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INTRODUCTION
Information and the technology of information processing and transmission are central to modern social and economic life. In its effect on the social, economic and democratic participation of people with sensory and other disabilities, access to information is at least as important as access to the built environment or transport.
In 2006, NDS prepared a policy paper for the Australian Government which argued that the Government (in partnership with relevant industry associations) should promote the adoption of universal design principles for information provision. The paper underlined the potential of electronic communication and the Internet. It recommended that the needs of people with disability be integrated into the Australian Government’s e-government strategy.

It also recommended the establishment of a single reference point for people seeking advice about information access. While there exists a range of government and non-government initiatives pertinent to information access, information providers who want to render their information products accessible to people with disability face a complex and obscure path. Most would not know where to begin.

NDS also previously called on all governments to support the concept of universal design which, when applied to information, would ensure that information systems and products are designed to enable access by everyone, including those with sensory loss.

NDS welcomes the opportunity to provide specific comment on the critical need for access to the electronic media. This submission focuses primarily on the need to provide access to electronic media for people who are blind or vision-impaired. It also supports Deafness Forum Australia’s call for expanded coverage of captioning for people who are Deaf or hearing-impaired.
CAPTIONING – DISPLAYING THE SPOKEN
Captions are vital if one in six Australians
 who currently have some form of hearing impairment are to access entertainment and informational electronic media. 
NDS supports the Deafness Forum Australia in its call for:

· 100 per cent captioning of TV programs 24 hours a day by 2012 when digital TV is due to be introduced
· Captioning on any TV program to be retained if it moves to another timeslot or channel

· DVDs of TV programs to be produced with captioning

· DVDs produced overseas with captioning to be released in Australia with captioning intact
· 100 per cent captioning of online downloadable material

· Quality of captioning to be included in industry guidelines and a criterion introduced that enables complaints to be made about poor captioning 
AUDIO DESCRIPTION – THE VISUAL MADE VERBAL
Audio description (AD) is the descriptive narration of all the visual elements of a TV program, movie, DVD, performance or other media, giving access to people who are blind or vision-impaired, without interfering with the original soundtrack. To achieve this, narrators and producers, working together, blend the narrative elements of the production with the video using specialised equipment. AD may be pre-recorded and delivered as an option for television programs or DVDs, or it may be performed live, for example, for a theatrical performance.

An estimated 500,000 Australians are vision-impaired. They include 50,000 who are blind, 4,000 of whom have a form of deafblindness. Without audio description, this population is denied access to electronic media. By 2024 the total number of people affected by vision loss will increase to nearly 800,000
 causing a significantly increased demand for access to audio-described material and programs.
It is imperative that increased access to AD in the electronic media is accompanied by national guidelines for quality control. AD is a kind of literary art form – a few well-chosen words conjure vivid images. Quality audio description requires quality trained audio describers
. Poorly or inadequately audio-described media can fail in its goal of improving understanding of the material or program. Avenues for complaints about poor audio description should be covered by national guidelines.
Drawing on the UK experience, access to AD in Australia will need to be accompanied by a national awareness campaign.

AD in Cinemas
Currently there is no audio description in Australian cinemas. The DTS Access System used in ten cinemas across Australia for showing captioned movies 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 115 movies shown with captions since October 2006, 76 movies (66%) had an AD track, which means they could have been accessed by people who are blind or vision-impaired had the cinemas been equipped with the audio-description component of the system.

AD on Television

There are no legislative or regulatory benchmarks that ensure the provision of audio description on free-to-air or subscription television. As AD is a relatively new concept in Australia, television channels and networks struggle to fulfil legal captioning requirements and have not made plans to introduce AD in the near future. The market for AD on television is much more developed in the United Kingdom and United States.
In the United Kingdom, after years of campaigning by the Royal National Institute of the Blind (RNIB), the BBC, ITV and Channel 4 have agreed to broadcast their AD on Sky. It means people with sight problems in over seven million homes with Sky will be able to get audio description. RNIB’s campaigning
 focused on ensuring that the equipment needed to receive AD is available and on increasing the target for the proportion of programs that are audio described by 20%. RNIB reports some success with the UK Government and Digital UK agreeing that the set top box available under the BBC’s ‘Help’ scheme must deliver AD. RNIB is now focusing on the lack of a talking on-screen program guide. 
Under quotas set and monitored by Ofcom (Office of Communications)
, the major free-to-air TV stations (including BBC1, BBC2 and Channel 4) must broadcast at least 10% of their programs with AD in 2008. In March this year, an Audio Description Awareness Campaign, a joint project of television broadcasters and RNIB, coordinated by Ofcom was run over six weeks. Ofcom decided to run the campaign when it found that only 40% of the general population and 37% of the vision-impaired community knew about the service.

In the USA, a study conducted by the American Foundation for the Blind revealed that people who are blind or vision-impaired watch television about 24 hours per week. But for a televised drama, the music score, several bits of dialogue and a few precious sound effects provide the only aural clues to the staged action.
In areas where a local television station is equipped to participate, a special audio channel (SAP, Secondary Audio Program) is available on stereo televisions to receive the described narrations inserted between portions of dialogue in the original soundtrack. WGBH in Boston began its Descriptive Video Service in the mid 1980s. More recently, its ‘MoPix’ program offers description (combined with rear-window captioning) for first-run feature films in cinemas. The National Captioning Institute, a leader in media access for over 20 years, provides closed captioning for 65,000 hours of TV each year. Now, its Described Media division produces description for a broad range of American broadcast television including Sesame Street, feature films, and a myriad of programs on cable and network channels.

AD on DVD

There is minimal AD access to DVD in Australia. Ad hoc surveys at DVD stores show that less than 2% of mainstream titles carry AD. In some cases where AD is actually on the disc, there is no mention of that on the disc cover or the labelling is inconsistent and unclear: the widely known AD symbol is not commonly used on DVD.

DVDs themselves offer a method of choosing the audio track through the disc’s own menu system. However, these menus vary from title to title and do not talk, making it difficult for a person who is blind to select the AD independently.

Most DVDs contain extra features such as deleted scenes, alternative endings and gag reels but these are rarely audio-described.
Recently, NDS in conjunction with the Australian Blindness Forum, expressed disappointment to the Australian Government that audio description was not treated as an integral part of developing government information. In particular, the ‘Raising Children’ DVD, released in 2007 for distribution to parents of newborns over the next two years, was neither audio-described nor captioned. While it was understood that some captioned versions were planned, after the release, the possibility of audio description had not been explored. 

AD on Websites

In developing their websites companies typically compromise accessibility at the expense of usability, even though there is a way to achieve both.
 Accessibility is about a website being universal in its ability to be accessed by everyone regardless of disability, while usability is a measure of the quality of the user experience in regard to criteria such as effectiveness, efficiency and user satisfaction. The general rule is that accessibility should not restrict usability.

The Media Access Australia (MAA) Audio Description website is both accessible and usable because its development covered everything from colours to font size to the design, navigation and content collation of the online material. All of these factors were user tested for accessibility and usability with people who are blind and those who are vision-impaired. Much testing was conducted using screen readers – software that reads out text from the screen to the user. By writing the online content and code of the website in specific ways, the experience of a user who is blind in accessing and using a website can be vastly improved.

The goal of the Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO) is

'To build an effective network which shares knowledge, ideas, expertise and experience on e-democracy so as to achieve better community engagement, improve awareness and understanding, and facilitate successful outcomes for government and community.'
E-government, the use of information and communications technologies and particularly the Internet, aims to achieve better government that is more open and inclusive of its citizens and more efficient and effective. The Australian Government’s e-government strategy recognizes the increasingly important role of ICT in assisting government service delivery, responding to public policy issues and the needs of its citizens requires government agencies to collaborate. The ‘2006 e-government Strategy, Responsive Government: A New Service Agenda’
 provides a road map for working together to improve service delivery. However, AGIMO is yet to acknowledge the needs of people who are blind or vision-impaired and the role of access AD on websites as part of its philosophy or the Better Practice Checklist ‘Access and Equity Issues for Websites’.

AD for students who are blind or vision-impaired
Audio description is vital if students who are blind or vision-impaired are to keep pace with their sighted peers. It
· helps provide equitable educational access to curriculum support materials for students and improves learning outcomes by assisting information acquisition
· helps reduce students’ feelings of isolation and increases independence

· may assist in the acquisition of language vocabulary and reading skills through the positive interplay between the use of voice and the relevant sounds and images, creating meaning

· provides a more comprehensive and global ‘picture’ of visual media and increases understanding, facilitating comprehension

· helps to bridge the gap in an increasingly visual classroom
· facilitates the oral presentation of curriculum support material through a primary communication mode
· would provide much needed access to educational material on TV multi-channels, for example ABC2 and SBS2 
Parents who are blind or vision-impaired also need access to audio description if they are to assist their sighted children to understand the material or program, at the same time strengthening the parent/child relationship.
In the USA, the Department of Education funds the Described and Captioned Media Program (DCMP)
 to promote and provide equal access to communication and learning for students who are blind, vision-impaired, Deaf, hearing-impaired or deafblind with the aim of improving their academic achievement.
Central focus for access to electronic media
NCAM (National Center for Accessible Media) in the USA
 is a research and development facility dedicated to the issues of media and information technology for people with disabilities in their homes, schools, workplaces, and communities. NCAM's mission is to expand access to present and future media for people with disabilities; to explore how existing access technologies may benefit other populations; to represent its constituents in industry, policy and legislative circles; and to provide access to educational and media technologies for special needs students. 

NDS asks the Australian Government to establish a similar facility as a single reference point and central focus for the research into and development of access to the electronic media.
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About NATIONAL DISABILITY SERVICES

National Disability Services (NDS) is the peak industry body for non-government disability services. Its purpose is to promote and advance services for people with disability. Its membership includes 630 not-for-profit organisations, located in all parts of Australia, which collectively support people with all forms of disability. 

About AUSTRALIAN BLINDNESS FORUM
Australian Blindness Forum (ABF) was first formed as an unincorporated body in 1992, funded only by its members. On 23 April 2007, the ABF became an Australian public company limited by guarantee, funded by its members and governed by a board of directors. The purpose of the ABF is to operate as a peak body representing the blindness sector for the benefit of people who are blind or vision impaired.

� Listen Hear! The Economic Impact and Cost of Hearing Loss in Australia, a report by Access Economics, 2006


� Clear Insight, The Economic Impact and Cost of Vision Loss in Australia, an Overview, Eye Research Australia and Access Economics, 2004


� For example, Arts and Visually Impaired Audiences in Washington, USA provides training for audio describers (� HYPERLINK "http://www.artsvia.org/mission.htm" ��http://www.artsvia.org/mission.htm�) 


� Media Access Report, Issue 6, Autumn 2008, � HYPERLINK "http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/c.aspx?id=133" ��http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/c.aspx?id=133� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/code/public_rnib001952.hcsp" ��http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/code/public_rnib001952.hcsp� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofcom.org.uk/" ��http://www.ofcom.org.uk/� 


� Royal National Institute for the Blind, UK ‘Get the Picture Campaign’ at � HYPERLINK "http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/public_gtp.hcsp#P18_1056" ��http://www.rnib.org.uk/xpedio/groups/public/documents/publicwebsite/public_gtp.hcsp#P18_1056�


� ‘Audio Description: Access for All’, Joe Snyder in DisabilityWorld � HYPERLINK "http://www.disabilityworld.org/09-11_04/access/audio.shtml" ��http://www.disabilityworld.org/09-11_04/access/audio.shtml� 


� The main priority of Media Access Australia’s website � HYPERLINK "http://www.audiodescription.com.au" ��http://www.audiodescription.com.au� is to achieve both accessibility and usability


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.agimo.gov.au/government/e-government_strategy" ��http://www.agimo.gov.au/government/e-government_strategy� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.agimo.gov.au/practice/delivery/checklists" ��http://www.agimo.gov.au/practice/delivery/checklists� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.dcmp.org" ��http://www.dcmp.org� 


� � HYPERLINK "http://ncam.wgbh.org/aboutncam.html" ��http://ncam.wgbh.org/aboutncam.html� 
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