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Summary

The Australian Caption Centre thanks the Department for the opportunity to comment on the options paper released following the review of the captioning standards proposed under the BSA.

The comments provided by the Australian Caption Centre focus on issues raised in individual sections (and identified by their paragraph references), as well as general comments on the four options put forward.

The general position of the Australian Caption Centre’s first submission remains unchanged.  There are no technical or human resource reasons why any of the types of programs contemplated under the standards cannot be captioned.  

All of these types of programs have been captioned in Australia already.  Furthermore, developments such as the Seven Network’s announcement that it will caption the Sydney Olympics from 7.00pm – 11.00pm on weekdays, and 1.00pm – 11.00pm on weekends (Seven press release 13 July 1999), demonstrate that sustained live-to-air captioning of sport is achievable and practicable.  

Our only comment concerning any phasing in requirements, is that the period of time between the passage of the Television Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act 1998 and the implementation of the legislated requirements (1 January 2001) has provided captioning providers, such as the Australian Caption Centre, sufficient time in which to plan for meeting the captioning requirements of the legislation.  However, in order for the captioning requirements to be in place by the implementation date, it is important that the television networks finalise their captioning arrangements several months prior to the implementation date.  This will allow adequate time for the testing of any equipment, locking down of captioning procedures and any final training of staff.

Looking at the options proposed, nothing has changed since our submission.  All of the programs contemplated under the captioning quotas can be captioned using techniques already used in Australia.  The issue of exemptions and phase-in periods can be argued on cost and other factors, however if it is decided that the quotas should be applied in full from 2001, there is no human resource or technical reason why they cannot be implemented as planned.  

Overview of Issues and Options

Paragraph 2.10 & 2.12

It is worth noting that both the UK and USA legislation has phasing in leading to total captioning, not phasing in of a limited quota.  Furthermore, the legislation also ensured that if a network was captioning at a level above the quota that there would be no reduction in the amount of captioning on that network.  

Paragraph 2.13

Live unscripted programs such as budget speeches, election coverage, The 7.30 Report are already captioned and have been for many years.  Live sporting events are also captioned, including the AFL Grand Final. The Seven Network has recently announced that it will caption the Sydney Olympics from 7.00pm – 11.00pm on weekdays, and 1.00pm – 11.00pm on weekends, with a mix of live action and highlights.  This will be sustained over a three-week period.  

As we stated in our original submission, a number of techniques can be used to cover the range of live caption requirements.  For example, short interstitial news breaks or updates could be covered by the ‘ENR’ system as these type of programs tend to be scripted in their entirety on the newsroom computer system.  

We would also like to reiterate that the captioning environment in 2001 will be very different to today’s circumstances.  Captioning will be integrated into a television station’s operations (through external suppliers or in-house captioning departments, or a combination of both).  Instead of treating each category of program as an isolated incidence that needs separate costing, the overall requirements of the station need to be looked at.  Captioning ‘extras’, such as interstitial newsbreaks or unprogrammed updates, would be covered by captioning staff on-site, in the same way as production and presentation staff currently produce these items.  

There is no technical or human resource reason for preventing the captioning of live events.  Australian caption providers are already undertaking such services on a regular basis.  

Paragraph 2.14

In relation to the captioning of live sport, we undertook trials looking at various methods for captioning live sport which were detailed in our original submission.  The feedback from consumers was that they wanted the soundtrack of a sports commentary captioned in its entirety.  They argued that they wanted the same choice as hearing people and if it wasn’t necessary for comprehension of the event then why was the commentary included?  

Similarly, whilst the Deaf and hearing impaired organisations and individuals seemed to agree that non-English language programming that was not subtitled should be exempt, it was important to include caption information on subtitled programs.  As we 

stated previously, additional caption information such as sound effects and indications of who is speaking is not included.  This information can be encoded into the video signal and displayed only by a caption viewer.  

Non-vocal music programming could also be exempt, and it appears that consumers do not expect these programs to be captioned (this is one of the exemptions in the USA).    However, other music programming with lyrics can be captioned.  Most music lyrics are readily available from a variety of sources, including the internet.   We captioned John Farnham’s 50th Birthday Concert recently which was almost entirely lyric based.  Music programs such as MTV are regularly captioned overseas.   

Paragraph 2.15 & 2.16

We would like to reiterate that in the commercially competitive environment during the negotiation of captioning contracts covering the legislative requirements, costs will be lower than those stated in the submissions.  The Australian Caption Centre provided a conservative estimate of the cost of captioning the range of programs shown.  In reality, the costs to the broadcaster, as part of a negotiated long-term contract, are likely to be significantly lower. 

The major cost advantage of captioning regional news, as we pointed out in our original submission from the case studies that we looked at, is that the strict cutoff deadlines that many regional networks follow allow sufficient time for prepared captioning to be undertaken.  This negates the need for a stenocaptioner.  

Paragraph 2.18

The Seven Network increased its amount of captioning by 87% from 1997 to 1998.  The Network captioned 85% of its prime time programs in 1998 (not 87% as stated in the options paper).  The Seven Network has increased the amount of prime time captioning since then.   As the review is dealing with issues of practicability, it could be argued that the Seven Network’s near compliance with the proposed quotas more than two years before they take effect, show that they are practicably achievable.  

In the USA, whilst caption quotas were imposed, there was also a requirement that the existing level of captioning should not decrease.  

options for the determination of a captioning standard

The Australian Caption Centre notes that the period of time between the passage of the Television Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act 1998 and the implementation of the legislated requirements (1 January 2001) provides sufficient time for caption providers to plan for meeting the captioning requirements by the implementation date.  

However, it is important that sufficient time is allowed for proper planning, training and technical issues to be resolved.  Thus, television networks need to finalise their captioning arrangements several months prior to the implementation date.   

For prerecorded programs there is little lead time required, as these type of programs are usually captioned in advance and in a separate captioning area or offsite.  With news and other live programming, however, the set up time is longer.  For example, the implementation of the captioning of the ABC 7.00pm News took approximately 14 weeks.  This was particularly complex as 7 separate sites had to be set up, equipment had to be installed and staff had to receive final training at each site.  It can be contrasted with the setting up of the SBS World News captioning operation, which required only two weeks as it is broadcast from a single location.  

No doubt other issues concerning phasing in and exemptions will be raised in submissions by the television stations and Deaf and hearing impaired organisations.  However, it is important that we look at what can be practicably captioned taking into account the range of programs mentioned in the options.  

As each option repeats some of the proposed exemptions or phasing-in from other options, we will comment on issues of practicability affecting the range of options shown, rather than look at each option in turn.  

Is it practicable to caption the volume of programs proposed?

As we stated in our original submission, it is practicable to caption the volume of programs proposed in the legislation.  Most of the programs are prerecorded which can be captioned by existing staff employed in captioning organisations in Australia.  If there is a need for any increase in the number of staff, there is a large enough pool of potential captioners in all States and the average training period is 3 months.  Assuming that captioning contracts were negotiated bearing this short lead time in mind, there are sufficient resources and time to comply with the full impact of the legislation.

Similarly, with live programs, it is practicable to caption the volume of programs proposed.  Most live news and current affairs programs can be captioned beforehand, albeit with short turnaround periods.   There are sufficient captioners and potential captioners in all States to provide this type of service.  Given that news programs in regional areas can be captioned using this method, as we demonstrated in our case studies, we anticipate no problems in finding suitably qualified people to train in regional areas.  Our experience in recruiting staff for the ABC News bulletins has shown that there is a large enough talent pool across Australia to cope with these demands.  Again, it is important, however, that captioning contracts are negotiated with sufficient lead-time to allow for adequate set-up and training.  However, this ‘lead-time’ is only a few months.  

With live programs that require stenographic captioning we anticipated the potential needs for this area.  Given the training period is much longer, and the skills required are not as easily obtainable as for other captioners, we embarked on a training program earlier this year to ‘top up’ the existing number of stenocaptioners in Australia.  This should cover the needs of the major networks to comply with the quotas fully, and – if required – the legislation allows additional time for smaller regional broadcasters.   

The Seven Network appears to have already recruited sufficient staff to cope with captioning the full quotas proposed under the legislation.  The Network is already captioning at a level close to the proposed quotas. 

Is it practicable to caption the types of programs proposed?

All of the types of programs proposed in the quotas are already being captioned in Australia to some degree.  

Addressing program types that were singled out in the options:

1. Live sport is currently captioned, and the amount of live sport being captioned will be increased considerably between now and 2001.  The Seven Network has recently announced that it will be captioning significant sections of the Sydney 2000 Olympics, including long segments of live coverage.  This action by the Seven Network will demonstrate that it is possible to caption live sport, even live sport in a broadcast of long duration (such as the Olympics) and over many weeks.  Similarly, many sports programs have been captioned in the USA and UK for a number of years.  

2. Reference to exempt music programs should be clarified as ‘non-vocal’ music programs (this is assumed to be the intention of the Options Paper). As we stated in our comments on Paragraph 2.14 music programs with lyrics are already captioned in Australia and overseas.   

3. The reference to ‘non-English’ programming is assumed to be non-subtitled programming, as we outlined in our response to Paragraph 2.14, it is technically feasible to provide additional captioning information to enhance subtitled programming.  

Are there any technical impediments?

There are no technical issues preventing any of the programs covered by this legislation from being captioned from 2001.  All of the types of programs covered by this option are already being captioned in some form in Australia.  The equipment used is widely available and has been tried and tested over many years of operation in Australia and other countries. The Australian Caption Centre pioneered the conversion of American caption files for use in Australia in 1994.  This allows fast, economical captioning of those type of programs. The Seven Network pioneered the conversion of live American captions received via satellite for its NBC News Today and Dateline programs.  These are just some examples of technical innovations that have already been used to make the captioning process simpler.  

Timing

Captioning is well established in Australia, and the range of programs discussed in this section have already been captioned in some form.  It is practicable to caption the full quotas outlined in the legislation assuming that the captioning contracts with the networks are negotiated within a few months of the implementation date of the quotas.   Similarly, there will be a requirement to purchase equipment and test any news set-ups to ensure that everything is working smoothly prior to implementation date.  

For some networks, such as the Seven Network, which is already captioning at levels very close to the proposed quotas, the transition to the quotas should be relatively smooth.  For other networks, particularly those that are undertaking new styles of captioning (for example there is currently no live captioning on Network Ten), there will be a need for a longer lead time to ensure familiarity with the different demands of other types of captioning.    That said, there is nothing contemplated in the legislation that has not already been undertaken in Australia.  The industry has access to experienced, operationally proven caption providers in Australia which could allow the proposed quotas to be implemented in full by 2001.  

In our submission we also noted that the regional licensees have been given additional time to comply with the legislation.  We note from ABA documentation that a number of regional stations (Canberra, Newcastle, Wollongong, Hobart and Toowoomba) are planning to broadcast in digital from 2001.  Presumably, this is a result of them determining that they can implement digital television (including captioning) without the need for the extra time allowed.    

Other matters

Paragraph 4.4  Specifying types of programs for captioning
The Seven Network has announced that it will be providing extensive captioning for the Sydney Olympics, including a mix of live-to-air and highlights.  

Paragraph 4.5  Australian Drama
If we analyse a typical week’s programming (sample week of the week 31 July – 

6 August):

Total Australian drama (including repeats), all channels
1,675 mins

Total captioned
1,255 mins
77.9%

Total new Australian drama, all channels
925 mins

Total captioned
655 mins
70.8%

Total Australian drama (including repeats), commercial channels
1,500 mins

Total captioned
1,200 mins
80.0%

Total new Australian drama, commercial channels
750 mins

Total captioned
600 mins
80.0%

The vast majority of Australian drama is already being captioned.  In fact, the uncaptioned Australian drama on the commercial networks in the sample week falls outside of prime time.  Thus, on the commercial networks, 100% of Australian prime time drama is already captioned (Heartbreak High on the ABC is the only Australian drama program currently not captioned in prime time).  

Australian Drama for week 31 July – 6 August 1999

	Program
	Network
	Time
	Duration
	Captioned

	SUNDAY
	
	
	
	

	Seachange
	ABC
	7.30pm 
	55 mins
	Yes

	MONDAY
	
	
	
	

	Heartbreak High
	ABC
	6.00pm
	30 mins
	No

	A Country Practice
	Seven
	9.00am
	60 mins
	Yes

	Home and Away the Early Years
	Seven
	11.00am
	60 Mins
	Yes

	Home and Away
	Seven
	7.00pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	3.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	Neighbours
	Ten
	6.30pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	11.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	TUESDAY
	
	
	
	

	Heartbreak High
	ABC
	6.00pm
	30 mins
	No

	A Country Practice
	Seven
	9.00am
	60 mins
	Yes

	Home and Away the Early Years
	Seven
	11.00am
	60 Mins
	Yes

	Home and Away
	Seven
	7.00pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	All Saints
	Seven
	8.30pm
	60 mins
	Yes

	Water Rats
	Nine
	8.30pm
	60 mins
	Yes

	Stingers
	Nine
	9.30pm
	60 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	3.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	Neighbours
	Ten
	6.30pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	11.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	WEDNESDAY
	
	
	
	

	Heartbreak High
	ABC
	6.00pm
	30 mins
	No

	A Country Practice
	Seven
	9.00am
	60 mins
	Yes

	Home and Away the Early Years
	Seven
	11.00am
	60 Mins
	Yes

	Home and Away
	Seven
	7.00pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Blue Heelers
	Seven
	8.30pm
	60 mins
	Yes

	Murder Call
	Nine
	9.40pm
	60 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	3.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	Neighbours
	Ten
	6.30pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	11.45pm
	30 mins
	No

	THURSDAY
	
	
	
	

	Heartbreak High
	ABC
	6.00pm
	30 mins
	No

	A Country Practice
	Seven
	9.00am
	60 mins
	Yes

	Home and Away the Early Years
	Seven
	11.00am
	60 Mins
	Yes

	Home and Away
	Seven
	7.00pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	3.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	Neighbours
	Ten
	6.30pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	11.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	FRIDAY
	
	
	
	

	A Country Practice
	Seven
	9.00am
	60 mins
	Yes

	Home and Away the Early Years
	Seven
	11.00am
	60 Mins
	Yes

	Home and Away
	Seven
	7.00pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	3.30pm
	30 mins
	No

	Neighbours
	Ten
	6.30pm
	30 mins
	Yes

	Breakers
	Ten
	11.30pm
	30 mins
	No


Paragraphs 4.6 – 4.7  Children’s Programming
The Australian Caption Centre was established to promote and proliferate captioning  and thus supports any moves to increase the total amount of captioned programming in Australia, including children’s programming.

Children’s programs, such as Behind the News are already captioned in Australia.  Children’s programs are all prerecorded and can be captioned with the resources already in existence in Australia.  

Paragraphs 4.9 & 4.10  Definition of news and current affairs
For the purposes of making it very clear which programs need to be captioned, the definition of “news and current affairs” needs to be explicit to avoid regulatory problems.  As we stated in our original submission, the ABT 1991 definition seems most appropriate.  

Paragraphs 4.11 – 4.15  Presentational Issues
The Australian Caption Centre has secured the agreement of the main caption providers to a simplified ‘code of practice’ for presentational standards.  This basically follows the standards developed in Australia over the last 17 years.  We will be discussing this set of standards with FACTS, the ABC and SBS with the view to producing an industry approach to this issue.  

Paragraphs 4.16 – 4.17  Closed captioning functionality for television receivers
The Australian Caption Centre agrees with FACTS and other submissions that caption decoding capability must be compulsory to ensure that the maximum number of people can benefit from the caption quotas.  In the USA, the Television Circuitry Decoder Act 1990, made caption decoders compulsory in all sets over 13 inches.  This has been recently extended to cover digital receivers.  

We understand that the Standards Australia CT2 committee is contemplating whether the standard for digital receivers will include caption decoding and display capability as an ‘essential’ element.  However, it is also important that legislation is drafted to cover analogue televisions, as the simulcasting period will extend at least 8 years after the implementation date.  

Paragraphs 4.18 – 4.21  Further review of captioning requirements
The Australian Caption Centre was established to promote and proliferate captioning.  Thus any moves to increase the amount of captioning, leading to total captioning, are supported by the Australian Caption Centre.  
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