Better Hearing Australia, Victoria Branch INC.

5 High Street, Prahran. Melbourne. 3181

Patron His Excellency, Governor of Victoria.

29th January 1999.

Mr. Jim Adamson, 

Director, Broadcasting Content Section, 

Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts, 

GPO Box 2154, 

CANBERRA. ACT. 2601.

Dear Mr. Adamson,


Re: Review of Legislation on Television Captioning Services.

We write to express our deep concern regarding any proposed changes to the Television Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion)Act 1998 which might result in a reduction to the proposed level of captioning.

Better Hearing Australia, together with all other organisations in the Deafness and hearing impairment field, has lobbied long and hard over many years to get even the limited level of captioned viewing time that we currently have in Australia. We welcomed the proposed changes contained in the Act as this would provide more equitable access to television programs for many hundreds of thousands of Australians affected by hearing disabilities.

However, even the proposed changes fall far short of the ideal. Australia still lags behind other developed Western nations when it comes to providing EQUAL ACCESS to television viewing for Deaf and hearing impaired people. The ideal would be 100% of all television programs on all government and commercial TV stations - ultimately, we should not be satisfied until this has been achieved. In the interim we strongly support any moves to steadily increase both the amount of time that captioned programs are screened and the range of choice available to viewers. 

Currently there is very limited time (not even 50% of prime time) and very little choice. Children who are Deaf or hearing impaired are even further disadvantaged by the almost total lack of suitable captioned programs for their viewing. Even captioned videos, which could be used to supplement the limited time that captioned programs are screened, are limited in their range and are often difficult to access through the usual Video rental outlets.

There is further inconsistency in city and country areas with even less access to captioned air time for Deaf and hearing impaired people who live outside of the range of the major TV stations. People in country areas frequently experience problems with reception of even the limited amount of captions available to them. They are forced to acquire more powerful and expensive aerials than other viewers and, while they may be eligible for sales tax exemption on the decoding component of the television they purchase, there is no such exemption on any other equipment they purchase in order to receive a strictly limited captioning service. If Deaf and hearing impaired people are to benefit from television captioning, they must at least be able to easily receive the signal.

We are constantly confronted by the argument that the Deaf and hearing impaired population constitutes only a small percentage of the overall population in Australia - however, recent studies have shown that an estimated 22% of the population over the age of 15 years is affected by hearing impairment. With an aging population and with age related hearing loss affecting approximately 1 in 3 people over the age of 65 years, this percentage can only increase. This does not take into account those under the age of 15 years and all others who are consumers of captioning services and who benefit from the availability of captioned programs. Deaf and hearing impaired people do not watch television in isolation - their partners, spouses and other family members are all affected by the viewing habits of a Deaf or hearing impaired individual in a household. Others who also benefit from captioned viewing are people from non English speaking backgrounds as they can hear words as they are sounded whilst seeing them as they are written.

There are many problems with captioning services as they now exist in Australia, among them;

· limited hours of captioning per day and per week 

· inconsistency in standards and poor standards 

· problems surrounding advertising of captioned programs

· lack of continuity in series i.e. when a new series of a previously captioned program is released, it is uncaptioned.

· limited availability of captioned videos 

· limited availability of television sets with built-in decoders

· high cost of additional equipment needed to view captions in some cases

· television technicians failing to 'turn off' captions when an uncaptioned program follows a captioned one resulting in captions staying on screen (this happens frequently on commercial channels and in particular at commercial breaks)

· lack of captioned children's programs

Most of these problems can be solved - what we do not need in Australia is any attempt to erode legislation which attempts to address a matter of serious inequality.

We trust that you will take these comments into consideration when undertaking the proposed Review and would welcome the opportunity to participate in any future activities which endeavour to improve the situation with television captioning in Australia.

Thank you for this opportunity to make this submission, Yours sincerely,

JENNY ADCOCK

COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT OFFICER 

BETTER HEARING AUSTRALIA (VICTORIA) INC.
