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“It’s Our Turn!”
Edited by Lauren Henley
Welcome to the October 2013 edition of “It’s Our Turn”, Blind Citizens Australia’s quarterly media access newsletter.
In this edition you will find the following items:
· What’s the point of going to see a live show if you’re blind?
· Audio description comes to Mudgee!
· Internet dating - the way of the future
· The Android accessibility journey: a vision impaired user perspective
· How to contribute to “It’s Our Turn”
What’s the point of going to see a live show if you’re blind?
By Maribel Steel

You might well ask, what’s the point of going to a live show if you’re blind or vision impaired and have no hope of seeing anything? I am often asked this question by sighted theatre-goers, and recently, I experienced something amazing. An audio-described musical for the first time in my life and I am truly hooked. The difference it made to my enjoyment of a live show was immense, thanks to a small group of dedicated audio-describers from Vision Australia.

“Flower Children”: a sensory experience

Being vision impaired since the age of 15, I have always held a particular fondness for musicals.

I enjoy nothing better than to pump out harmonies along with my music idols. But as a person with a degenerative eye condition, Retinitis Pigmentosa (RP), I have to rely on my sighted companions to keep me up to speed with the happenings on a theatre stage or movie screen. We often risk annoying those people around us who haven’t noticed my folded white cane and turn to tell us off for whispering during a show. So I sit back in my seat, feeling somewhat annoyed to be missing the visual cues and hope at some point, the show will begin to make sense to blind eyes.

I had heard of the audio description services from Vision Australia for some time but had never experienced it. So when I received an email alert that the musical, Flower Children: the story of the Mamas and Papas was coming to the Comedy Theatre in Melbourne and was being offered as an audio-described show, I knew I had to call Janene Sadhu, the Melbourne Coordinator of the free service at Vision Australia.

What happened next was a real eye opener. Janene sent me an email with a detailed description of the costumes and stage props, everything that a sighted person would see on the night of the show. I read it through with my computer software for the blind and it was like having my own private “viewing” before the performance. The notes painted a vivid picture: “Papa John, played by Matt Hetherington, is a man in his early thirties. He is approximately 6 foot tall, and of medium build. He has brown eyes, short brown hair and sports a beard ...”

On the night of the show, my partner and I rocked up with great anticipation. Friendly volunteers from Vision Australia greeted us and gave instructions on how to use the portable radio receiver and off we went to find our seats. Using the device with ear-phones was as easy as singing along to “California Dreaming” and for the first time in my theatre viewing life, I could keep up with the whole story. The clear voices of the volunteers speaking through my ear-phones brought the entire show to life. I was laughing (and crying) at the gestures being described, understood who was coming on and off the stage and imagined the colourful descriptions of the shifting props on stage. At one point, my partner leaned in close to describe a scene, but before he could speak, I grinned with eyes alight and said: “I know!”
And did this sensory experience get any better? It sure did. After the performance of Flower Children, Janene had organised a tactile tour with the stage manager so our blind group could see through excited hands the props and feel some of the costumes worn by the actors. While we sat up on stage on the same steps used in the show, Matt Hetherington (Papa John) came to join us and we launched into a happy rendition of one of the show’s hit songs.

I am so grateful to Janene and her dedicated group of volunteers from Vision Australia who gave up their time to organise and describe the Flower Children performance in Melbourne which has sparked a renewed love for live theatre – I can’t wait until the next show. Bravo! 

Editor’s note:
To find out what performances are coming up near you, visit the Vision Australia website at www.visionaustralia.org, or phone 1300 84 74 66 to speak to a member of staff. Thank you for sharing this wonderful experience with our readers Maribel and I hope that it might encourage others to explore audio-described theatre in the future. 

Audio description comes to Mudgee!

On 22 September 2013, the Central West Branch of Blind Citizens Australia, with assistance from the Mudgee Vision Impaired Group, PJL Constructions and Tickets, Mid-Western Regional Council, Sunrise Mudgee, Mudgee Lions Club and Rotary, hosted a public screening of the film “Australia” at the Mudgee Town Hall Theatre.

This event, the first of its kind in the area, saw the audio-described track being broadcast directly over the main speaker system so that it could be experienced by everyone in the room. This provided an opportunity for local residents who are blind or vision impaired to come together and find out what benefits audio description could offer. It was also a chance to promote and build an awareness of audio description amongst sighted residents.

At the Branch’s October meeting, members were asked to report on their experience of audio description at the screening of “Australia”. Below are just a few of the comments:

“I could see some of the time, but the audio description told me lots more about it.”

“It was very good and helped me to understand the film better.”

“I am vision impaired and it felt good to enjoy a movie with a description of everything in it.”
But it wasn’t only those with vision impairment that enjoyed the experience. One sighted participant stated:

“I enjoyed it and if it was all around Australia it would make life so much more enjoyable for those with a vision problem or to those who are totally blind. It was good to watch the movie and some times close my eyes and still enjoy the thrill of the audio description as well as the music and sounds of where the characters were in each scene.”

With around 60 people in attendance, the event was deemed a great success. Event organiser and Branch President Mary Lovett would like to encourage other branches around Australia to consider hosting a similar event to promote audio description in their local area.
Internet dating – the way of the future

By Dean Calder

Over the past ten to fifteen years, internet dating has been the modern way that citizens of the world have formed friendships and possibly, relationships, a great way for Australians who are blind or vision impaired to try too, wouldn’t you think? In theory, you would think it would work,

but no. Not in recent times.

I will share below my experiences and outline the barriers that I have had to overcome, not only that, but the work that I along with Blind Citizens Australia am undertaking.

Approximately five years ago, I stumbled across internet dating. Initially, I found it liberating as I could chat to women from the privacy of my own home. As I am not a fan of noisy clubs and bars, this opened up doors for me. The sites that I am referring to are Oasis Active and Plenty of Fish.  Initially when I navigated these sites they were accessible with screen-reading technology. In recent times, however, this has not been the case. The sites are cluttered, and are not intuitive to screen-readers at all. In many instances, screen elements are also labelled incorrectly, preventing me from being able to access them independently.

Another barrier that I have discovered is that of visual captchas which exist for security purposes. This was the case with the site called Plenty of Fish. The visual captchas occur when you try to contact someone who sparks your interest. Having to seek assistance to read the content of the captchas is extremely disempowering and takes away your independence.

So what am I doing now to make these sites more accessible? I, with help from Blind Citizens Australia and Vision Australia, am making a complaint to the Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission regarding the inaccessibility of Oasis Active and I hope that in time other internet dating sites will follow by example. I am not seeking any financial compensation, however I hope that Australians who are blind or vision impaired can have the same freedom as their sighted counterparts.

If you have come across an internet dating website that is not accessible, I would encourage                 you to advance this issue by lodging your own disability discrimination complaint with the Australian Human Rights Commission. You can lodge a complaint online or download a copy                  of the complaint template in Microsoft Word format from: www.humanrights.gov.au/complaints. 
The Commission can also assist you with writing your complaint. You can contact the Commission directly by telephone on 1300 656 419 or by email on newcomplaints@humanrights.gov.au. 

The Android accessibility journey: a vision impaired user perspective
By Dr Scott Hollier
First published 24 September 2013 at: http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/latest_news/general/the-android-accessibility-journey-a-vision-impaired-user-perspective.
In 2009 when the iPhone 3GS first appeared with a wealth of assistive features, it seemed like the Holy Grail of accessibility had been achieved. Before its launch the words “touch screen” were often followed by “inaccessible”. But all of this changed when Apple bundled in the VoiceOver screen reader, the Zoom screen magnifier and high contrast features. 

As a vision impaired user, it was great to experience such innovation, but it came at a price – literally. While it’s true that a more traditional solution at the time, a high-end Nokia with third-party assistive technology was more expensive, the iPhone was still at the premium end of the mainstream market and out of my price range.

So it was exciting when the fledging Google Android operating system (OS) started to appear on               a number of devices, especially on eBay where phones and tablets “heavily inspired” by the Apple equivalents began appearing for a quarter of the price. It was also great that the more open nature of the OS meant that you weren’t locked into some of the Apple traps such as providing your credit card details to download apps, and that you could install apps from non-Google sources. Initially, the accessibility of Android wasn’t that great. My first device was a cheap tablet running Android 1.6 and I was disappointed to find that there was virtually nothing in the accessibility section that was of use to me. It wasn’t long after though when Android 2.2 and 2.3 became commonplace, and after reading about the new suite of accessibility features TalkBack, KickBack and SoundBack audio functions, I thought that Android might be a viable alternative. I took at leap of faith and purchased my first Android phone, an LG Optimus One running Android 2.3 Gingerbread.

The phone provided some great basic accessibility features: messages would be read out to me, it would tell me what program I’d launched, and generally read out the screen that appeared, and depending on the app, I could long-press. Long-press allowed me to press a button for a prolonged period of time to activate a menu with additional options or functionalities. The KickBack and SoundBack apps also included some audio cues which helped too.

It was during this time I also discovered one of my favourite Android apps: BIG Launcher. This app works by providing an easy-to-use launcher of six big customisable buttons in high contrast which meant I could easily get to the essentials of the phone without having to use the tiny app icons in the launcher that came with the phone.

However, while I was generally happy with Android, it still wasn’t up to the same standard as Apple’s iOS which continued to improve its accessibility with each new version. There were two features that my phone lacked which I really needed: the ability to feel around the screen to have things read out before selecting them, and a magnification feature. To compensate, Google did make a number of apps as part of their Project Eyes-Free, including a clever phone dialling app. But overall, it still wasn’t as evolved as the more expensive Apple products.

After about a year of my poor phone getting battered, I attended the CSUN (California State University Northridge) accessibility conference in San Diego where there was a presentation on Android 4.0 Ice Cream Sandwich and its Explore by Touch feature. As you move your finger across the screen, Explore by Touch will read out or provide audible feedback for where your finger is placed. Tempted by this and the lure of a larger screen, I took the plunge and purchased a G3 model from the Chinese brand Jiayu from eBay. According to the technology blog GizChina, the Jiayu G3 was one of the best phones out there for my budget of around $200. While TalkBack wasn’t installed on it, I managed to install it from Google Play and was amazed at how much the OS had changed. Now I could move my finger around the screen and double-tap when I needed to launch something. The improved Google text-to-speech engine made it much easier to understand TalkBack. Combined with some improvements to BIG Launcher, I had a pretty functional phone.

Another six months later Android 4.1 Jelly Bean was released. While the update wasn’t as significant for accessibility, it did provide some welcome improvements to the voice and some neat little features such as being able to shake the phone to have it read out the screen. It also consolidated KickBack and SoundBack into the TalkBack screen reader so there was now just one program to set up and customise. I also bought a cheap Android tablet for my children and TalkBack worked well on that too.

While the screen reader was now very effective for my needs, it did unfortunately highlight the issue of app accessibility. When I would use the dialer for example, I’d put my finger on the “2” button and it would say “button 63” which made it impossible to use TalkBack to make phone calls. To overcome this, I really needed a screen magnifier, but there still wasn’t one available. 

Today I still use a Jiayu phone but happily, it’s running Android 4.2, which now includes a full-screen screen magnifier. So with a triple-tap of the phone I can enlarge the screen and I can read the things that TalkBack has trouble with. BIG Launcher has also been updated to include BIG Dialer so I’ve reached a point where the basic phone features work well. Similar to BIG Launcher, BigDialer is an app that provides a dial screen with large buttons. Since getting the basics set up I’ve also been exploring other apps with a number of helpful ones including “Where am I” to find out my location, and was recently involved with the development of the PointFinder app. The app has been really helpful in using my phone for navigation.

While the iPhone has more apps and more accessibility functionality, it’s still more expensive. It’s great that Android has now evolved to a point where the basic OS is solid enough to do the essentials while apps are being released all the time to provide additional support.

How to contribute to “It’s Our Turn”
Blind Citizen’s Australia welcomes member input to this newsletter. Please provide suggestions, reviews or comments to Lauren Henley by phone on (03) 9654 1400, freecall 1800 033 660 or email at lauren.henley@bca.org.au.  

If you would like to stop receiving this newsletter or wish to receive it in another format, 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”.
