22 May 2011 Interview with Chris Mikul

(I: Roberta   P: Chris Mikul)

I:
With us today is Chris Mikul, Project Manager of Media Access Australia. Chris is going to talk about a new audio description study that has been done in the United Kingdom and I find it very interesting and I hope you will too. Welcome, Chris. 

P:
Hi, Roberta. 

I:
What was the study about?

P:
Okay, basically it looked at – it was carried out, firstly, by the Royal National Institute of Blind People or RNIB – and it was looking at the subject of the trade in audio description files, which is starting to happen around the world, which makes perfect sense, given that audio descriptions are sort of fairly expensive to produce. So if you’ve described something in one country, it’s no point in doing it in another country, so specifically it was showing some British users of audio description. What they thought of descriptions that were produced in America. Now up until now, I think just about all, if not all the description on British TV is actually done in Britain, whether it is American programmes or British programmes, so this was essentially getting a group of blind and vision impaired people to have a look at some descriptions, American descriptions of British and American programmes and to say what they thought of them.

I:
And what did they think?

P:
Well, there’s differences in – obviously there’s differences in things like the accent of the describer and the words they use. Say for example, American’s would say trash where as in the UK or here we would say garbage and things like that. 

I:
I think there’s another one, too. A dress and a frock.

P:
That’s right.

I:
That used to be a bit of a contentious one as well.

P:
That’s right. And, you know, lift and elevator and all of those sort of things, so obviously there’s stuff like that. There are interesting differences in the styles of the two, though. I mean, they’re both essentially trying to do the same thing, which is describe all of the necessary action that the viewer needs to get to follow the story, but it’s interesting, it sort of actually divides down into sort of national stereotypes almost, because British audio description tends to be a little bit more reserved and …

I:
Really?

P:
A little bit more, yeah, neutral and American, it, you know, I’m generalising a little bit here, but Americans describers can get a little bit more excited, I suppose, about the subject matter and their description tends to be a little faster. A little bit more rapid fire. So yeah, I mean, I’ve seen some action movies, for example, where there’s shoot outs and planes roaring over head and the describers are getting quite excited about the whole thing and I don’t think there’s any sort of right or wrong. I think that style sort of fits some programmes and not others and so on and so, I mean, everyone’s ultimately trying to do the same thing.

I:
Well, Chris, what were the findings of the study?

P:
Well, essentially, look, the overwhelming response was, “Look, we don't really care about where it comes from as long as the audio description is good quality.”  And everything that needs to be described is, then people weren’t really fazed by the accent and the differences in style and indeed, if it leads overall to more audio description then people thought that was a very good thing. And some people actually thought that it was good that the description was done in the country of origin. Of course, you know, it makes sense. If you’re watching an American movie, lots of accents and you suddenly have a British audio describer coming in with plummy tones, it sort of – it’s a bit distracting.

I:
So any news about the Australian audio description trial?

P:
Yes, well, this is the big question. 

I:
Uh-huh.

P:
Look, no. There was no specific mention of it in the budget, which did sort of disappoint a few people, ‘cause there was some expectation that it would be in there, but all is not lost. We believe that there’s work being done behind the scenes and that there, you know, ways to fund it and we’re still pretty confident that it’s going to go ahead.

I:
Oh, well, I’ll be hearing more about that a little bit later.

P:
Yeah. We should hear about that fairly soon, I would think.

I:
It might be lumped in with, like, communication or something like that.

P:
Oh, yeah. I mean, you know, in the scheme of things, it’s not a huge cost and yeah, as I say, yeah …

I:
Yeah. No, it’ll happen.

P:
We’re still pretty confident. It’ll happen, yeah.
I:
Well, if you want to know more about audio description, Media Access Australia have a website and it’s a beauty. www.mediaaccess.org.au and you can also contact them on info@mediaaccess.org.au or phone (02) 9212 6242. (02) 9212 6242. Thank you, Chris.

P:
No worries, Roberta.

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