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Introduction

NCBI welcomes the opportunity to comment on the revision of the access rules. We also welcome the efforts of the Broadcasting Authority or Ireland (BAI) to make the consultation process accessible to people with vision impairments by providing the information in multiple formats and allowing submissions through multiple channels.

We would like to comment only on the questions relating to audio description. Firstly, we feel it is very important to note that the consultation does not actually include a question in relation to the proposed targets for audio description. The question “What are your views on the proposed targets, as detailed above?” is asked in relation to subtitling but not in relation to audio description. We can only conclude that either the BAI has already made up its mind prior to the consultation or that the BAI considers this issue so unimportant that it has forgotten to ask the question! Either way, this omission is appalling. It is insulting to people with vision impairments and should never have been allowed to happen.

We find that the proposed targets provide for almost no improvement on the extremely low level of access to television for the many people with vision impairments who would benefit greatly from audio description.

The proposal not to increase the targets for audio description seems to have been taken largely on the basis of cost. However, the costings contained in the OCS report from 2009 are now completely out of date and do not reflect the current financial reality for audio description services. Together with other changes in the context of audio description production and broadcasting, we believe there is now a strong case for increasing the levels of audio description.

The proposed targets

Historically, RTÉ and the BAI have argued that the reasons for the low targets for audio description are due to cost, non-availability and technical constraints. We therefore expected to see a large increase in the proposed new access rules, due to three things:

· The cost of audio description has recently reduced significantly;

· The availability of audio description providers and existing audio described programming is increasing rapidly;

· With the ending of analogue broadcasting in 2012, it will be possible to include closed audio description with any programme and RTÉ will have the technical means to deliver audio described programmes on all digital networks.

The OCS report from 2009 lists the cost of audio description at between €1,000 and €2,000 per hour. This seems strange given that the data contained in the 2009 review of television access services by Ofcom in the UK shows that the average cost of audio description in 2009 was £443 per hour, about half the figure quoted by OCS. The Ofcom report also reveals that the cost is falling year on year, as it is for other access services. The average per hour cost for audio description was £590 in 2004, £520 in 2006 and £443 in 2009. We understand that the cost for RTÉ of buying in audio description has recently dropped considerably and may now be below €400 per hour. The BAI should request this up to date information from RTÉ. The very fact that the cost of audio description is considerably lower than that quoted in the OCS research report dictates that BAI should undertake a review of the targets which have been kept low largely based on this issue of cost.

This fall in cost is perhaps inevitable given that technology becomes cheaper over time and, with greater demand, more suppliers appear offering a better deal. The provision of audio description is, like subtitling, now a global market. Description services can be purchased from many providers in other countries, such as the UK and Australia. The access services need to reflect this changing reality and not be based on out of data figures.
The high levels of audio description in the UK (59 separate channels achieved over 10% in 2011 and 15 achieved over 30%) and the continual increases being achieved (the BBC plans to increase its target for audio description in 2% annual increments from 2011 onwards) show that there is a lot of audio described material already in existence, including many of the mainstream films and drama programmes shown on Irish television (e.g. Coronation Street, EastEnders and many Hollywood films). Irish broadcasters should seek to purchase the audio described versions of these programmes. We note that RTÉ also has an agreement with the BBC to provide subtitle with the programmes it buys, at no extra cost. This should be done for all access services.

More research is need on this. To ascertain the amount of programming that is output by Irish broadcasters for which audio described versions do exist and the feasibility of broadcasters getting those versions.

We believe audio description targets should be set for broadcasters other than RTÉ. The consultation document states:

“The setting of audio description and Irish Sign Language targets only for RTÉ reflects a European-wide approach whereby only Public Service Broadcasters are required to provide these two types of access service.”

This is not true for the UK at least. Almost all channels, including commercial channels, have a target of at least 10% for audio description. Some commercial channels, including ITV 1, 2, 3 & 4, Channel 4, E4, Channel 5 and Sky Sports 1, have targets of 4% - 5% for sign language.

Furthermore, commercial broadcasters In the UK have voluntarily opted to provide significant levels of audio description above the minimum levels set by Ofcom. ITV voluntarily committed to achieving at least a 20% level of audio description across its programmes by the end of 2010. Channel 4 has agreed to audio describe at least 20% of its programming from January 2011. Sky has agreed to audio describe 20% of programming on all relevant Sky channels, on a voluntary basis, with the exception of their sports channels.

We believe that the BAI should undertake to make audio description a standard feature of Irish television by increasing the current targets for audio description to achieve a level of 10% on all public service broadcasting by 2015 and introducing audio description targets for commercial broadcasters from 2012.

We agree with the proposed change to the time period for measuring audio description since there is no reason to treat audio description any different from subtitling now that it can be broadcast in a closed format.

Quality standards

Anecdotal evidence, not only from Ireland but from many other countries around the world, indicates that low quality is a serious problem with some audio description. This not only frustrates and impedes users, but also wastes the valuable resources and efforts that broadcasters have put into describing programmes in the first place. It is therefore essential that quality is ensured for all audio description that is broadcast. This requires a quality standard and a system of monitoring against that standard.

The BAI’s quality guidelines for audio description are based on the ITC guidelines from 2000, which are now out of date. There are much better guidelines now available from a number of sources. The most notable in an Irish context are the guidelines for audio description found within the ‘Universal Design guidelines for digital TV equipment and services’ shortly to be published by the NDA Centre for Excellence in Universal Design. Roger Woods of the BAI has been on the steering group for the development of these guidelines. They are expected to be available online in early February at the following URL:

http://www.universaldesign.ie/useandapply/ict/irishnationalitaccessibilityguidelines/digitaltvequipmentandservices/programmecontent/audiodescription
We will inform the BAI when they are launched.

These guidelines are based on thorough research covering all the existing guidance and research results currently available and therefore contain a synthesis of international knowledge and best practice. We would encourage the BAI to assess them for possible adoption as the BAI’s recommended quality standards for audio description. We would also recommend the BAI to put in place a monitoring process against these quality guidelines and to consider how they can be brought into the access rules as official targets that can be measured against. NCBI would be willing to work with the BAI to devise an effective and economic monitoring system.
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