 13 June 2010 Interview with Chris Michael
(I: Interviewer    P: Participant)

I:
I have with me today Chris Michael, Project Manager for Media Access Australia.  And we’ll be briefly discussing some developments in making television and TV equipment more accessible.  Welcome Chris.   
P:
Hello, Roberta.  
I:
Now, what are some of those developments?
P:
Okay, most of this is happening in the UK.  And some of it is being driven by subscription TV over there.  What Sky has done, which is the British equivalent of Foxtel, is they’ve changed their electronic program guide so that as you flick through the channels, if you come to a program that is audio described, you hear a beep, which is very useful.  And the other thing that’s happening which is, potentially has big ramifications, is that there’s work being done behind the scenes to make, or to give electronic program guides a text to speech function.  So this is the program guide that basically if you’ve got a digital TV, you’ll have that guide.  And people are increasingly using these instead of paper guides.  So it’s…
I:
Yeah, I do, too.

P:
… really important.  So, yes, that’s potentially something that could be used right across the board, so you would, all you’d need to do is hit a button on your remote, and then anything that’s displayed on your screen would be read out to you.
I:
So is it true that there is now a talking set top box?  

P:
There is.  It hasn’t actually been released on the market yet.  But the development was sort of finished late last year or early this year.  People might have heard of it, it’s called the Chatter Box.  It’s developed by the World National Institute of Blind People, and an electronic company called Ocean Blue.  And apparently yes, it all works fairly well, and once again, hopefully that’s sort of going to make it out to here eventually.  
I:
So that was my next question, will it be available in Australia, and have you got any inkling at all?  I know that it’s hard to pinpoint.

P:
Look, it’s hard to pinpoint dates, but the situation is that almost all electronic equipment in Australia is imported.  They have to make this little, slight difference to it, to local broadcast conditions, but once the feature exists, then it’s transferable.  So I am expecting all of this sort of stuff to eventually reach our shores.  One of the good things that’s happening is that people might be aware that the government has a systems scheme for helping people to switch from analogue to digital TV.  So if you have a disability, or you are on pension or, there’s a few other categories, but essentially a technician will go to your house, give you a set top box, install it for you and show you how it works, and all that sort of stuff.  Now the good thing that’s happening is, when they are tendering for the equipment supplies to supply these boxes, they’ve now put in a request that it has a talking menu.  Now again, it’s not going to happen overnight, but it does show that the government is thinking about these things and being a little bit proactive.  And who knows, some electronics equipment suppliers in Australia might think, okay, this will give me the edge, and I’ll do it.  Because the thing is, all of this stuff, there’s a real momentum across the board for speech to text menus on Internet sites and all of this sort of stuff.  So things are gradually developing here. 

I:
And I’m finding that things are happening quite fast, though, Chris. 
P:
Yeah, yeah, it’s really encouraging, actually.  Just in the last year or so.  

I:
Now, what’s happening with audio description on Australian TV?  And why are you sniggering?

P:
Well, this is the eternal question.  We are still waiting for the final report from the government’s digital access review.  And some of us are getting grey hairs, I’m afraid, waiting for this to come out.  We have had some sort of hints of what might be in that final report, though, and we are pretty sure that they are going to back an audio description trial on ABC TV, which is essentially the first step in getting it happening here – letting people know what it is, what it looks like, what it sounds like, how it’s done and all that sort of stuff.  So, fingers crossed, we are still waiting, but hopefully, hopefully soon.  Possibly even before the next election.

I:
Oh, that would be something, wouldn’t it?  Now, I think I should get our listeners involved here, Chris.  And listeners, if you are interested in getting involved to help make AD happen here in Australia, please email to info@mediaaccess.org.au, or you can use the phone, call them up on (02) 9212 6242.  That’s (02) 9212 6242.  And if you’d like to learn more about audio description, visit www.audiodescription.com.au .  Thank you, Chris Michael, for this today.  

P:
Thank you, Roberta.

I:
I’ve been speaking with Chris, Project Manager from Media Access Australia.  And Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.  
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