Television Broadcasting Services 
(Digital Conversion) Act 1998

Review of Captioning Standards

Australian Caption Centre Submission

Australian Caption Centre
ACN 002 259 154
Level 4  187 Thomas Street
Haymarket  NSW   2000

Phone 02 9212 5277 (voice & TTY)
Fax 02 9281 2198
email  acc@auscap.com.au
website www.auscap.com.au

Review of Captioning Standards

Australian Caption Centre Submission
26 February 1999

Table of Contents

	Section
	Page No.

	
	

	1.
Phased introduction of captioning
	3

	1.1.
Current Situation
	3

	Table – Levels of captioning 
	

	1.2.
Captioning different types of programs
	4

	1.3.
Gearing up resources
	8

	1.4.
Isolated costings vs. economies of scale
	8

	1.5.
Summary
	9

	
	

	2.
Exemptions and tests of practicability
	10

	2.1.
A need for exemptions?
	10

	2.2.
Expenditure caps as a test of practicability?
	10

	2.3.
Summary
	11

	
	

	3.
Non-English language programs
	12

	3.1.
Non-English, unsubtitled programming
	12

	3.2.
Subtitled programming
	12

	3.3.
Summary
	13

	
	

	4.
Non-metropolitan broadcasters
	14

	4.1.
Program exemptions for regionals?
	14

	4.2.
Regional news production
	14

	4.3.
Summary
	15

	
	

	5.
Other potential difficulties
	16

	5.1.
Captioning requirements for multi-channel services
	16

	5.2.
Summary
	16

	
	

	6.
Prime viewing hours
	17

	6.1.
Extension of prime viewing hours
	17

	6.2.
Summary
	17

	
	

	7.
Increasing captioning
	18

	7.1.
Increasing the captioning quotas
	18

	7.2.
An appropriate time frame
	18

	7.3.
Impediments to use of caption files?
	18

	7.4.
Summary
	19

	
	

	8.
Types of programs
	20

	8.1.
Goals or targets for specified programs
	20

	8.2.
Captioning of emergency announcements
	20

	8.3.
Summary
	20

	
	

	9.
News and current affairs
	21

	9.1.
Defining ‘news and current affairs’
	21

	9.2.
Interstitial news breaks
	21

	9.3.
Summary
	21

	
	

	10.
Quality and accuracy
	22

	10.1.
The importance of standards
	22

	10.2.
The scope of the standards
	22

	10.3.
Monitoring
	23

	10.4.
Summary
	23

	
	

	11.
Codes of practice
	24

	11.1.
Matters for regulation
	24

	11.2.
Matters for a Code of Practice
	24

	11.3.
Summary
	24

	
	

	12.
Audio description of television 
	25

	
	

	Appendix A – Regional News Case Studies
	26

	Appendix B – Draft Presentation Standards
	Separate book


1.
Phased introduction of captioning
Should the regulations make provision for a phased introduction of captioning, and if so, on what basis should a phase-in of the standards proceed? 

ACC Position:

There is no need to phase in the quotas of all prime time and all news and current affairs because:


the skills are here and currently being used to caption all types of programs;


resources are currently in place and being further developed to caption all types of programs;


future economies of scale will ease concerns of affordability.

The American and British models both provide for an increasing amount of captioning over time, ultimately leading to total captioning (or close to total captioning).  At present the Australian model suggested in the BSA is a one-off quota (with an opportunity to suggest further quotas as part of this review).  In this section our comments will be restricted to the different types of captioning required to comply with the BSA quota.  

1.1 
Current situation

All of the networks in Australia already provide a captioning service to varying degrees which means that captioning is not an unknown quantity for anyone.  In 1998 17% of programs broadcast were captioned, including 57% of prime time on average.  Looking at individual network figures we see varying levels of captioning:

Table 1. Levels of captioning by network 1997 - 1998

Network
1997
1998
Prime Time 1998

ABC
28.8%
27.4%
60%

Seven
11.8%
22.15%
85%

Nine
9.8%
10.4%
44%

Ten
5.9%
8.4%
40%

Average
14%
17%
57%

SBS is not included in this survey, even though they currently caption the World News and the World News at Nine.  Not all programming on SBS is English language programming, and it is yet to be determined the extent to which subtitles on foreign language programs provide access for Deaf and hard of hearing people.

Clearly, for networks such as the Seven Network, which already captions most of its prime time and a number of its news and current affairs programs, the increase to comply with the initial quota will not be major.  For other networks, the increase will be greater.

1.2
Captioning different types of programs

This section looks at the different types of programs broadcast on Australian television and the captioning requirements and solutions for those programs, and illustrates that a variety of techniques have been employed for many years to caption them.  In every situation there is a practicable solution to captioning the type of program required by 2001.  

Captioning can be roughly grouped into two categories:


Offline captioning, where the program is prepared well in advance of on-air time, with sufficient time to prepare a caption file that will be subsequently cued out automatically by timecode resident on the program master tape.


Online captioning, where the program is either live-to-air or produced so close to on-air time that there is insufficient time to prepare a timecode-cued caption file.  Captions instead must be generated in realtime by a stenocaptioner or – if there is sufficient time – prepared in advance for subsequent live manual cueing as the program goes to air.

OFFLINE CAPTIONING is used for drama, documentaries and infotainment, and can be further broken down into:


pre-recorded


fast-turnaround pre-recorded


overseas conversions

Pre-recorded

Most dramas and documentaries are produced weeks before they are broadcast.  Consequently, there is sufficient time to produce a caption file which adheres to recognised standards of colouring, positioning, reading rates and sound effects, complete with cueing references to the program’s resident timecode.  In most cases a new copy of the master tape is made with the captions encoded as teletext data in the video signal.

Examples of pre-recorded programs which are currently captioned include Neighbours, State Coroner (Network Ten), Water Rats, Animal Hospital, Sale of the Century (Nine Network), Blue Heelers, Home and Away (Seven Network), When We Were Kings, Simone de Beauvoir’s Babies (ABC).

Fast-turnaround pre-recorded

Infotainment programs often have much tighter deadlines, and some present additional challenges in that they may have local presenters or segments inserted in different regions.  With adequate facilities, it is possible to caption these programs offline.  The Australian Caption Centre has turned around hour-long programs in less than five hours, including the time taken to make work dubs and the final encoded copy.  This is done by maintaining a sizeable staff pool, amongst which many small sections of the program may be distributed for captioning.  Further reduction of turnaround time may be obtained by installing caption disk readers at the point of transmission, eliminating the need to make a caption-encoded copy of the video tape and allowing the electronic transfer of the caption file from the captioning facility to the television station (this method is currently used with some videotape facilities for the fast-turnaround captioning of television commercials).  Whereas the insertion of local segments may be problematic now, this problem will dissolve as facilities are established for the captioning of local metropolitan news bulletins, as spare capacity in these facilities may be used to create captions for the local segments.

Examples of fast-turnaround programs currently captioned include Behind the News, Gardening Australia (ABC), Burke’s Backyard, Getaway (Nine Network), Better Homes and Gardens, The Great Outdoors (Seven Network).

Overseas conversions

Overseas conversions were pioneered by the Australian Caption Centre and the Nine Network five years ago and have proven to be a cost-effective method for increasing the amount of captioning on Australian television.  Because the United States, Canada and the United Kingdom have comprehensive requirements for captioning, it is highly likely that a caption file already exists for any television program imported from those countries.  The Australian Caption Centre has contact details for approximately 200 captioning organisations around the world, and can locate caption files if they exist.  Depending on the format of the file, varying amounts of additional work are still required to make the file suitable for the Australian environment, for instance timecode cues may need to be changed to accommodate the PAL 25 frames per second standard, and programs may be compiled differently here to accommodate censorship requirements and ad breaks.  Nevertheless, this still amounts to less work than captioning the program from scratch.  

Because the United Kingdom uses the PAL television standard as well as teletext as the caption transmission format, some Australian networks (eg the ABC) have arrangements directly with their British supplier to provide programs with the caption data already encoded into the video signal.  In 1998, the Seven Network also devised a method for American captions received live via satellite on the NBC news to be converted to Australian teletext captions, allowing Deaf and hard of hearing people to access this late night American news bulletin.

Programs which are currently captioned with overseas file conversions include Friends, The Drew Carey Show (Nine Network), Chicago Hope, JAG (Seven Network), Beverly Hills 90210, NYPD Blue (Network Ten), The Bill, Vicar of Dibley (ABC) and selected movies.

ONLINE CAPTIONING is used for news bulletins, current affairs programs, sport,  talk shows and political and special events, and can be further broken down into:


realtime


pre-prepared


electronic newsroom


hybrid

Realtime  

Anything which is purely live and unscripted must be captioned by a highly skilled realtime stenographer, who uses a computer to transcribe stenographic input into English for nearly immediate presentation as captions.  Realtime captions look different to offline captions, as they are presented as a continuous flow of text as people speak.  They are also usually verbatim, as time demands preclude the reduction of text to a predefined reading rate.  

Realtime stenographers are the most highly skilled in their profession.  Stenography is a system of rendering words phonetically, and English, with its multitude of homophones (eg there, their, they’re), is particularly unsuited to easy transcriptions.  Stenographers working in courts and inquiries usually have 24 hours in which to deliver their transcripts.  Consequently they may enter the same phonetic stenographic codes for a variety of homophones, and fix up the spelling later.  Realtime stenographers must deliver their transcriptions accurately and immediately.  They must therefore develop techniques for keying homophones differently, and be unswayed by the pressures of delivering accurate product on immediate demand.

Examples of realtime captioning include The Great Debate (Nine Network), The Constitutional Convention, election coverage (ABC), AFL Grand Final (Seven Network).

Pre-prepared

Some programs may be prepared in their entirety several hours before broadcast, but with insufficient time to prepare a timecoded caption file for automatic play-out.  An example of this is Four Corners for the ABC, for which a text file is produced Monday afternoon for subsequently manual cueing from the ABC news captioning facility that evening.

Pre-prepared captions look very similar to offline captions, although the accuracy of cueing may be compromised slightly as the captions are not locked to program timecode.

Electronic newsroom

This form of captioning involves the automatic transfer of text from the newsroom computer system to a device which outputs it as captions.  ‘ENR’ captioning has been maligned in the United States and Canada, as some broadcasters have used it exclusively and simply left uncaptioned sections of the bulletin for which a script was unavailable.  This is not to say that the ENR system does not work, but its suitability as an exclusive system would only apply to programs which had been scripted in their entirety on the newsroom computer system, such as short interstitial updates.

Hybrid

Generally speaking, there is no one ‘best’ method for online captioning.  Different programs are produced under different conditions, consequently captioning methodology must be determined on a case-by-case basis.  Some bulletins may have a high incidence of truly live material, or insufficient access to video feeds and scripts may be provided to the captioning facility, making stenography unavoidable.  Other bulletins may be pre-recorded just before going to air, making non-stenographic text entry very feasible (see the discussion of regional news below).

In Australia and the United Kingdom, hybrid methodologies have proven to be the best way to provide comprehensive, accurate and cost-effective captions on news and current affairs programs.  News captioning applications currently available are designed to accept text from a variety of inputs – stenography, Velotype, QWERTY, ASCII import, the newsroom computer.  This allows one facility to handle a variety of online captioning requirements, and to ensure that all programs are properly captioned.

Current affairs programs usually require stenographic assistance.  Even though the segments which comprise a current affairs program may be produced in advance, they are usually done so just before on-air time and their duration makes QWERTY input of text unfeasible.

News bulletins, on the other hand can often be captioned without stenographic input (unless there are live crosses or ad-libbing by the presenters).  This is because:


most items are scripted on the newsroom computer system and this text can be electronically imported into the captioning system; and


individual news stories are of short duration, so even if they are made available only just prior to broadcast, there is still time to QWERTY in text.

Again, it must be stressed that the appropriate online methodology be determined on a case-by-case basis.  Captioning of the ABC 7:00 News occurs in all sites but Sydney without stenographic assistance.  The Seven Network, on the other hand, has determined that stenography is fundamental in all its news captioning sites, as there is a high incidence of live crosses in its news.

Examples of current hybrid captioning applications include 60 Minutes (Nine Network), World News and World News at Nine (SBS), ABC news and current affairs, Seven Network news and current affairs, Gay and Lesbian Mardi Gras (Network Ten).

Sport

Very little sport has been captioned in Australia, limited to the Seven Network’s captioning of the last two AFL Grand Finals.  Submissions to recent captioning-related inquiries have revealed concerns from broadcasters about captioning sport.  In the absence of any experience of sport captioning, the Australian Caption Centre submitted to the National Working Party on Captioning in November three examples of sport captioning, each performed on tennis, rugby league and swimming programs:

a)
heavily reduced – ignoring commentary and providing only scores and essential information such as ‘try’ or ‘out’;

b)
significantly reduced – using QWERTY input to type summary captions yielding the essence of what the commentators are saying, delayed due to the limitations of QWERTY input; and 

c)
comprehensive realtime – using stenography to caption the commentary in its entirety.

The NWPC concluded that the standard acceptable to them was the comprehensive realtime method, which gave them access to the commentary in its entirety.

It should also be noted that not all sports are live.  Many events are pre-recorded hours before they are broadcast, allowing them to be captioned using offline methods.

1.3
Gearing up resources

The previous section described types of captioning and illustrated that facilities to engage in this captioning are already in place.  Increasing the supply of captions will entail determining further needs on a case-by-case basis, purchasing equipment and training staff - all of which takes time.  Most equipment can be delivered within two months of order.  Experience has shown that the lead time to train offline captioners to full capability is approximately four months.  Realtime stenocaptioners involve a much higher overhead, as even an experienced stenographer can require an additional year or more of training to obtain realtime skills.  The Australian Caption Centre is working with a firm of court reporters based in Sydney and Melbourne to train potential stenocaptioners, and the Seven Network has commenced a training scheme for stenocaptioners at its Perth and Brisbane facilities.  We believe that these strategies will result in sufficient staff to caption news and current affairs programming for the major metropolitan networks by 1 January 2001, and that a continuation of these strategies beyond that date will provide staff which may be required for regional stations and further increases to amounts of captioning.

1.4
Isolated costings vs. economies of scale

The captioning environment in 2001 will be notably different to today’s circumstances.   Television stations will have captioning integrated into their normal operations (through either outside captioning suppliers or in-house departments).  This will lead to considerable economies of scale and efficiencies in captioning the range of programs contemplated in the legislation.

Instead of treating each program as an isolated incidence that needs to be separately costed, the overall requirements of the station would be looked at.  Staff would no longer be working minimum shifts.  They would have capacity to caption those small, ‘extra’ jobs such as interstitial newsbreaks, much in the same way as extra program promotions, filler items and other work that is part of the day to day running of a television station is covered.  A major economy is in the area of equipment, where captioning equipment can be used for more work, rather than sitting idle for most of the day.

An indication of current news captioning costs can be gleaned by the ABC/SBS example, where the amount of funding is public knowledge.

To clarify the cost of captioning the SBS and ABC news services that were funded under a four-year arrangement in 1997, the costing is:

Total allocation
$7 M over four years or $1.75 M per annum

Weekday bulletins SBS
2 bulletins for 5 days for 52 weeks = 
520
Weekend bulletins SBS*
1 bulletin for 2 days for 52 weeks = 
104

Weekday bulletins ABC
7 bulletins for 5 days for 52 weeks = 
1,820
Weekend bulletins ABC**
6 bulletins for 2 days for 52 weeks = 
   624

Total bulletins

3,068

Cost per bulletin
$570.40

NB:  This cost per bulletin is all inclusive, incorporating capitalisation of equipment and managerial overheads.

* The World News at Nine is not broadcast on the weekends
** Darwin does not have its own bulletin on weekends

The economies are such that should, for instance, the Adelaide ABC need to caption a prerecorded (but fast turnaround) sports event just after the news, the existing staff could rearrange their shifts to cope with this extra demand.  There would be no need to go through a completely separate exercise in recruiting staff and buying new equipment to cover this extra program.  

1.5
Summary


There is no need to phase in the quotas outlined in the BSA, these can be achieved within the timescale outlined.


With the exception of live-to-air sport, there is extensive experience of captioning any type of program produced in Australia.  It is technically practicable to caption all types of programs, including sport.


Economies of scale will reduce the cost of captioning on a per program basis.

2.


EXEMPTIONS AND TESTS OF PRACTICABILITY

Comments are sought on the nature and extent to which exemptions from the captioning requirements should be allowed under the regulations and the means by which exemptions may be granted.

Would it be appropriate for the regulations to adopt a similar system to that operating in the USA which places an expenditure cap on captioning based on the total revenue of a station/program provider?

What test of practicability can be best reconciled with Parliament’s intent that captioning be provided for programs during prime viewing hours and for news and current affairs programs transmitted outside these hours?

ACC Position:


There is no need for exemptions based on technical or staffing issues, nor program types – all can be captioned.


Expenditure caps are not recommended.

2.1 
A need for exemptions?

An analysis of the different levels of captioning in Australia (Table 1. Level of captioning by network 1997 - 1998) shows that there is considerable variance between networks in terms of their current captioning levels.  In 1998, the Seven Network captioned 85% of its Prime Time programming (and during some periods this was 100%) and a considerable proportion of its news and current affairs programming.  On this basis it could be assumed that to build up to the levels discussed in the BSA by 2001 would not be difficult for the Seven Network.  We understand that the Seven Network has recently expanded its captioning capabilities and has started additional training, presumably to provide enough resources to comply with projected requirements.  

As the BSA is specifically dealing with considerations of practicability, it could be argued that the Seven Network’s position demonstrates that to comply with the projected requirements is practicably achievable.  On this basis there is no need for any test of practicability to apply to the large networks.

Regional stations will be discussed in section 4.

2.2 
Expenditure caps as a test of practicability?

The Australian Caption Centre does not offer any opinion on whether an exemption test based on cost is needed for regional networks and/or solus stations.  It is noted that the regional licensees have been given additional time to comply with the legislation.  Presumably this is a form of limited exemption to allow the regional stations to deal with any extra problems that they might have in implementing digital broadcasting (including captioning).

The USA model does not have a specifically legislated expenditure cap for captioning.  In the discussion of captioning quotas and regulations, one of the Commissioners offered the opinion that spending 2% of turnover on captioning was not 'unreasonable'.  This provides a rough guide to what may be an acceptable level of captioning.  

The use of an expenditure cap as a method of testing practicability is flawed in several ways, and the Australian Caption Centre does not recommend its use.

Flaws of an expenditure cap test:


It would reinforce the viewpoint that captioning is a fixed cost that is to be borne and separately accounted for, rather than part of the general costs of putting a program to air (like sound, station promotions, graphics etc).


There would need to be a clear definition of what constitutes a ‘cost of captioning’.


It would discourage stations from seeking more economic ways to caption, and possibly using the savings to increase captioning beyond their legislative requirement. 


It would require detailed reporting and verification if a station is claiming that it has spent its ‘cap’ on captioning.  (It is noted that unless the station is a publicly listed company, the only financial transparency is turnover, on which licence fees are based.)

2.3 
Summary


The major networks, to varying degrees, have demonstrated that all types of programming can currently be practicably captioned and that the quotas outlined in the BSA are achievable.


An expenditure cap would be difficult to regulate.


The Australian Caption Centre offers no comments on whether regional and/or solus stations should be granted any kind of exemptions.


Any program shown on a regional network/solus station that has already been captioned by the source network should be shown with captions.

3.
NON-ENGLISH LANGUAGE PROGRAMS

Comments are sought on what, if any, captioning requirements should apply to non-English language programs, including those provided with subtitles in English.  Should provision be made for closed and open captioning in the standards?

ACC Position:


Captioning non-subtitled foreign language programs is possible but untried in Australia.


Subtitles do not provide information concerning who is speaking or sound effects.


Historically captioning in Australia has been ‘closed’ and closed captioning is the accepted international standard.

3.1 
Non-English, unsubtitled programming

The main non-English unsubtitled programs are broadcast on SBS.  These programs tend to be news bulletins shown on weekday mornings (Worldwatch).  

It is possible to caption these programs, for instance:

a)
They could be captioned as they go to air in Australia from the SBS studios.  They would need to be captioned in the language of broadcast (as a caption provides a representation of the soundtrack, not a translation into English).   There may be some problems in finding suitably qualified captioners who can caption in the language of broadcast.  Similarly, accessing news scripts and other information that make the captioning easier may be difficult given the distances and timezone considerations.  

b)
In some instances there may be captions available from the programming source.  A number of European countries provide captioning services.  It may be possible to access these captions and convert them for Australian use (much as the Seven Network does for their broadcast of the NBC Today bulletin).  

The USA legislation has recently been amended to include Spanish language programming (as this is the acknowledged second language in the USA).  All other non-subtitled languages are exempted.  

The Australian Caption Centre has no comment on whether this type of programming should be captioned or not, but notes that in discussions with Deaf and hard of hearing organisations and individuals there seems to be a general feeling that this type of programming should be exempted.

3.2 
Subtitled programming

Subtitles are not a direct substitute for captions.  Subtitles provide a translation of the dialogue into English.  Other caption information such as sound effects and indications of who is speaking are not included.  

The Australian Caption Centre has been working with SBS staff to determine techniques for captioning subtitled programs that do not interfere with the normal transmission of subtitled programs.  These techniques are also used overseas.

Sound effect captions and coloured arrow captions can be encoded into the video signal, and displayed only by a teletext viewer, thereby supporting the existing translation subtitles with additional access information.

3.3 
Summary


Non English, unsubtitled programs can be captioned using a number of methods, however the general opinion of the Deaf and hard of hearing communities appear to be that this type of programming should be exempted.


It is practicable to add closed caption information to supplement subtitled programs.

4.
NON-METROPOLITAN BROADCASTERS

Are there any technical, resource or other difficulties particular to non-metropolitan broadcasters that would justify different standards in relation to program exemptions or the phase in of the standards?  How would different standards be determined?

ACC Position:


Most non-metropolitan broadcasters source programming from metropolitan broadcasters, who provide captioned programs with captions.


Local regional news bulletins can be captioned.

4.1 
Programs sourced from metropolitan broadcasters

Most of the programs shown by regional broadcasters are accessed from a metropolitan supplier (usually another network).  In many cases these programs are captioned by the supplier.  The regional networks and solus stations currently show these programs with captions.  There is no practicable reason why this cannot continue in the future.  

4.2
Regional news production

The main type of independent programming produced by the regional networks and solus stations is a local news bulletin.  

As we discussed in the previous section, the number and nature of news bulletins varies from station to station.  As there is no history of captioning local news bulletins on regional commercial stations, the Australian Caption Centre embarked on a survey of three regional television stations – GTS4 Port Pirie, South Australia (a solus station), Prime Television Network and WIN Television Network.  Copies of the case studies are found in Appendix A of this submission.

Our survey of three regional broadcasters indicates that little if any of their news bulletins are truly live.  Consequently, the relatively expensive resource of stenocaptioners is not required.  In many instances bulletins are prerecorded, and in the cases of Prime and WIN, several regional bulletins are produced in one location, allowing for economies of scale as one albeit larger facility can service several markets.  This correlates with these networks’ philosophies of news production in general – ie it is more cost-effective to produce the bulletins centrally for several regions than to separately produce bulletins in situ at each region.  It should be noted, however, that both Prime and WIN produce some bulletins locally, and that little if any material is shared between these sites (with the exception of weekend ‘windows’ inserted into metropolitan-sourced bulletins).

Generally speaking, there is a strong correlation between the cost of captioning a bulletin and the budget needed to produce the bulletin.  Low-cost bulletins are usually produced in such a way (probably to minimise the possibility of expensive last minute emergencies) that they may be captioned at minimal cost.  For instance, the solus station GTS4 at Port Pirie has strict procedures in place to script all stories, and these scripts could be electronically transferred to a captioning computer.  It is envisaged that an adequate captioning facility could caption GTS4’s weekday bulletins for less than $50,000 per annum (equipment plus one part-time operator).

While the Prime and WIN bulletins also do not contain any truly live material, there are other demands associated with producing these bulletins, the most notable being that several bulletins are broadcast concurrently from one location, and that some material arrives unscripted on videotape.  As an indication, it is estimated that the four regional bulletins (Monday to Friday) produced at WIN Wollongong and Canberra could be captioned for less than $600,000 per annum, or less than $580 per bulletin. 

Summary


Any program that is captioned by the major networks can be supplied to the regional broadcasters with the captions included.  These should be rebroadcasted. 


It is possible to caption locally produced programs such as news bulletins.

5.
OTHER POTENTIAL DIFFICULTIES

Are there any difficulties, other than those already raised, that broadcasters may face which would constrain their ability to meet the captioning standards? If allowed, what captioning requirements should apply to multi-channel services provided by national broadcasting services? 

ACC Position:


We can see no other difficulties.


Multichannel services can be captioned using the same techniques and resources as single channel services.

5.1 
Captioning requirements for multi-channel services

It is practicable to caption multi-channel services as the techniques used would be the same as those needed to caption single channel services.  

5.2 
Summary


It is practicable to caption multi-channel services.

6.
PRIME VIEWING HOURS

Should the period of prime viewing hours be extended?  Should another time or times be prescribed as prime viewing hours for the purposes of the standard? 

ACC Position:


The definition of prime viewing hours should remain 6:00 PM to 10:30 PM.


If only part of a program falls within prime viewing hours, the program should be captioned in its entirety.


Programs which were originally shown in prime time with captions should be shown with captions when they are repeated.

6.1 
Extension of prime viewing hours

The main reason for extending the definition of prime viewing hours would be to allow additional captioning (as the BSA calls for “all prime time” to be captioned).  The current definition of ‘prime time’ fits a generally accepted time slot.  The review provides adequate opportunity to increase the amount of captioning in the long term without having to change definitions of prime time.  On this basis it seems unnecessary to change the definition.

However, one issue that should be made very clear in the legislation is that any program that appears in prime viewing hours, even if it commenced or finishes outside of prime viewing hours, must be captioned in its entirety (not just the portion that appears in prime viewing hours).  

Similarly, if a program is shown during prime time with captions, if it is repeated outside of prime time, it should also be captioned.

6.2 
Summary


There is no need to change the definition of prime time, however the regulations should ensure that any program that appears partly in prime time is captioned for the entirety of the program and any previously captioned program that is repeated outside of prime time should be shown with captions.

7.
INCREASING CAPTIONING

Should the regulations specify that the number of hours of captioned material be increased immediately or over time, above that currently specified under clause 38?  If so, what time frame would be appropriate for such an increase?  Are there any technical or other difficulties associated with the use of captioning files sourced from overseas which would constrain their use in Australia?

ACC Position:


We estimate that two years beyond 1 January 2001 would allow sufficient time to establish resources to increase captioning levels beyond all prime time and all news and current affairs to facilitate total captioning.


There are no major difficulties associated with using imported caption files – Australia has been successfully doing so for five years.

7.1 
Increasing the captioning quotas

The Australian Caption Centre was established to promote and proliferate captioning in Australia, consequently we will support any moves to increase the amount of captioning in Australia.  We believe that there should be an ongoing commitment to caption beyond the initial quota set by the BSA, ultimately leading to total captioning.

7.2 
An appropriate time frame

Overseas models as used in the USA and UK have specified percentage quotas over time, which seems to be a relatively straightforward method to regulate and enforce.  The initial captioning quota for the introduction of digital television in Australia is based on programming type (ie ‘prime time’ and ‘news and current affairs’) rather than a percentage.  If additional quotas were specified, then there should be percentage targets set according to a timetable for progressive achievement to total captioning.  

For example:


Year
Quota


2001
All prime time/news and current affairs


2xxx
y% of all programming (including above)


2xxx
100% of all programming

The dates of this timetable are best determined by agreement between Deaf and hard of hearing consumers and the television broadcasters.

7.3 
Impediments to use of caption files?

Overseas caption files have been used in Australia for many years, both in PAL (principally from the UK) and NTSC (from the USA) format.  The Australian Caption Centre and the Nine Network pioneered the conversion of American NTSC format captions for use on Australian television in 1994.  As American and British programs make up a significant proportion of Australian television, this has been found to be a highly effective method for reducing the overall cost of captioning.  

There are no technical impediments to the use of overseas caption files.  There are well-developed mechanisms in place to source and acquire caption files.  There is also a well-developed export trade selling Australian caption files overseas.  

7.4 
Summary


Additional quotas could be phased in over time, leading to the goal of total captioning.


There are no technical impediments or other difficulties constraining the use of overseas caption files.

8.
TYPES OF PROGRAMS

What goals or targets should the standards include in relation to the captioning of specified types of television programs?  Should these targets include a requirement for the captioning of Australian, educational and children’s programs or other program types?  Should the standards provide for captioning emergency announcements?

ACC Position


We support moves to total captioning.


Emergency announcements should be open captioned.

8.1 
Goals or targets for specified programs

The Australian Caption Centre has a goal of seeing all programs on television ultimately captioned.  We have no opinion on which particular program types should be targeted, or what and when percentage quotas should be applied. 

8.2 
Captioning of emergency announcements

Emergency announcements are in a different category to general television programs.  They are intended to warn people about adverse weather conditions (such as cyclones or hurricanes) or impending disasters (such as bush fires or earthquakes).  It is essential that these announcements are captioned.  The Australian Caption Centre recommends that these announcements are open captioned (that is displayed on the screen for all viewers to see).  This is essential as:


Some of the announcements may be made in times of poor weather conditions that affect the reception of the caption signal.


It allows people who have a limited understanding of spoken English to pick up some of the message (many people are better at reading English than understanding spoken English).


It attracts the attention of people who are watching a program in a noisy environment or where the sound is turned down (such as an airport, bar, public waiting area).

8.3 
Summary


The Australian Caption Centre has no opinion on how future additional captioning should be fulfilled, either through program type or percentage quotas.  However, we remain committed to our goal of total captioning.


All emergency announcements should be open captioned.

9.
NEWS AND CURRENT AFFAIRS

What is an appropriate definition for the standards to adopt in relation to news and current affairs programs?

How should the standards treat interstitial news?

ACC Position:


Accept the ABT 1991 definition of ‘current affairs’.


Enable determinations by the ABA of whether a program is news or current affairs or not.


Interstitial newsbreaks are practicable to caption.

9.1 
Defining ‘news and current affairs’

The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal 1991 definition of ‘current affairs’ is satisfactory.  The FACTS definition is similar.  One requirement would be a determination by the regulatory authority (presumably the ABA) of whether a program is news and current affairs under the definition.

9.2 
Interstitial news breaks

The interstitial newsbreaks are usually a preview of upcoming major news bulletins, or a summary of a news bulletin that has recently finished.   Both types usually have the same content as the news bulletins.  In all but very rare occasions they are totally scripted and prerecorded which lend themselves easily to ENR (electronic newsroom) methods of captioning.

Most interstitial newsbreaks occur in the program time between major news bulletins.  It would be relatively simple to caption these using the same staff that create the captions for the other news bulletins, or even by extending the duties of the teleprompter operator. 

9.3 
Summary


The Australian Broadcasting Tribunal 1991 definition of ‘current affairs’ could be used.


ABA should determine whether a program is news or current affairs or not.


It is practicable to caption interstitial newsbreaks.

10.
QUALITY AND ACCURACY

Comments are invited on whether the regulations should determine a standard in relation to the quality and accuracy of closed captioning.  What would be the scope of such a standard?

ACC Position


There should be mandatory standards for quality and accuracy.


Standards should encompass monitoring of caption broadcasts.

10.1 
The importance of standards

Presentation standards for captioning are required because:


It ensures a uniform presentation standard across networks and regions.


It provides a level-playing field for all networks to provide the same standard, thus not giving cost advantage to a network that feels it can provide low quality captions that are inappropriate for the audience.


It better allows for sharing of caption files if they are all produced to the same general standard.


Industry training programs can be set up and captioners can be accredited to the standards.


It provides a very clear guideline for regulatory authorities (such as the ABA) if a complaint is made about standards.


The standards are a result of sixteen years of consultation and development with the Deaf and hard of hearing communities, and are currently being used by all Australian networks.

10.2 
The scope of the standards

A copy of our suggested basic standards for the presentation of captions is included at Appendix B (this was previously supplied to the Department in September 1998).  The main issue is to ensure that there are some basic standards included in the regulations to ensure that the quality of product is maintained across networks and regions.  The standards are currently being used by all networks in Australia.  

The document covers both offline and online programs, and deals with the issue of American and British captions, which are widely used but have different standards.  The National Working Party on Captioning has reported that generally speaking Deaf and hard of hearing people have accepted the use of American and British captions for programs produced in those countries (except movies which should be captioned to Australian standards).

These standards would also apply to foreign language subtitled programs appearing on SBS during prime time.  At present the programs only carry a translation of the speech in subtitle form and do not include captioning requirements such as colouring, positioning, sound effects and music. 

10.3 
Monitoring 

Broadcasters must ensure that caption data is properly transmitted.  Most stations have the equipment necessary to do this in place already, and staff who are skilled at monitoring television broadcasts.  For other stations, this may require the purchase of additional monitoring and text regeneration equipment.  Teletext decoders are fairly inexpensive.  Professional decoders cost in the order of a few thousand dollars, but some facilities find that a good quality teletext television provides adequate monitoring of caption integrity.  Teletext regeneration equipment - used to 'clean up' teletext data which may have been degraded due to satellite transmission, copying tapes or passage of the video signal through certain equipment - is more expensive, in the order of ten thousand dollars.  

10.4 
Summary


Uniform standards are essential to ensure good quality captioning and to ensure a level playing field.


Draft standards proposed by the Australian Caption Centre and endorsed by the National Working Party on Captioning should be adopted as the regulations.


Monitoring and ensuring integrity of caption broadcasts should be included in the regulations.

11.
CODES OF PRACTICE

Would it be appropriate for certain captioning matters to be regulated under the respective broadcasting codes of practice?  What matters could be incorporated into codes of practice, and what matters should be determined by regulation?

ACC Position:


Regulations should cover issues such as: quotas, standards and definitions.


Codes of practice could cover issues such as: how a quota is to be filled and additional captioning beyond a quota.

11.1 
Matters for regulation

In the last FACTS Code of Practice review the Australian Caption Centre regarded quotas as being an inappropriate mechanism for a voluntary captioning code as FACTS advised us at the time that the quota was likely to be set at the lowest level of captioning.  This could threaten the initiatives of networks like the Seven Network, which has significantly increased its level of captioning, and is already almost captioning at the level outlined in the BSA.  

However, in a regulatory environment, a captioning quota is the most appropriate mechanism to ensure levels of captioning.  It ensures that captioning is offered in similar levels across all networks, and provides genuine viewer choice.

Similarly, standards should also be uniform across networks, and are better treated by regulation, particularly when the ABA has to police such standards.

Again, any definitional matters, such as ‘news and current affairs’, should also be treated by regulation to ensure a uniform standard across networks, and one that the public can identify readily.  

11.2 
Matters for a Code of Practice

Under a quota system (assuming that there is a quota beyond 2001), it may be appropriate for a code of practice to cover how a quota is to be filled (such as targeting children’s programs or particular timeslots).

A code of practice could also include statements about providing additional captioning beyond that required under a quota (“member stations will, where possible, provide captions on any program beyond that required under regulation”).  

11.3
Summary


Regulations should cover issues such as: quotas, standards and definitions.


Codes of practice could cover issues such as: how a quota is to be filled and additional captioning beyond a quota.

12.
Audio description of televison for the blind and vision impaired

The Australian Caption Centre has no comments on this section.
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