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“It’s Our Turn!”
Welcome to the January 2013 edition of “Its Our Turn”, Blind Citizens Australia’s quarterly media access newsletter.
In this edition you will find the following items:
· Cinema Access at a Glance
· ABC TV: Beyond the Technical Trial
· App Review: VO Starter for IOS
· Open Letter to DVD Retailers and Suppliers
· Recent Release DVDs with Audio Description

· How to Contribute to It’s Our Turn
Accessible Cinema at a Glance

To commence 2013, I thought it might be beneficial to reflect upon the progress that we have made in the area of cinema access over the past few years to provide an overview of what cinema access currently looks like for Australians who are blind or vision impaired.
Audio description is still a relatively new service in Australian cinemas, with the first Australian cinemas only commencing sessions with audio description in 2009. The Accessible Cinema project, a joint effort of Media Access Australia and the Independent Cinemas Association of Australia (Funded by the Department of Health and Aging), saw audio description equipment being installed in 12 independent cinemas in remote Australian locations. This was a good first step, but these 12 cinemas only represented 2% of all cinema locations and further work needed to be undertaken.

In 2009, Blind Citizens Australia lodged 9 strategic complaints against mainstream cinema locations that already offered a captioning service for people who are deaf or hearing impaired but had failed to implement audio description.
In 2010, in response to these 9 complaints and lobbying by other disability organizations, Hoyts, Village, Event and Reading cinemas announced a joint commitment to rollout audio description, as well as closed captions for people who are deaf or hearing impaired, on 242 screens in 132 cinema locations by 2014. This would result in a total of 840 accessible movie sessions being shown each week.
The cinema access implementation plan proposed by the four major cinema chains was scheduled to coincide with the switch to digital technology. Traditionally, movies were shot on film and projected with film. With digital systems though, this is done with digital cameras and digital projectors. Digital technology offers many advantages for access. With the older analog systems, the audio description had to be sourced separately and arrived on another tape, which then had to be synchronized with the feature film. With digital films though, all access features are included in the one digital cinema package.

The joint partnership between the disability sector and the four major cinema chains is very unique as there is no other country that currently has such a strategy in place to address cinema access nationally. The United Kingdom took the lead on cinema access with the old analog system, with around a quarter of all cinemas showing films with audio description. They are however yet to reach any decision on how they will retain this level of access with the transition to digital technology. In the United States, levels of access can vary greatly from state to state and change is often dependent on an individual taking legal action against a particular cinema location.

While there continues to be some teething problems with the rollout of accessible cinema, the work that is being undertaken by the four major cinema chains has already greatly increased access to cinema across Australia. We have heard some very positive and inspiring stories from members who are enjoying the service. 

Independent cinemas are a different can of worms altogether. The 12 cinemas that were initially provided with funding to implement audio description back in 2009 are themselves slowly moving over to digital technology as the audio description equipment that they currently have installed is analog. However, they will no longer be able to play films with audio description once this transition has taken place. It is important to note that most cinemas operating in rural and regional areas are independents. This means that that people living in these areas may not experience greater access as a result of the rollout that is being undertaken by the major cinema chains. Blind Citizens Australia will be following up with the Department of Health and Aging, who initially provided the funding to the twelve independents, to see if they will be offering these 12 cinemas any assistance with retaining their ability to screen films with audio description in the future.

While having the equipment in place to broadcast audio description is one thing, the ability to screen films with audio description is dependent on those films carrying an audio described track in the first place. Over the past few years, there has been a push for greater accessibility with the transition to digital technology. As a result, Digital Cinema Initiatives, an organization that is owned by the six major motion pictures studios, has made a commitment to include access features in all digital cinema packages. This means that there should be an audio described track included with most films. However, if the film has not been produced by one of the 6 major studios, this is where the access can fall down. The Australian film industry itself is also starting to take access seriously and in 2011, Screen Australia, The Federal Government’s funding body for the screen production industry, announced a new funding condition that requires all funded films to be delivered with audio description.

There is no doubt that access to cinema for people who are blind or vision impaired has significantly increased over the past few years. If you have not yet experienced audio description at the cinema, I would urge you to go along with friends or family and see what it’s all about.

For a list of cinema locations currently offering audio description, contact Blind Citizens Australia or visit the media access Australia website at www.mediaaccess.org.au. 

If you experience a problem at your local cinema, you should always try to resolve this with cinema staff in the first instance. If you are not successful in resolving a problem or you would simply like to let us know about your experience, we would be only too happy to hear from you.

ABC TV: Beyond the Technical Trial
As many of our members will be aware, a technical trial of audio description (AD) took place on ABC1 between August and November this year; allowing Australians who are blind or vision impaired to experience proper access to television for the very first time. 
The desire of people who are blind or vision impaired to have access to a permanent AD service on television led to the “It’s as Easy as ABC” campaign; a joint initiative of Blind Citizens Australia, Vision Australia and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN). This campaign resulted in 30,000 postcards being distributed to the Minister for Communications, Senator Stephen Conroy and ABC’s Managing Director, Mark Scott asking that the AD service remain switched on following the trial end date.


Although the AD service was switched off on 4 November, the postcard campaign was a huge success and has shown decision makers that there is a strong demand for AD on TV. In conversations with us and other stakeholders following the trial, the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) has indicated a strong commitment towards AD on television and understands the role that this service plays in increasing social inclusion for people who are blind or vision impaired. 


While all parties involved have agreed that the delivery of the AD service was extremely successful, several technical issues arose for consumers during the trial, such as loss of the main audio track and the inability to record content on ABC1. The Australian Government needs to ensure that an AD service is going to be sustainable, so it is important for these issues to be addressed prior to any future implementation. Ironing out these problems in advance will also prevent commercial television networks from using technical issues as an excuse not to deliver an audio description service in the future.


The Australian Government is currently awaiting the release of a technical report from the ABC which will shed further light on the issues that arose as a result of the trial. Once this report has been received, DBCDE will begin to explore options for resolving these issues and will engage with the blindness sector to discuss the future pathway to introducing a permanent audio description service on Australian television.

Campaign organisations (BCA, Vision Australia and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network), with Media Access Australia, have published their own report to highlight the consumer perspective of the AD service and inform the Government’s thinking regarding the introduction of a permanent AD service. This report has been sent to Senator Conroy, Minister for Communications; Mark Scott, Managing Director of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation and the Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA). It can also be downloaded from our website at www.bca.org.au.

We would like to offer our thanks to all of our members who helped to distribute postcards during the “It’s as Easy as ABC” campaign, as well as those who helped to inform the sector report on the trial by participating in one of our AD teleconferences. Watch this space for the latest updates about audio description on television!
App Review: VO Starter for IOS
Have you recently purchased an iPad, iPod Touch or iPhone and are not quite sure on the ins and outs of Voice Over, Apple’s text-to-speech software? Great news, now there’s an app that can teach you how to use it!

VO Starter, developed by Michael Doise, can be downloaded free of charge from the app store and aims to provide new users with a comprehensive tool to help guide them through the IOS environment. The sections included in the app are as follows:

· Buttons – learn how to activate buttons in IOS

· Alerts – learn how to interact with alerts

· Text Fields – learn how to type in IOS

· Text Views – play around with an IOS text box

· Table Views – master the IOS table view

· Tab View – learn how to navigate through a tab view

· Switches – learn how to use switches in IOS

· Sliders – learn how to use the slider control in IOS

· Pickers – learn how to pick data from an IOS picker

· Web Views – learn how to navigate in an app web view

· Action Views – learn how to work with action sheets

· VO Tips – learn a few useful VoiceOver tips

· Resources – some useful IOS resources

If you are thinking of purchasing an IOS device, you can even ask a customer service representative to install the app while you are still in-store so that it is ready to go when you leave.

Open Letter to DVD Retailers and Suppliers
Ever walked into your local rental store or retailer with the intention of locating a few audio described DVD titles, only to find that the salesperson has absolutely no idea what you are talking about? This seems to be a common experience among our members.
Prompted by consumer feedback, we have recently developed an open letter that can be used to educate members of the public; particularly retailers, about AD and how to determine whether or not a DVD title carries it. The open letter includes the AD logo, as well as a list of terms that can be used to indicate that a title carries audio description in the event that the logo has not been used. It also goes into detail about how to activate the AD feature on a DVD.

The open letter for AD on DVD can be downloaded from our website at www.bca.org.au. Alternatively, please feel free to get in touch with us at the national office and request that a copy be sent to you.

Recent Release DVDs with Audio Description
Animated/Family
Hotel Transylvania (PG)

Ice Age 4: Continental Drift (PG)

Madagascar 3: Europe’s Most Wanted (PG), Brave (PG).
Action 
Abraham Lincoln: Vampire Hunter (MA15+), The Bourne Legacy (M), The Dark Knight Rises (M), The Expendables 2 (MA15+), Lockout (MA15+, Resident Evil – Retribution (MA15+), Total Recall 2012 (M)
Comedy
The Sapphires (PG), Seeking a friend for the End of the World (M), Ted (MA15+), Think Like a Man (M), The Watch (MA15+).
Drama
LOL (M), Moonrise Kingdom (PG)
Horror
Chernobyl Diaries
Romance
Hope Springs (M), 

Thriller
Bait (MA15+), Fire with Fire (MA15+).
How to contribute to its Our Turn

Blind Citizen’s Australia welcomes member input to this newsletter. Please provide suggestions, reviews or comments to Lauren Henley by phone on (02) 9744 9844 or email at lauren.henley@bca.org.au 

If you would like to stop receiving this newsletter or wish 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
We look forward to bringing you the next edition of “It’s Our Turn”.
