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1.
Background

RPH Australia (RPHA) is the representative body of the organizations providing Australia's fifteen RPH services.  Currently, RPH can be heard in all capital cities (except Darwin), in Launceston, and seven regional centres across Victoria and Southern NSW.

RPH (Radio for the Print Handicapped), addresses the information needs of people with a print disability by broadcasting content otherwise inaccessible to them.

People may have a print disability for any of a range of reasons including:

· Blindness or low vision

· A physical disability such as arthritis or the effects of a stroke, inhibiting handling or manipulation of the printed page
· A learning or language difficulty, rendering speech easier to comprehend than print
It is estimated that one in six Australians has significant difficulty reading print.

For these people, RPH is a vital element of the range of radio services available to the Australian community.

Predominantly, RPH provides readings from a range of publications incorporating newspapers, magazines and books.  In addition, RPH presents information content of particular relevance to listener groups from government, disability and other community organizations.

With the arrival of Digital Radio come both opportunities and threats for people with a print disability.  The opportunities come with the attributes of digital radio that can enrich one's listening experience.  However, a poorly managed implementation could marginalize people with a print disability, should RPH services not move to the digital environment or receivers be inaccessible to people unable to see or read a screen.

RPHA therefore welcomes this opportunity to respond to matters raised in the issues paper under consideration and will comment in relation to the content of selected areas of the paper.

2.
Digital Radio Platform

We agree with the view, that Eureka 147, is probably the preferred primary platform and that a hybrid of Eureka 147 and DRM may provide the solution for regional and remote locations.

2.1
Approaches to Implementation

RPHA agrees with the view of the DRSG, that a 'managed introduction' is the desirable approach.  We expect that many consumers will be reluctant to invest in new receiver technology and would be content with analogue services, for as long as they were available.  However, many consumers with a print disability, particularly those who are blind or vision impaired, will be attracted to the benefits of digital radio with its potential for superior audio quality and delivery of new services.

As other mainstream broadcasters take-up digital radio, it will be important for RPH providers to keep pace so as to be able to bring to its audience the benefits of Digital Radio at a time that coincides with similar advances with other broadcasters.

There will eventually come a time when any broadcaster not using Digital Radio will be disadvantaged because the majority of listeners will regard this as the preferred environment.  We believe that operators such as RPH and other community broadcasters should be financially assisted in the transition because this virtual mandatory migration to Digital Radio was not taken into account at the time of licence allocation or commitment by the licensee to broadcasting.

We feel that for many years the majority of consumers will want to stay with analogue receivers.  There will, however, be those who will seek both the superior audio quality and access to new services afforded by Digital Radio.  We have no firm views on a specific timetable but do want to move with the majority of other mainstream broadcasters to be offering listeners an alternative medium for analogue services and access to additional content.

2.2
Bit Rate Allocation

RPHA sees as a potential enhancement of its service and in fact an advantage to listeners of all spoken word broadcasts, the capacity for superior audio quality to what is at least provided by AM radio.  Amongst people with a print disability and particularly those who are blind or vision impaired, is a proportionately larger listener group, who will welcome superior audio quality.

RPHA participated in the recent Melbourne Digital Trials, taking particular interest in the quality of the RPH transmissions as well as other services.  We noted the satisfactory audio from RPH and other community broadcasters using those channels, as well as Sport 927.  On the other hand, we noted the most unsatisfactory quality of the ABC News Radio service.  This was regarded by listeners in an audio research panel as below am standard and most unacceptable.

As primarily a spoken word service, RPH does not have the requirement for bit rates comparable with music services, but there should at least be sufficient capacity to produce audio comparable with a good FM signal.

RPH would welcome the opportunity with Digital Radio to introduce additional services.  We are mindful that currently RPH services are only provided in English and provision of non English language services would address a significant community need.  It would also be of advantage to be able to broadcast events and other special programs whilst continuing to deliver the normal service.  It might be that a normal 128 Kbit/s could be subdivided in to 64 Kbit/s services.  We are as yet undecided about the level of requirement for stereo services.

3.
Multiplex Licensing and Spectrum Allocation

3.1
National and Community Broadcasters

As already indicated, RPHA is of the view, that RPH providers should deliver digital radio from a time when it is being taken up by the majority of other mainstream broadcasters.  This change would involve significant cost, which we believe should, for community broadcasters, be supported by the Commonwealth.  We see with access to Multiplex facilities, parallels with current arrangements between licensees and third parties such as Broadcast Australia.

4.
Drivers of Take-up and Content Regulation

4.1
Consumer Interest in Digital Radio

We are of the view that the "community interest" of people with a print disability, particularly those who are blind or vision impaired, will be attracted to the superior audio quality of digital radio.  Therefore we anticipate significant enthusiasm towards simulcasting.  In addition, the opportunity to receive new services will be another incentive for consumers.

We are mindful that on screen data is currently inaccessible for people with a print disability, that is unable to see a screen.  We urge that future receiver design, incorporate features which provide alternative display, such as synthetic speech of the screen display.  In the meantime, it is important that content providers be required to ensure the screen display is not used exclusively for content essential to the broadcast.  An example of this would be displaying identification of music tracks with no corresponding spoken word provision of the information.

4.2
Audio Services and Simulcasting

We do not believe regulation would be appropriate to prohibit or limit the use of simulcasting.  Within bit rate constraints available to them, broadcasters will have to determine how best they should use the resource.  We have no particular concerns about the level of usage of band width for data streaming, provided that the content is not essential to the full appreciation of the audio stream and over the period that there is no alternative access to viewing the screen.
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