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Australian Caption Centre
The Australian Caption Centre is a national, not-for-profit public benevolent institution established in 1982. For over 20 years, the Australian Caption Centre has provided captioning services. Currently, the Australian Caption Centre supplies four of the national television networks (ABC, SBS, Nine Network and Network Ten) with these services for live, fast turnaround and pre-recorded programming.  It also captions television commercials, DVDs and videos and provides transcription, translation, subtitling and video services.   

Regulatory Framework
Current legislation under the Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act 1998 requires that all free-to-air broadcasters close caption 100% of prime time television programs, as well as all news and current affairs programs outside these hours. A subsequent HREOC agreement has seen overall captioning requirements on free-to-air television stations set at 55% of 6:00 AM to midnight by the end of December 2005, and 70% by the end of 2007. 

HREOC negotiations have also led to the launch of captioning on Pay TV services in 2004, with a total of 25% of programming across a minimum of 40 channels to be captioned within 5 years of the service providers’ enabling of their digital channels. 

Although the review poses a number of questions, this submission deals only with those that are directly related to captioning as a component of the current licensing requirements.
Part 2: Conditions under which new entrants operate

Comment is sought on the following issues:

2.1) Whether a new commercial television broadcasting licensee with (initially at least) a smaller audience should be subject to the same degree of regulation e.g. in relation to:

> general licence conditions

2.3) Whether there should be differences in licence conditions between existing and new entrants, and if so, whether these should be limited in duration (e.g. until the end of the simulcast period or until the broadcaster reaches a certain market share)

Part 3: Conversion of datacasting licences after 1 January 2007

3.3) If datacasting transmitter licensees are permitted to provide commercial television broadcasting services, what conditions should apply to those services (e.g. should they be the same as for existing commercial television licensees)
Currently commercial television stations are required to provide captioning as a condition of their licence; there are no technical factors that would impede the provision of captions on a new commercial television station. The current level of captioning required across both the broadcast and subscription television industries - including previous experience with the captioning of digital multichannels throughout the existence of the ABC’s FlyTV – has seen the development of captioning services that are well resourced and capable of providing captioning for a number of different production time frames, including pre-recorded, fast turn-around and live productions, to be broadcast in both analog and digital.

Section B6 of the Explanatory Memorandum accompanying the digital television legislation states that the captioning regulations apply to both digital and analog services and the same Memorandum (Section B4) outlines the reasoning behind this:

“The extension of the standards to broadcasters’ digital and analog transmissions ensures that deaf and hearing impaired viewers who currently view captioning on an analog television receiver will benefit from the commencement of digital services.”  

The legislation was framed for the introduction of digital television yet includes   analog services with regard to captioning. 

Available resources

The captions are created as teletext data (which is then used for the analog transmission) and this data is fed into the digital multiplexer, along with picture, sound and other information.  The various elements are converted and combined to provide output in the required DVB Teletext standard.  This is then transmitted within the digital signal transport stream and is decoded by a digital set-top box or other digital receiver and the captions are displayed.  High Definition digital transmissions are dealt with in a similar fashion (ie the captions are copied from the standard definition signal onto the HD signal in the multiplexer, and plans for a native HD caption data format are ensuring backwards compatibility with teletext). 
When the digital television legislation was being drafted there were some concerns about the ability of local captioning organisations to cope with rapid growth in demand for captioning beyond the initial mandated quotas.  The industry, and subsequently the ability to deal with significant growth has changed.  

The three commercial and two public free-to-air networks, as well as regional stations all broadcast captions for extended periods. Subscription television channels have also commenced captioning, to increase over the next 3 years as a result of a HREOC agreement.  Furthermore, free-to-air stations are now starting to use the additional capacity of digital multichanneling.  Captioning to accommodate these requirements is all being covered by either independent Australian captioning organisations or in-house captioners.

Additionally, companies such as the Australian Caption Centre are seeking further business, including overseas captioning work.  There is significant capacity, as well as the ability to expand that capacity in relatively short time, to cope with any additional work generated by an additional free-to-air channel.

A new channel is likely to have live-to-air programming which would require captioning.  Again, with the build up of realtime resources in Australia, especially with the improvement of remote stenocaptioning techniques, the likely demand of an additional channel could be accommodated relatively easily.

In conclusion, we see no technical, logistical or resource issues that would prevent a new licensee from complying with existing captioning quotas mandated by legislation or delegated authorities.   

