To:

The Department of Communication Technology and the Arts 

Parliament House Canberra - ACT

Re: the Review of Captioning Standards and the Broadcasting Services Act

We, the staff and stakeholders of VSDC ‑ Services for Deaf Children, write to support the goals and standards of the National Working Party on Captioning which are:

· That all news and current affairs be captioned by 1 January 2001

· That all prime time television programs be captioned by 1 January 2001

· That all children's programs be captioned by 1 January 2002

· That all television be captioned by 2005.

Further, our Responses to the issues raised in the Issues Paper are as follows: 

Introduction:

The introduction of legislation shows that the captioning issue is seen as important. Australian captioning levels are well below UK and USA levels. Self regulatory levels have only increased marginally, showing the need for government regulation. 

Phased introduction of captioning 

Legislation is necessary if broadcasters are to plan towards 100% captioning. Self‑regulation has been less than effective in most cases. The proposed regulations should act only as the starting point. We note that the Seven network has embraced captioning and investigates cost effective means of providing the service. Other channels fall far short of Seven's standard. The legislation should include stipulated yearly increases to keep the proportions of captioned broadcasts more equal across all channels.

Averaging the figures on stations' caption provision does not give credit to channels such as Seven, with 85% captioning in prime time. Government should look to Seven's record as an indication of what is possible inside time and financial constraints. It is the will to caption that is required. Some form of penalty could apply for non‑compliance with the legislation.

The energy directed towards HDTV programming should be equalled by the energy directed towards making programs accessible to caption users. Timetables should apply to both developments.

Basis for phase‑in:

We agree with the NWPC priority - All Prime Time viewing first, then all children's programs. Beyond this, the captioning priorities could be left to the networks to decide.

Exemptions and conditions for exemptions:

Community stations, which have already been exempted should remain under this category.

Technical constraints: Since channel Seven has achieved 85% captioning, the technical constraints are minimal.

Financial constraints: Especially in commercial networks with their advertising revenue, captioning costs are minimal when considered as a ratio of overall costs.  Since there is no debate about the cost of supplying the audio tape, there should be no debate about supplying the caption tape. Captions should be a given.  Networks may even find new audiences once reliable, quality captioning is introduced.

Resource constraints: Until the requirement for captions is in place, availability of captioners will not be measurable. Many captions can be inserted prior to broadcast, as programs are pre‑recorded, even news and current affairs can be made 15 to 30 minutes ahead of transmission. The speed of the captioner is less relevant here. The Australian Caption Centre has offered a course for stenocaptioners in 1999 in anticipation of the increased need for speedy real time captioning.

Time constraints: Only live‑to air captioning meets this impediment. Stenocaptioners could be available for these broadcasts.

Budget constraints: The possible effect of captioning costs on the top rating programmes would be minimal, profit margins indicating that the caption costs would be easily met leaving networks remaining profitable. Again, the performance of Channel Seven shows that prime time broadcasts can be captioned within their budget, 85% of their prime time shows carrying captions.

Costs relative to benefit: 1.7million or more Australians cannot access TV without captions. The need is great. However, numbers using the service should not be used to indicate need levels. Access is the issue.

Expenditure caps on captioning as in US: The requirement to caption a given percentage of programs by a given date provides incentive to networks to find cost effective means. Expenditure caps require audits and verification, which are costs that we would prefer the government to avoid.

Test of practicability: As noted, Seven has almost complied with the requirements issued last July already. This shows that all networks would be a}ready capable of compliance. Willingness is the issue, not testing.

Non‑English language programs: Without subtitles, non‑English language programs would be inaccessible to the majority of Australians, deaf or hearing. SBS provides a specialised service in this area. However, subtitles alone do not provide the deaf with sufficient information. When subtitles are provided, captions should also be used, as these provide the extra information needed by deaf viewers, such as who is speaking, plus sound effects. Captions would then be provided for any sections which were in English. This removes the current problem of the unavailability to spoken English by deaf people when only the foreign language is subtitled.

FURTHER:

Closed and open captions: It is our belief that captions should remain closed. However, the technology for decoding captions should become mandatory in all TV sets and all video players and recorders manufactured after a given date. This provides true choice to both deaf and hearing viewers. Open captions should be limited to emergency warnings and the like, for all Australians.

Country/non‑metropolitan regions: Most such stations purchase programs from the larger networks. These should come already captioned. Captions already prepared should not be separated from the visual footage. local news and current affairs would constitute a small proportion of programming so captions could be budgeted for. Budgets should be drawn up to include the cost of buying existing captions.

The legislation should apply Australia wide.

Multi‑channel services: These should come under the same legislation, or discrimination would exist. On a "level playing field" pay TV and videos should be captioned too.

Prime viewing hours: Prime viewing hours are currently 6pm to 10:30pm. They could be extended to include morning say between 7am and 9am. However, if full captioning were to be adopted as the goal, hours would become irrelevant.

Specified number of hours of captioned material: A timetable of movement towards total captioning could be provided. This would provide guidelines indicating what the industry as a whole is attempting to achieve. It would also provide projected expected levels for the measurement of compliance, should that prove necessary.

Buying of overseas captions: Overseas captioned material should meet Australian standards for captioning. The Australian Caption Centre standards include: 180 words per minute, coloured captions positioned to denote the speaker, they include sound effects and they are grammatically correct. Imported material should comply as closely as possible with this standard.

Standards of quality and accuracy: The Australian Caption Centre standards are listed immediately above. Standards must be met and maintained to prevent the use of poor quality captions being used to boost rates to meet the mandatory levels.

Delivery of captions: Legislation now in place allows that penalties will apply for users of the Commonwealth's digital system who fail to commence broadcasting by the designated start‑up date. This sets a precedent for the application of penalty for failure to meet standards and time frames in the caption area too. As to the change to digital delivery of programs, captions must be considered from the very beginning of planning for this.

FURTHER ARGUMENTS FOR THE SUPPORT OF CAPTIONS FOR OUR CLIENTS:

Children's programs must be shown, this being already in legislation. It is discriminatory if some children are not able to access these programs. Lack of captions discriminates against deaf children, and especially against deaf parents of hearing children, who wish to know what their children are watching and who wish to share the experience with the children in meaningful ways.

Deaf children are motivated by captions to increase their literacy skills. Captions provide deaf children with reading practice.

Deaf children are entitled to have access to the range of programs currently available to their schoolmates.

Captions on educational programs provide deaf children with access to information already accessible to hearing children.

Standards for speed of captioning for children need to be considered. Two levels as well as 180 wpm may be necessary to accommodate varied skill levels amongst children.

CONCLUDING REMARKS:

All news and current affairs should be captioned by 1 January 2001

All prime time television programs should be captioned by l January 2001 

All children's programs should be captioned by 1 January 2002

All television should be captioned by 2005.

Our primary recommendation is that the issue of captioning be enshrined in legislation. Voluntary codes have been largely ineffective in this area, with the singular exception of channel Seven's record to date
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