Sporting events uncaptioned
ABC
113
13
89.7%
5
4.25
3.75
Seven
91.5
34.5
72.6%
23.75
4.5
6.25
Nine
72.5
53.5
57.5%
43.5
1
9
Ten
89.75
36.25
71.2%
24.5
7.75
4
SBS*



12.5

2.5

The results of MAA’s previous survey in May-June were as follows. 

Hours of programs per week, 6am – midnight, 17/5/08 – 13/6/08

17/5/08 - 13/6/08
Captioned
Uncaptioned
% captioned
Adult programs uncaptioned
Children's programs uncaptioned
Sporting events uncaptioned
ABC
107
19
84.9%
7
9
3
Seven
100
26
79.4%
16.5
4
5.5
Nine
105.5
20.5
83.7%
16.75
1.75
2
Ten
89.75
36.25
71.2%
22.5
7.5
6.25
SBS*



11.75

12.5

*SBS figures do not include foreign language programs, which are exempt from captioning requirements


Analog switchoff timetable announced

The Federal Minister for Communications, Stephen Conroy, has announced the switchoff timetable for analog television. It will commence with Mildura in regional Victoria in 2010 and then progressively move around regional areas and finish in Sydney, Melbourne, Adelaide and some remote parts of Australia by the end of 2013.  

This approach follows the UK’s region-by-region approach and should allow for testing and planning of switchover issues in an orderly way. The USA has opted for a single date, 17 February 2009, although a ‘test market’ was tried this year in Wilmington, North Carolina.

Media Access Australia is working closely with the Digital Switchover Taskforce to assist with switchover issues for disadvantaged Australians, including equipment, promotions, website access and consumer consultation processes.  

MAA CEO, Alex Varley, said, “The approach of the Federal Government to date has been very orderly and now that we have a concrete timetable and know the pattern of region-by-region switchoff, we can engage in more detailed assistance and working with the Taskforce.”

“Having Andy Townend managing the process is a great bonus for Australia, as he was a senior executive in the UK equivalent and its approach to disadvantaged people has been exemplary. The switchoff of analog is a complex task and MAA is ready to assist with specific needs as they arise. Early tasks include ensuring that the digital switchover website will be properly accessible before it is launched.”

For more information on the timetable: http://www.minister.dbcde.gov.au/media/media_releases/2008/077


Review of multi-channel captioning

Captioning laws do not currently apply to standard definition or high definition multi-channels. The only exceptions to this have been where the program airs simultaneously, or has aired previously, on the primary channel. A bill is currently before parliament that would ensure a review of these laws before the earliest switchover day – 1 January 2010. 

This review will be especially important as commercial television broadcasters will soon be permitted to broadcast standard definition multi-channels. Without this review, most of the diverse content these channels will offer will be inaccessible to people who are Deaf or hearing impaired. 

A copy of the bill can be accessed here: http://www.comlaw.gov.au/ComLaw/legislation/bills1.nsf/bills/bynumber/B1B4B4BD05700FA9CA2574CE000EB5A8?OpenDocument&mostrecent=1%20
http://www.minister.dbcde.gov.au/media/media_releases/2008/077

Free-to-air television complaints

MAA received the following complaints about captions on free-to-air TV in the period September to November. These were made via the complaint form on our website, or by email.

6 complaints about a daytime program not being captioned which was formerly captioned.

1 complaint about a primetime program not being captioned.

1 complaint about a daytime program only half captioned.

2 complaints about a news update not captioned.

1 complaint about captions on a telethon ceasing after 10.30 pm.

1 complaint about a primetime program partially captioned.

2 complaints about a program on after 10.30 pm not captioned, although it was advertised as captioned.

1 complaint about a daytime program not being captioned which has never been captioned.

MAA’s complaint form may be found at:
http://www.maafeedback.org.au/complaints/

SUBSCRIPTION TELEVISION


FOXTEL Backstage Access for Deaf students

On 14 November, Deaf students from the Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children (RIDBC) were guests at FOXTEL Television Centre (FTC) for a specially planned experience: FOXTEL Backstage Access. 

The event was organised by FTC and AI-Media, in consultation with Media Access Australia. It provided a day of captioned access and a great opportunity for the students, from RIDBC’s Thomas Pattison School, to engage with the TV experience and see firsthand how television is made. Students were on set and filmed in their own talk show with host Alex Jones, who interacted with them using Auslan, and with the support of interpreters.

The students were able to enter the world of television and understand more clearly some of the processes involved in its production. They learnt about what goes on behind the scenes, and had fun in front of and behind the camera. They were fully engaged in interactive experiences and hands-on learning opportunities, which were made accessible via live captioning and stenography provided by AI-Media. 

The students responded positively to the experience of an-all day access event, which embraced and supported their need for captioned access in a format that was unique in its presentation.

John Icaca, Captioning Manager of FOXTEL, said, “I don’t want FOXTEL to just accept captions but to embrace it, and the RIDBC tour is one of the foundations of the bridge we want to build.”

FOXTEL Backstage Access was an innovative and accessible event for all the Deaf students who took part, and reinforced the fact that captioning is vital for students’ effective access to curriculum support materials back at school. 

ONLINE MEDIA
Captions on ClickView – increasing access for school students

In Australia, as in the rest of the world, schools are increasingly accessing study materials online. ClickView, a company which provides a comprehensive digital video delivery system, is now used by some 1,200 schools across Australia. ClickView has an extensive library of educational video titles sourced from Australia and overseas, and the ClickView Library Server allows these videos to be distributed through a school’s existing computer network. Once videos have been loaded onto the system, they may be viewed by teachers and students in DVD quality on any computer connected to the network.

At the end of 2007, following requests from schools, ClickView began to make its programs available with captions. Of approximately 1,500 videos in its secondary library, 82 titles are now captioned. ClickView updates its catalogue four times a year, with each update usually consisting of 15-20 titles, and from now on, all new titles will be captioned. When these titles are played on a school’s system, a closed caption symbol appears, indicating that captions may be turned on and off. ClickView is in the process of upgrading its website so its video catalogue will indicate which titles are available with captions, and searches can be done for captioned titles.     

ClickView is captioning its programs using repurposed caption files originally created for DVD release by Video Education Australasia (VEA), and funded by the Captioning Grant which is provided by the Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and Indigenous Affairs  (FaHCSIA) and administered by Media Access Australia.

For more information, see the ClickView website: http://www.clickview.com.au/home.php

EU issues directive on e-inclusion

The European Union has continued its dedication to accessible new media by constructing a set of preliminary guidelines on e-inclusion. The guidelines specifically address the ethical implications of e-inclusion including individual autonomy and privacy. They generally consider the needs of a number of traditionally socially disadvantaged groups, then make specific recommendations for the elderly, the young, cultural minorities and people with a disability. 

The central message of the guidelines is that “Ethical considerations (of social inclusion) must form the bedrock upon which systems are built, from inception, through design to completion.” This shows strong support for the principle of universal design. Further, the EU expressly acknowledges that technology will change constantly, and therefore a cyclical process of monitoring, review and evaluation must be adopted which involves consultation with end users. An interesting suggestion is the creation of a case library where industry could view examples of good and bad inclusive design and implement accordingly. This may be supported by a system of accreditation that would provide market-based, reputational incentives for inclusive design.

The recommendations of the European Union show that they understand the issues involved in accessibility. The two primary recommendations in regard to disability were:

1. Create tools to enable people with a disability to monitor the treatment they receive and directly communicate with those who can affect change.

2. Build accessibility and usability into all information communications technology. This would be supported by specific legislation.
 
A complete copy of the directive can be accessed here: http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/einclusion/events/workshop_ethics/workshop/index_en.htm
iPod Nano accessibility unknown to retailers, difficult to enable 

Following on from the improvements to iTunes accessibility and the release on iTunes of an audio-described video, Apple has now included spoken menus and large print in its latest release of the popular iPod Nano portable media player. 
However, there are concerns relating to difficulties faced in identifying the correct iPod in retail stores, and enabling the features once a successful purchase has been made. 

Media Access Australia visited three iPod retailers, seeking advice on the spoken menu feature in the new Nano. All the retailers indicated that they weren’t aware of the feature, and one retailer showed us the official Apple product brief which did not list the spoken menus feature under any iPod category. 

Furthermore, the feature itself is not available as an out-of-the-box experience. Owners wishing to use the feature will need to dock the iPod with a computer, enable the feature in iTunes and allow the computer to record the relevant voice commands which are copied into the Nano.   

Online accessibility forums suggest that Apple may have made this decision due to the large file sizes of audio menu data and the logistics of including multiple audio languages on each device. Although this may be true, it is unfortunate that people who are blind or vision impaired are unlikely to find a retailer who can identify which IPod has the spoken menus feature, or provide instructions on how the menus can be enabled.   

Further information on the spoken menus feature can be found on the Apple iPod accessibility site: http://www.apple.com/accessibility/itunes/vision.html


SlotMusic backed by ‘big four’ as accessible CD replacement 

SanDisk, one of the world’s largest manufacturers of computer memory storage, recently announced the arrival of a new physical music format called SlotMusic.

The new format, supported by the world’s ‘big four’ music labels, Warner, Universal, Sony and EMI, consists of a MicroSD memory card which contains an album of songs in an MP3 computer file format. The tiny but solid card can be plugged directly into most modern mobile phones, portable music players and netbook laptop computers for instant music playback. 

Although digital music has been successfully distributed for several years through online services such as Apple iTunes, SlotMusic offers great potential in improving music access due to the MP3 files having no Digital Rights Management (DRM) encryption. This means that the music can be copied and moved to any device, improving the availability of digital music on propriety devices often used by people with disabilities. This is permitted under changes to Australian copyright law in 2007, so long as it is for private use. 

Trial SlotMusic albums have already been released in the US, with a larger rollout expected towards the end of the year. Should the format be successful, it is likely that SlotMusic would ultimately replace the ageing CD format. There is currently no release date for a large scale SlotMusic rollout in Australia. Further information can be found on the Wired news website: http://www.wired.com/gadgets/portablemusic/news/2008/09/portfolio_0922

US online video increases in popularity

Recent research has indicated that 63% of American consumers have watched a video through a web browser in the past year. This is an increase of 32% since last year. The increase is largely due to the popularity of personally-created videos placed on sites such as YouTube and the increase in video players created by the US commercial networks. 

The increase in online video usage also highlights the restrictions of video access for people with disabilities. Most video-on-demand services offered by commercial networks have limited captioning support, despite featuring captions in the original television broadcast. Live television streamed on the Internet also generally lacks the accessibility features of the original broadcast. 

In Australia, popular streaming video services include YouTube and the recently launched ABC iView. Further information on US online video usage can be found on the CNET news: http://news.cnet.com/8301-1023_3-10052220-93.html?tag=newsEditorsPicksArea.0


European e-Inclusion Awards 2008 

The European Union holds annual e-Inclusion Awards which recognise technological innovations that go beyond the formal requirements of access. This is an excellent strategy that encourages improvement and originality by access leaders whilst also providing models for other EU members to follow.

Medallists in the category of e-accessibility were:

• Apex (Czech Republic) 

Audio way finding system that allows blind and vision impaired people to navigate independently. 

• Enable Ireland (Ireland) 

Enable Ireland provides information and resources for people with disabilities.

• Informatica del Ayuntamiento de Madrid (Spain) 

Allows people with disabilities to plan an appropriate route to shops, public transport and leisure facilities. The system also translates the geographic environment into a textual description. 

• Medicton Group (Czech Republic) 

Medicton's I4Control system is an assistive technology that enables people with motor disorders to use eye movements to control their PCs and televisions. 

• Synscenter Refsnæs (Denmark) 

Synscenter Refsnæs, the Danish Centre for Visual Impairment, has pioneered RoboBraille, an email based translation service that automates the translation process and empowers visually impaired users to have electronic documents converted into either synthetic speech or braille on demand. 

More information on the awards can be found here: http://www.e-inclusionawards.eu/


Will accessibility survive the financial crisis?

Commentary – Dr Scott Hollier

There is a great deal of discussion on blogs and in Internet chat rooms regarding the impact of the 2008 world financial crisis. If ten analysts were asked a few months ago what the future was likely to hold for tech innovation, ten different answers would have been given. Now the gloomy outlook is more unified, and access levels are likely to suffer. 

On the surface, it appears that little has changed in the tech development industry: no major tech company to date has collapsed, and the manufacturing of new products continues. However, underneath the status quo perception, it is clear that concern is mounting as many new product launches have been delayed due to the financial crisis taking all the media coverage, and a significant drop in the price of tech stocks means less capital for future product innovation. New tech start-ups have delayed their entry into the stock market, and consumers are also hesitant to spend money during difficult times, so they will be less likely to take a chance on new products. A combination of less money for development, a delay in new products and less consumer interest all add up to trouble in the tech industry. 

So how does this relate to access? When looking back to the last recession in the late 1980s and early 1990s, innovation in assistive technology and universal design slowed notably. This was mainly due to a change of emphasis in the development cycle. Generally the creation of a new product focuses on its availability to the mass market, followed by revisions that benefit the remainder of the population. For example, Microsoft Windows did not have any accessibility features in its initial release, and only incorporated them after mainstream popularity. The same can be said for most popular consumer devices such as the television and the inclusion of captioning, or the DVD format and audio description. During difficult times, the product revision part of the process is seen as unnecessary, and focus is shifted elsewhere. 

The fear now is that with companies having less capital and reduced consumer demand, the gap between innovation and access inclusion is likely to slow again, or in a worst-case scenario, stop altogether. The most recent mainstream product to include access features is the iPod Nano, an inclusion that is already having a significant impact on the availability of affordable portable music to people who are blind or vision impaired. Yet if companies have to reduce their expenditure and focus on the mass market, will this be the last accessibility feature added to a mainstream product for a while? 

The good news is that many organisations, including Media Access Australia, will continue to work with industry and government to promote the concepts of universal access for consumers, and this time around many countries including the United States and members of the European Union have legislative frameworks to ensure that in certain situations, products are required to have access features.   

The key message for industry during these difficult times is to break the two-stage innovation cycle and instead incorporate access as an essential out-of-the-box service. If capital is limited, and less products are to be released, it’s even more important that they meet the needs of all consumers. It’s also likely that if a product is beneficial enough, people will buy it even during a financial crisis.  

So will the financial crisis affect the inclusion of access in mainstream consumer products? Probably, but it’s still too early to tell. Perhaps this time of reflection about the future of the tech industry will give both producers and consumers a chance to reconsider the importance of access, getting new products right the first time. 


OpenOffice 3.0 for Mac integrates with built-in accessibility tools

OpenOffice.org, the manufacturer of OpenOffice, has just released version 3.0 of its popular free application suite. Although previous versions have been popular across many platforms, the new version for Mac OS X has gained particular attention due to its integration with the built-in Mac OS X accessibility features. 

Since Mac OS 10.4, Apple computers have been industry leaders in providing out-of-the-box accessibility features. For example, all current Apple computers include a fully featured text-to-speech program called VoiceOver in the operating system, and a fully featured screen magnification program to assist people who are blind or vision impaired. As a comparison, equivalent programs under Windows must be purchased from a third-party assistive technology specialist.  

However, despite the benefits of a Mac’s accessibility features, it does not currently work with the Microsoft Office suite due to the way in which the graphical interface has been programmed. As a result, a significant number of people who could benefit from the free accessibility features of a Mac use a PC instead, purchasing the additional software required for effective access under Windows. 

The release of OpenOffice 3.0 has the potential to remove this barrier through its integration with the Mac’s accessibility tools, giving people with disabilities the opportunity to use productivity software. 

Further information on the release of OpenOffice 3.0 for Mac can be found on the MacWorld website: http://www.macworld.co.uk/macsoftware/news/index.cfm?newsid=23130&pagtype=allchandate


New US law redefines ‘basic’ broadband speed, allows data collection

The US President recently signed into law an Act that facilitates the collection of data regarding broadband access. The Broadband Data Act focuses on allowing the Federal government to collect data relating to the number and geographical location of broadband connections, and changes the definition of ‘basic’ broadband in the United States to 768Kbps. Previously, 200Kbps was considered a ‘high’ level. 
Although legally significant, most of these changes have already been implemented by Internet providers and Federal regulators during the course of the year. 

By comparison, a 2007 OECD report labelled Australia’s broadband among the slowest and most expensive in the world. Media Access Australia, in partnership with CTN and ACE, has also published a report on the need to address local broadband access issues. 

Further information on the new US law can be found on the Yahoo! News website: http://tech.yahoo.com/news/cnet/20081010/tc_cnet/83011357831006373438
 
Further information on the OECD report can be found on the ZDNet Australia website: http://tech.yahoo.com/news/cnet/20081010/tc_cnet/83011357831006373438

The Media Access Australia report titled ‘Accessible Broadband for All Australians’ can be downloaded from here: http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=191&Itemid=84


YouTube introduces captioning translation service 

YouTube, the world’s leading video sharing website, has introduced a new service allowing users of the site to select a captioned or subtitled video and change the text into a different language in real-time. The feature can be enabled by clicking on the lower-right of the video player window, which brings up a drop-down menu with 36 language options. 

The caption translation feature is highly significant as it demonstrates how traditional access features can be expanded within the scope of new media to create an opportunity for users who wish to watch captioned videos in their native language. Further information on the captioning translation feature can be found on the CNET News website: http://news.cnet.com/8301-17939_109-10081109-2.html?tag=newsEditorsPicksArea.0
  

Windows 7 pre-beta features improved zoom functionality and support for netbooks

Windows 7, Microsoft’s forthcoming operating system, appears to feature several accessibility improvements such as enhanced zoom functionality and netbook support. 

The pre-beta version was recently distributed at the Microsoft Professional Developers Conference (PDC) and a review of the product stated that “A new accessibility feature is the Windows Key: the plus key gives the screen an instant zoom, and the minus key returns the resolution to the normal size.”  

Previous versions of Windows such as XP and Vista have been widely criticised for not incorporating full-featured accessibility tools available in other operating systems such as Mac OS X and some Linux variants. Microsoft has published a link to the review in their accessibility blog, indicating that they will release additional information about the accessibility features of Windows 7 at a conference in January 2009. 

Another known accessibility improvement of Windows 7 includes its ability to run on netbook computers, the popular, low-cost, ultraportable laptops. Currently most netbooks featuring a Microsoft operating system rely on Windows XP due to the perceived sluggish performance of Windows Vista. 

Windows 7 is due for release either at the end of 2009 or the start of 2010. Further information on the pre-beta review can be found on the CNEY Reviews website: http://reviews.cnet.com/windows/windows-7-prebeta-build/4505-3672_7-33357386.html?tag=txt%20

DVDs


Access on new release DVDs
A check of new release DVDs in November has shown that captioning rates have remained steady since the last report. Audio description is however making up some ground compared to international levels.  

Captioning in November was recorded at a rate of 54% (this includes titles that are English subtitled as well), and audio description at 11% (compared to 9% in the previous report). 93 titles were researched.  Internationally for the same period, 77% of titles were captioned/subtitled and 13% audio described.  

Of the titles researched, two Roadshow Entertainment titles Feel the Noise and Pathology were audio described locally.

The titles for this research are collated bimonthly from a number of sources: an audio described DVD list from the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB) in the UK, Blockbuster Video in Ultimo NSW, and the UK and USA Amazon websites.  


MAA launches new DVD complaint form
For the last couple of years Media Access Australia has been working with the DVD industry, consumer groups and the Australian Human Rights Commission to increase DVD accessibility through the use of captions and audio description. One of the outcomes of this working group was the release of a specific email address for consumers to voice their disappointment over the lack of access on DVDs they wished to watch.  

To improve consumer access to the complaints process, MAA has introduced an easy-to-use online complaints form, similar to the television complaints system for captioning that has been running for several years. The new page can be found under the DVD main menu link on MAA’s website.

The page is primarily for consumers to make the comments, but also for MAA and the DVD industry to be able to gain better knowledge of the general public’s issues with DVD accessibility.

CINEMA

Hoyts adds new open caption film information to its website

Hoyts Cinemas, which shows captioned films at its Carousel, Perth and Belconnen, ACT cinemas, has added a new feature to its website for open captioned films. 

By selecting either ‘Now Showing’ or ‘Coming Soon’ from the Hoyts homepage, you can easily view what’s currently showing and what’s coming up with captions. Films are clearly marked ‘Open Captions’ with white text on a black background.  A synopsis of the film, its rating, running time and cast are also included on this page.  
For films that are now showing, there is the option to purchase tickets online via this page.  

Perth and ACT cinema visitors can view this information on the Hoyts website: http://hoyts.ninemsn.com.au/default.asp

Captioning in Australian cinemas

Open captioned movie screenings from June 2008 to August 2008 included:

Star Was: The Clone Wars
Tropic Thunder
Baby Mama
Hellboy 2: The Golden Army
Wall-E
Step Brothers
Eagle Eye
Body of Lies
Max Payne
Death Race
Rock’n’Rolla
Nights in Rodanthe
Traitor

These open captioned movies showed at:

Sydney – Greater Union George St
Melbourne – Village Cinemas, The Jam Factory
Adelaide – Greater Union Megaplex Marion
Canberra – Hoyts Belconnen
Brisbane – Greater Union/Hoyts, Queen St Mall
Perth – Hoyts Carousel, Cannington
Darwin – BCC Casuarina
Hobart – Village Hobart
Newcastle – Greater Union Glendale
Maroochydore – BCC Sunshine Plaza

Between September and November 2008, the average difference in days between the captioned release of each title and the general release was 18 days. From October 2005 to the end of August 2008, the average was 16 days.

No audio description in existing Australian cinemas

The DTS Access System is currently used in ten cinemas across Australia for showing captioned movies. The system has the capability of showing audio described films if an added module costing a few thousand dollars is purchased. A further purchase, if not already owned, of an induction loop, infra-red or FM ‘broadcaster’ and headsets for patrons to receive the description would allow these cinemas to have audio described screenings. Many access disks that are used to show the captions also have audio description tracks.

Of the 153 movies shown with captions since 5 October 2006, 101 movies (66%) also had an audio description track, which means they could have been accessed by blind and vision impaired patrons, had the cinemas been equipped with the audio description component of the system.

______________________________________________________________
THE ARTS

Cultural Ministers Council puts arts and accessibility under the spotlight

In February 2008, ministers responsible for culture and the arts in Australia agreed that the Cultural Ministers Council (CMC) should develop a National Arts and Disability Strategy. 

This national strategy will improve coordination and collaboration across governments, helping to ensure that all Australians with a disability have the opportunity to engage fully in arts and cultural activities. The strategy will complement the overarching National Disability Strategy and the National Mental Health and Disability Employment Strategy (both currently being developed) as well as existing strategies in Australia.

The CMC working group developing the strategy called for public submissions and Media Access Australia has lodged a submission. This focuses on audio description and captioning in cinemas, live theatre, museums & galleries, and on DVD. The submission shows comparisons with international markets and levels of accessibility, as well as highlighting international programs and policies that could be adapted in Australia to achieve greater involvement of people with disabilities in the arts.  

For more information on the CMC’s National Arts and Disability Strategy visit this website: http://www.cmc.gov.au/working_groups/national_arts_and_disability_strategy_working_group


VocalEyes – ten years on

In October 2008, the UK’s leading audio description organisation, VocalEyes, celebrated its tenth anniversary with an audio described performance of the musical Les Miserables.

Executive Director Judy Dixey and co-founder and audio describer Andrew Holland were recently interviewed for a tenth anniversary celebratory CD. They took listeners through the developments of VocalEyes up to today and the changes they would like to see in the future.  

Primarily established as a description service for people to access the theatre, VocalEyes has grown to cover musicals, opera, dance, museums, galleries and heritage sites. Its most recent service addition is that of architecture – providing audio description of iconic London buildings such as the Royal Albert Hall, The O2 arena and the Paul O’Gorman building during the London Festival of Architecture.   

“We had a phenomenal response this summer with the London Festival of Architecture in describing five buildings. We are going to carry on; that will now be a regular element of our portfolio because we had so many people who were really excited by it,” said Judy Dixey.  

Holland talked about the changes over the years in script development processes for describers. When he was first trained he was told “not to talk to the actors or director as they would tell you what they wanted you to see,” but thought that hearing what they wanted to come across was a good thing, and that the description had to take that into account. Discarding any information that’s too partial is a skill, but generally actors and directors are artists and they want to express something. For a describer to know this is incredibly important and was part of the changes made over the years to script development processes.  

Holland believes that a lot has been established in the first ten years, and the challenge now is to increase acceptance of AD.
 
Dixey had similar aspirations for the future and would like to get audio description better known and appreciated. “I want the audience to know more about it, the people who at the moment aren’t necessarily interested in it to know more about it. I want it to be appreciated, that it’s a professional skill, that it is a phenomenal amount of work and needs to be respected, and the needs of describers when they’re doing their job to be respected.” Of the theatres, “they are our partners; they are a distinct element of making a success of what we do”.  

The message is clear from VocalEyes: that audio description is approached by describers, directors and venues in a collaborative and professional manner, and that the service becomes part and parcel of the regular services offered to arts patrons. 

For more information, see: http://www.vocaleyes.co.uk/
 


