19 November 2004
General Manager

Film and Online Content

Department of Communication Information

 Technology and the Arts

GPO Box 2154

CANBERRA  ACT  2601

e-mail: digital.tv@dcita.gov.au

Dear Sir

Re:
Review into the Captioning Requirements of the Broadcasting Services Act 1992

We refer to the options paper received on 21 July 1999 and make the following comments in relation to the options raised.

We believe that for regional operators the only sensible option is option 4, being “Determine a standard that allows for the phase-in of the captioning requirements and the exemption of certain programming (eg live sport, unscripted live to air, non-English language and music programs)”. That is an exemption for local news services until the technology develops so that it is economic to provide closed captioning in a digital format.

WIN generally takes prime time programs on relay from a capital city network, and hence we believe we can close caption the same number of programs as the capital city networks during Prime Time, apart from local news. However, with our local news services, if a decision is taken to require full captioning of local news in regional markets, then the effect will be a reduction in the number of news bulletins we will be able to produce.

WIN Television produces twenty (20) news bulletins throughout Australia every weeknight. This is a greater commitment to news coverage and localism than any other network, regional or metropolitan. These half hour programs are staffed with up to seventeen (17) people in our major centres such as Canberra, and only three (3) people in our smallest market of Griffith. 

There are two issues with regional news captioning, being the date by which it will be required and whether full or partial captioning is required.

We believe the new news computer systems that are being developed for analog television news services will allow for close captioning of the presenters introductions to each story. This combined with the graphics that appear for each story will enable the hearing impaired to obtain a substantial flavour of the news story involved. We believe this is the most sensible way to proceed with captioning.

Digital television news systems are also being developed in the US we believe, with similar captioning capability, but none are currently operating in Australia.

If regional news services are required to provide a full close captioning service, it will lead to the deterioration of the standard of the bulletins in the larger markets (as resources are moved from general news to captioning). In the smaller markets it is quite possible that news services will simply be removed as being uneconomic. Further, in a number of our markets it would be physically impossible to carry out full caption of bulletins when we are producing up to five (5) news services over a three (3) hour period from one broadcast centre.

As we enter the digital age, it would seem sensible to bring closed captioning to local news as the technology develops rather than impose high costs on the regional stations by requiring a manual intensive system.

Given that we are not required to commence digital services until 1 January 2004, we support the FACTS position, that the regional exemption, which we are requesting, should be reviewed as part of the review of the extension of captioning requirements in 2005.

It ought to be noted that the Nine Network affiliates produce twenty six (26) Prime Time news bulletins each day, whereas the Seven Affiliates produce sixteen (16) and the Ten Affiliates produce three (3). Consequently, if full captioning was introduced it would increase our costs of operation by a greater amount than our competitors. This would also affect the ability for us to maintain all of our services.

Being a locally based station with our headquarters in regional Australia we would be very disappointed if the effect of new regulations was to increase the cost of local news so that it made services uneconomic as this would not benefit any viewers or the commercial stations.

Yours sincerely

John I Rushton

Chief Executive Officer
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