23 February 1999

General Manager

Licensed Broadcasting

Department of Communications, Information Technology and the Arts

GPO Box 21554

Canberra. ACT. 2601.

Dear Sir / Madam,

On behalf of the Executive Committee, our Council which is a statewide Advocacy and information service representing the interests of Deaf Victorians has enclosed our submission to the Review of Captioning Standards.

As you will find in our submission, our response includes unanimous endorsement of the submission made by the National Working Party on Captioning which represents the interests of a wide cross section of National Deaf organisations and Deaf  consumer groups.

If you should request any clarification on our submission, please feel free to contact us.

Yours sincerely,

Phil Harper

Co-ordinator

REVIEW OF CAPTIONING STANDARDS

Submission from the Victorian Council of Deaf People
[23/2/99]

Introduction

When the Television Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act 1998 was passed, a section of the Australian community was more delighted than most others. The Act established a acknowledgement that Deaf Australians had a right to enjoy television like all other Australians. It was the beginnings of mandatory provision of captioned programs as set out in the Act (eg; prime time).

This review is an opportunity for us to clearly state our case for a better deal and to prove that there is no or little barriers that prevent captioning being extended far beyond the original requirements of the Act.

It is a fact the watching television is a popular recreation activity of all Australians and that Australia has one of the highest rates of television ownership in the world.

It is a fact that from the Australian Bureau of Statistics national Health Survey 1995, that there are approximately 1.5 million (Victoria 374,000) people in Australia with a hearing loss.

It is also a fact that from a 1998 Australian Captioned Centre statistical analysis of captioned programs only 17% of all television programs are captioned (1997 – 14%).

17% of all programs ! 

It is clear that self regulated Television codes of practice have not succeeded in encouraging reasonable growth in captioning hours over the years. Only Channel 7 have doubled the number of captioned broadcasts between 1997-1998 (1997 – 11.8%; 1998 – 22.1%) The other stations have been marginal.

Legislation is necessary to enforce a fair expansion program that will ultimately lead to full captioning being achievable by 2005.

Responses to some specific questions from the Issues paper:-

· Should regulations make provision for a phased introduction of  captioning ? On what basis should a phase-in of the standards proceed /

Yes. Self regulation is not working. Specific provisions within the Act must make clear a yearly quota which increases until full captioning is achieved.

It is clear from the development and experiences of Channel 7 who in 1998, provided 85% of their prime time programs with captioning. Channel 7 have demonstrated that it is practicable, not financially onerous and successful.

Overseas experience and regulations (UK and USA) have shown it can work and Channel 7 are showing the way here in Australia.

We are in agreement with the National Working Party on Captioning’s [NWPC] proposal that:-

· All news and current affairs, and all prime time television programs be captioned by 1 January 2001

(already legislated)

· All children’s programs be captioned by 1 January 2002;

· All television programs be captioned by 2005.

We wish to also add:-

· Any major event of national interest that is televised should be captioned by 1 July 2000;

This includes 2000 Olympics, AFL Grand Final (already done), Melbourne Cup, Federal Election debates (already); Federal Election nights (already); etc.

We would in fact prefer such a requirement be set for December 31 1999 so that the television broadcasting of the new millenium would be captioned.

Given the legislated captioning requirements by 1 January 2001 and Channel 7’s ability to almost meet that requirement as of February 1999,  there is no reason why all television stations could not caption all their programs by 2005.

· Comments 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.

Current regulations giving television stations until 1 January 2001 to broadcast with captions prime time and all news and current affairs programs is reasonable. As stated Channel 7 are almost complying now (87% of prime time programs captioned), many current affairs and some news programs (Channel 2 and SBS) are captioned.

Therefore technically, there are no barriers.

Television stations can only benefit from an increasing mass market of deaf people having access to their captioned programs which clearly raises their popularity profile and financially (rating dollars).

Financially, given the overall cost of producing and broadcasting a television program, the captioning component is minimal.

Ethically, television stations through providing a service, have a responsibility to provide access to all Australians and that includes deaf people.

· Should provision be made for open and closed captioning in the standards ?

Our views are clear. The way forward is:-

· All new television sets manufactured in Australia or imported, must have a decoder chip installed that produces captions which switched on and manually operated (remote control) by 1 January 2001;

· All television programs are closed captioned (roll out timetable as stated above);

· All emergency warning broadcasts are to have open captions.

Like the USA, which has legislation where all television sets have decoder chips, we would like to have choice to watch a program either captioned or not captioned. It will be our choice.

As for emergency warnings, due to not all televisions not having teletext, open captions will guarantee viewers will see the warning.

· Are there any technical, resource or other difficulties particular to non-metropolitan bradcasters that would justify different standards in relation to program exemptions oe the phase in of the standards ?

Non-metropolitan stations should be regulated to ensure that when they are broadcasting a program with captions originally shown in the metropolitan, that they also showthe captioned program in the non-metropolitan area.

It is our understanding that non-metropolitan already (or most do) have teletext capabilities, so there is no extra cost in that respect.

· 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 ?

We would like strong consideration for prime time viewing to be extended to include 7am – 9am weekdays because of the number of popular light entertainment, current affairs and news programs in existence at that time. 

For, example, the ‘Today Show’ on Channel 9 is a popular and important news and current affair (mixed with light entertainment) that many Australians enjoy – likewise deaf people would also enjoy and have a right to access.

· 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 appropiate for such an increase.

As per suggested NWPC timetable, we endorse a regimented increase of captioning hours on television leading to full captioning by 2005.

As stated and from the experience of Channel 7 as a role model and overseas experience, there are no technical or financial barriers that would deter such an outcome.

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

In answering the question about prime time viewing hours, if we accept FACTS definition of ‘current affairs’ as a “program focussing on social, economic or political issues of current relevance to the community”, then the Channel 9 program ‘Today’ fits that definition.

This gives credence to our case for extending prime time viewing hours and / or endorsing such morning programs as current affairs with a news content.

