“It’s Our Turn!”
Welcome to the January 2012 edition of “Its Our Turn”, Blind Citizens Australia’s quarterly media access newsletter.
In this edition you will find the following items:
· Audio Description of a Different Kind

· Member Reviews of Inception and Red Dog

· Audio Described Cinema Update
· Blind Citizens Australia Calls for an Accessible Foxtel Service
· Review of the Looktell Money Reader for IOS
· Some recent DVD Titles with Audio Description
· Contacts for Audio Described Theatre

· How to contribute to “its Our Turn.” 

Audio Description of a Different Kind 

Contributed by Peggy Soo

I recently went along to the Hatched Festival at St Martins Youth Centre in Melbourne which showcased a number of theatre works by young performers. The Festival contained new works which will develop the performer’s skills to new levels. 

I found this festival had Audio Description of a different nature. I had heard St Martins wanted to make the theatre experience accessible to everyone, and this year was the first year that the Hatched Festival was audio described. Due to the nature of the festival, audio description was a little different to what I was used to. The Festival had shows in different places all over the St Martins complex. Even some offices and other places had been converted to make a performance space! You would pick what you wanted to see and go to those performances.  I found audio description equipment was only in one theatre and only 2 shows were described. What about the rest of the shows? I had my own personal audio describer. Before coming to this Festival I sat down and worked out what shows I wanted to watch so they could be described. 

You are probably wondering what this describer was doing and if they would bother the audience. The describer sat next to me and described sets, costumes and other visual elements of the shows in my ear. I know it’s not ideal for everyone, but unfortunately the technology that is normally used could not be taken to other performances as it needed to be stationary in one theatre. Even though the describer sat with me and talked in my ear, they didn’t bother the audience which was an added bonus. I went along to this Festival on my own so I not only had an audio describer but I enjoyed their company too. 

Although I had to plan what I wanted to see at the Festival, I found ushers and staff at St Martins Youth Theatre to be really helpful and supportive of me wanting to watch theatre. The audio description was great and it really didn’t bother me having someone sit next to me. Hopefully in the not too distant future, the technology could allow going to different places to watch different performances.

Member Review of Inception and Red Dog
By Helen Cummings
Inception is a science fiction/fantasy film with a healthy dose of mystery and suspense.

It is all about dreams. Written and directed by Christopher Nolan, it stars Leonardo DiCaprio, Joseph Gordon-Levitt and Ellen page. Cobb (Leo DiCaprio) is an “extractor”. With the help of new technology, he and Arthur (Joseph Gordon-Levitt) are able to enter people’s dreams and “extract” ideas and secrets. However, now he has a new assignment—to implant a completely new idea so that the subject thinks he has come up with it himself. This involves going to deeper levels of dreaming and into the subject’s subconscious mind.

I needed to give an outline of the complexity of the film plot so that readers can understand the task set before the audio-describer. At the height of the movie, and in the midst of the action, the plot is operating at three different levels with three different action sequences involving the same characters. The audio-describer has to follow action letting you know which level the characters are working in. The time-lines of the different levels of dreams are also related: what takes 10 seconds at the top level, takes 54 minutes at the third level. For the final climax, the action sequences at each level must all come together at the same exact second so that the sleepers can all wake up without mental or physical damage.

The audio-description script is extremely detailed, telling how each character is dressed and what he/she is doing and at which level of the dream he/she is operating. There is quite a lot of dialogue and quite a lot of action—gunshots, explosions etc, but the context is very important. That is where the audio-description script is very well-written and spoken. There is one scene in the movie where Cobb, in a shared dream, is teaching another character how to bend reality. She manages to bend a Parisian street scene from the horizontal to the vertical and then completely upside down, so that cars and people are driving and walking above the characters as they themselves walk down the street. Does this sound complicated? Well, yes it is, but the description is so well done that we vision-impaired people can understand it as well as anyone looking at the screen. The whole film requires concentration from any audience, but a blind or vision-impaired person, with a little imagination, is kept well-informed by the audio-description and that’s what we all need.

“Red Dog” directed by Krib Stenders and based on a true story and a book by Louis de Bernieres stars Josh Lucas, Rachael Taylor and Keisha Castle-Hughes. As a complete contrast, “Red Dog” is an engaging but fairly straight-forward story of a dog in the Northwest of Western Australia. Here, however, the audio description left quite a bit to be desired. I would have thought it would be easy. The action is linear and there are quite long spaces between pieces of dialogue. However, there are long spaces between passages of audio-description, leaving the vision-impaired person wondering what is going on; even if a car is driving down a red dusty road, we could be told about the scenery. The colour red features strongly in the film and has an atmospheric relevance.

In fact, the all-pervasive red iron ore dust, the somewhat primitive living conditions and the desert scenery are significant features of the film. This does not come through in the audio description.

The cast of international characters, all working for the iron ore mine are not differentiated for us, as they are visually. At one point, there is an explosion but we aren’t told who or what is blown up and whether anyone is injured. I myself only understood the atmosphere and mood of the film because I happened to have visited that area and met the people who live there. Don’t get me wrong, I really enjoyed this film. It’s funny, quirky and very Northwest Australian. I understand Australian laconic communication but that is not what we want in audio description. Just my Opinion!
 
Audio Described Cinema Update

In December and January, audio description became available at Reading Cinemas Charlestown (Newcastle) and Event Cinemas Marion (Adelaide) – taking the total number of mainstream cinemas in Australia offering audio description to 40. While this is less than the initial rollout plan for 2011 promised, there have been some technical delays which can account for this. Hoyts and Village Cinemas are in the process of implementing a new system for audio description called Fidelio. Fidelio receivers do not rely on infra red technology as do the traditional receivers, so the signal to the unit should remain strong regardless of how it is positioned. The Fidelio units are expected to arrive in Australia in January or February with the system still needing to undergo certification with Australian Standards.

Prompted by requests from a number of members, we have sought a response from the four major cinema chains to the question of whether or not it will be possible for individuals to purchase their own audio description receivers. The cinemas’ technical personnel have advised that receivers should not be made available for private purchase as the software and/or hardware may need to be upgraded at various stages which may then cause the private units to fail. The cinemas believe that it is in the best interests of customers to have units available only at the site that they are attending. It is, however, possible to use your own headphones with the receivers that are already in place.
We are three quarters of the way there with cinema access, but the processes for accessing audio description in cinemas needs to be as accessible as the films themselves. If you have experienced difficulty finding information about audio described sessions or have had a negative experience at any of the cinema locations mentioned, please let someone know. You can email your feedback directly to the Department of Housing, Community Services and Indigenous affairs at 

accessible.cinema@fahcsia.gov.au Alternatively, you can contact me on the details provided at the bottom of this newsletter.
 

BCA Calls for Improvements to Foxtel Accessibility

In December, Blind Citizens Australia issued a media release announcing our intention to lodge a number of complaints of disability discrimination against Foxtel Australia in early 2012 for it’s refusal to improve the accessibility of Foxtel IQ for people who are blind or vision impaired. The subscription television campaign came about as a result of concerns which had been voiced by BCA members regarding the inaccessible nature of Foxtel’s services. 

The international market has demonstrated much higher levels of access for people who are blind or vision impaired in relation to subscription television. British Sky Broadcasting in the UK, for example have implemented the audio enabled “Sky Box” and continue to provide programs with audio description on a number of channels for the benefit of customers who are blind or vision impaired.
Blind Citizens Australia believes that it is time for Foxtel to step up to the plate and allow paying customers who are blind or vision impaired the level of access that they deserve and are entitled to. We are encouraging any other member who has experienced difficulty accessing Foxtel IQ due to its inaccessible nature to lodge their own complaints of Disability Discrimination with the Australian Human Rights Commission and will provide support to any member wishing to do so.
Review of the LookTell Money Reader for IOS
Americans have had access to this app for a long time, however it previous versions did not support Australian currency. Finally, the Looktell Money Reader is available for Australians to enjoy and great news, it’s extremely accurate and very easy to use. The app is very simple and there are no buttons or menus that you need to interact with. Simply load the app and it’s ready to go. Place the phone, camera-side down on top of the note and then slowly lift it upwards. The denomination will be announced once the note is in view of the camera. Notes are recognised in real time, so this process is very quick and easy. Another advantage is that the app doesn’t require an internet connection in order to work. The app has been tested with the note resting in the palm of a person’s hand or on their lap and it gave the same results – so it is not necessary to have a completely flat surface.
Although most people will be used to carrying their BCA-issued Cash Test with them, this app may have some different uses. For example, try tricking it with American currency and you will quickly find that it’s one step ahead of you. It also provides support for the Euro, the British Pound and the Canadian Dollar, so if you are going overseas it could certainly come in handy. This is a paid app and can be purchased from the App Store for $9.99 US. The app developer recommends that individuals using an iPhone 3g or an iPod fourth generation device use the app in optimum lighting conditions
Recent DVD Releases with Audio Description
The Change-up, comedy, rated MA15+
Zookeeper, comedy, rated PG
Johnny English
Reborne, comedy, rated PG
Horrible Bosses, comedy, rated MA15+
Final Destination 5, horror, rated MA15+
Fright Night, horror, rated MA15+
Chalet Girl, comedy rated PG
Bridesmaids (Comedy, rated MA15+)
Transformers III: Dark of the Moon (Action, rated M)
Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part II, Action, no rating available
Bad Teacher (Comedy, rated MA15+)
Cars II (Family, rated PG),
Kung Fu Panda II (Family, rated PG),
Super 8 (Action, rated M)
Mr Popper’s Penguins (Family, rated G)
Friends with Benefits (Comedy, rated MA15+)
The Hangover, Part 2 (Comedy, rated MA15+),
Red Dog (Drama, Rated PG)
Hannah (Thriller, Rated M)
Captain America (Action, no rating available)
Cowboys and Aliens (Action, no rating available)
Green Lantern (Sci-fi, rated M)
Contacts for Audio Described Theatre

If you are interested in audio described theatre and you live in Brisbane, Melbourne or Sydney, why not give Janene or Alison a call and see what’s coming up.

Brisbane and Melbourne

Janene Sadhu
Phone: (03) 9864 9384
Email: Janene.Sadhu@visionaustralia.org 
Sydney

Alison Manno
Phone: (02) 9334 3247
Email: alison.manno@visionaustralia.org
If you live in Perth, you can find out more about audio described theatre performances by contacting Alice Jorgensen at AEG Ogden (Perth).

Alice Jorgensen
Phone: 08 9380 3000
Email: ajorgensen@sac.aegogdenperth.com.au 
How to Contribute to It’s Our Turn
Blind Citizens Australia welcomes member input to this newsletter. Please provide suggestions, reviews or comments to Lauren Henley by telephone on (02) 9744 9844 or email at lauren.henley@bca.org.au 

We look forward to bringing you the next edition of “It’s Our Turn”!
If you would like to stop receiving this newsletter or would like to receive it in a format other than email, please contact the national office of Blind Citizens Australia on 1800 033 660 or send an email to bca@bca.org.au 
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