Nicholas Tayeh

Captioning Campaign Organiser

3 Slim Place, Wentworthville  NSW   2145   Phone (02) 9631 0595   Fax  (02)  9631 3058

____________________________________________________________________________________

The General Manager

Licensed Broadcasting

Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts

GPO Box  2154

CANBERRA   ACT   2601

Dear Sir,

Re:   REVIEW OF CAPTIONING STANDARDS

I make the following Submission on behalf of over  80,000 deaf and hearing impaired people of Australia, who, with the support of their families and friends, signed my Captioning Petition.  My campaign also had the support of politicians, Church groups, the Disability Community, Ethnic and General Community Welfare.

SUBMISSION:    That  (1)   ALL  TV  PROGRAMMES  AND VIDEOS  BE  CAPTIONED  BY THE YEAR 2000 - INCLUDING THE OLYMPIC GAMES - FOR THE BENEFIT OF DEAF AND HEARING  IMPAIRED  PEOPLE  IN  AUSTRALIA.

(2)   IT  BE  MADE  COMPULSORY  THAT  ALL  TV   SETS SOLD  IN  AUSTRALIA  FROM  THIS TIME  ON,  HAVE  THE INBUILT  EQUIPMENT  TO  ENABLE  RECEPTION OF CLOSED  CAPTIONING.

This Submission is based on the right of deaf and hearing impaired people to have the same access to TV as hearing people and the right of deaf and hearing impaired people to be able to readily access captioning without the expense of buying specially equipped TV sets.   (Disability Discrimination Act 1992)

Points for discussion.     The question of phased introduction of captioning.

Surely enough time has elapsed for “phasing in “.  We have the technology, the equipment is in place,  finances are already  available( the Commercial Stations boast huge profits each year) and it is doubtful that there could be so great a shortage of stenocaptioning services to warrant the delay in captioning.

To question the cost of captioning as relevant to the benefit provided to viewers, is to discriminate against the viewers.  An obvious exception could be, as in the UK and the USA, the exemption from captioning non- English programmes and non-vocal music programmes.  
Extent of Captioning.

The Australian Caption Centre estimates that only 15% of  television is captioned in Australia.  We are a long way behind the UK which captions 50% of its programmes and the USA which captions 95%.

While the ABC and Channel 7 are to be commended for having extended their captioning programmes considerably to include news, current affairs and prime time shows, the captioning contribution by the other two Channels is negligible.  They have no daily news or current affairs programmes (except for 60 Minutes on 9 ). Apart from a few movies during the week, there is very little captioned.  Of the total weekly viewing time, Channel 7 captions 26.3% of its programmes and the ABC 13.1%.  Channel Nine captions only 5.2% and Channel Ten only 6.8%.  These figures were based on the total time of advertised captioned programmes for the week February 21 - 27. 

It is clear from these figures that there is a vast area left uncaptioned.  Most educational and children’s programmes are shown outside prime viewing time and elderly people are great afternoon watchers.  Many people who do not go out to work enjoy watching home management or cooking shows.  Deaf and hearing impaired people are excluded from all this enjoyment and learning.

Subtitled English translations of dialogue are no substitute for captions as they do not indicate who is speaking. We agree with the suggestion that, instead of subtitles, open captioning of foreign language programmes, with additional information as to the speakers,  could be an option.

Target for increasing the amount of captioning.
It is interesting and very distressing to learn from your paper that “while the legislation requires prime time viewing hours to be captioned, there is no specific target for captioning outside this time, other than news and current affairs programmes.”  This is totally unjust since deaf and hearing impaired people all over Australia have been lobbying the Governments and the Television Networks since 1993 for extended captioning time and specifically for the captioning of all programmes by the year 2000, since 1996.

The fact that we have taken so many years to get where we are today - the tip of the iceberg - is a very good indication that regulations should definitely specify the number of hours captioning should be increased per day and specify when this should come into effect.  If definite arrangements are not made then it may not happen  for years. or indeed, at all.

Why have over 80,000 people endorsed my total captioning target of  the year 2000?  Obviously,  they want to share with all hearing Australians the excitement  and pride of the Olympics.   We acknowledge, with thanks and happiness, the news that Channel 7  has promised to caption the Opening and Closing Ceremonies of the Games. This is great. It would be even greater if key events of Australian athletes and interviews etc were captioned too so the deaf and hearing impaired community could  be part of the event.

Definition of News and Current Affairs

What constitutes an news programme?  We agree with the definition in your paper that a news programme should be a genuine  “report of the facts of any event or situation ..... which  can consist of a mix of reporting, entertainment, opinion and human interest.”

Interstitial news breaks including those that occur outside prime viewing time, should be captioned.  It is often during these short news breaks that vital  emergency information is passed on e.g.  police warnings, storm or fire warnings, traffic jams and other transport interruptions.

The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal’s definition of a current affairs programme as “ a programme focusing on social, economic or political issues of immediate relevance to the community including interviews and commentaries dealing in depth with news items” is appropriate for captioning standards.

Legislation or self regulation 

It would be appropriate for those with the technical knowledge and special skills in the industry to formulate standards that would ensure the best possible quality of captioning.  It would also allow for changes in technology to be introduced and for changes in viewing preferences.  When this standard has been accepted by all in the industry as the best in relation to quality and accuracy of closed captioning, the Government should legislate that the industry implements and complies with this standard.

Matters other than presentational issues, in particular the duration of closed captioning per day , should be determined by Government legislation  and not left to individual broadcasters to determine.

This Submission is a call for justice.  The deaf and hearing impaired community of Australia has waited so long for that which the hearing community has taken for granted for decades.

Yours faithfully,

Nicholas Tayeh.

