30 January 2011 Interview with Chris Mikul
(I: Interviewer   P: Participant)
I:
Australians who are blind and vision impaired can look forward to a number of developments in access to television, DVDs, cinema, the internet and digital technology this year.  Over the next three weeks we will be chatting with the Media Access Australia team about their outlook for 2011.  This week we have Project Manager, Chris Mikul with us to discuss how television access is shaping up for 2011.  Hello Chris.
P:
Hello Roberta.

I:
How nice to talk to you again.

P:
Indeed.

I:
So Chris, how is the year looking?

P:
Well, I’ve got to say, I’m pretty confident that it’s going to be a very good year.  There’s, the tone of it I suppose has been set by the government’s Media Access Review which viewers might know about:  It’s a review that has sort of dragged on for a few years and we were sort of despairing about ever seeing any results from it, I must say, but they finally released the final report in early December and it’s got some really terrific stuff in it.  Lots of stuff that we’ve been pushing for in the world of captioning for a long time, captioning for the deaf…

I:
Mm-hm.

P:
…but also the exciting thing is the, they’ve announced a trial of audio description on ABC Television for later this year.

I:
Yes indeed.  Now Chris can you tell us a little bit more about that?

P:
Okay, now there’s not a huge amount of detail yet, and I suppose I do have to just interrupt my huge optimism momentarily just to say that in the report it says that the trial is still subject to funding approval.  Now we are hoping that that is basically is a formality, that just the Department of Finance or whoever has to sign off on it, but we’re pretty sure that the government is determined to go ahead with it.  What it will be is, it will be conducted over 13 weeks in the second half of 2011, and it will be on ABC1, so the main ABC channel, and it will consist of 14 hours of audio described programmes a day which is actually huge.  It just means that…

I:
Oh, it’s considerable, isn’t it?
P:
…for that time
they will be actually broadcasting more than, more audio description than any other channel in the world.  So it’s very exciting.  

I:
Well, I think it’s only right that our ABC should be the first, don’t you?

P:
Exactly, that’s right.  Yes.

I:
So how will people receive the audio description during the trial?

P:
Now, not everyone is going to be able to receive it.  The situation with audio description is that it’s a second audio track that gets broadcast with the main audio track, so you do need a digital TV or a set-top box that receives that second track.  Now we know that there are already models of TV on the market that do receive that:  Sony is one brand where we know they have models available.  There’s a couple of other brands that’s also the case, and also I know that there’s some work behind the scenes to get some set-top boxes on the market that do that.  So what I should emphasise to people though is, this is not so much to get a audio description service happening for the general public.  It’s to sort out a lot of technical issues:  how to incorporate the AD in the broadcasting system; how much it’s going to cost; what the production process will be.  To be honest there’s a lot of negativity about audio description within the Australian TV industry:  there’s people saying it’s too hard, it’s going to cost too much, dah, dah, dah.  So this trial will answer all of those questions and as soon as you see 14 hours of AD pumping out on the ABC it’s going to be hard for them to argue that it’s not possible to do it.  So it’s an essential step in getting a full service underway.

I:
Mm, and we were just talking the other week about how important it is to get the feedback from it too.

P:
Yeah, yeah, and look, I’m sort of just guessing, but I suspect that the government will sort of organise something to make sure that, you know, certain people do get the proper receiver so that they can actually get good feedback from people, and yeah, away we go.

I:
Mm, well an overview of the government’s Media Access Review is available on the Media Access Australia website, and that is simply:  mediaaccess.org.au or you can phone Chris and the Media Access team on 02 9212 6242 for any enquiries.  That number again:  02 9212 6242.  So make sure that you tune in next week when we’ll have Media Access Australia’s Accessible Cinema and DVD expert, Ally Woodford in the studio.  But for now, Chris thank you very much.

P:
Thanks Roberta.

I:
I’ve been speaking with Chris Mikul, Project Manager for TV at Media Access Australia, and Media Access Australia are supporters of this programme.
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