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Blind Citizens Australia, on behalf of people who are blind or vision impaired, has today lodged 21 complaints of disability discrimination with the Australian Human Rights Commission against the Australian Broadcasting Commission (ABC) and the Federal Government for its failure to provide fully accessible content on Australian television. All complaints call for the Federal Government to commit ongoing funding to provide a minimum of 14 hours of audio described content per week.
Vice-President of Blind Citizens Australia, Greg Madson, who is one of the complainants, maintains: 

“People who are blind have waited too long and are frustrated that audio description on television remains indefinitely beyond our reach. Our Deaf or hearing impaired peers have always seen great commitment from the ABC, but we continue to feel like second class citizens”.

Audio description (AD) describes visual elements on screen, such as scenes, settings, actions and costumes, to people who are blind or vision impaired. While this service was trialled on ABC television in 2012, the Federal Government has made no commitment to-date to implement a permanent service.
“It’s time for Australia to catch up and start taking accessibility seriously. When audio description is already available on free view television in many other countries, it is extremely disappointing that Australia’s public broadcaster is still inaccessible to us,” Mr Madson said.

“These complaints reflect our member’s concerns that the Federal Government is not meeting their obligations under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. We call on the new Minister for Communications, Broadband and the Digital Economy, the Hon. Anthony Albanese to take the lead on this issue and make a commitment to the continuation of audio description on Australian television”. 

In a media release that was issued following the trial, the Hon. Stephen Conroy, former Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy, acknowledged the overwhelming support for audio description stating, “It’s clear that audio description is a service that is strongly desired by the vision impaired community and the trial was embraced with real enthusiasm by participants. The audio description trial [was] an important first step on the pathway to establishing a permanent audio description service on Australian television.” 
Over 30,000 postcards were distributed nationwide in 2012, and further communications were sent this year to Minister Conroy and ABC Managing Director, Mark Scott calling for the continuation of AD beyond the trial end date. 

Blind Citizens Australia is encouraging others who are blind or vision impaired across Australia to consider lodging their own complaints of disability discrimination and will be offering assistance to individuals wanting to pursue a complaint. “People think that this is simply about television but it’s more than that. It’s about our right to enjoy all parts of life just like everyone else”, Mr Madson said. 
-ENDS -  
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Audio description in Australia - timeline

December 2010. The Federal Government’s ‘Media access review final report’ recommends “a technical trial of audio description on the Australian Broadcasting Corporation in the second half of 2011, subject to funding approval”.

March 2011. AD trial begins in New Zealand and becomes a regular service of 10 hours a week by the end of the year.

February 2012. Senator Conroy announces that the AD trial will take place, and the ABC will report on it to the Government in the second half of 2012.

May 2012. The Federal Budget allocates $1.5 million for the AD trial, which is now set to start in August.

5 August 2012. The AD trial commences on ABC1, with 14 hours of described programs broadcast each week.

3 October 2012. Blind Citizens Australia, Vision Australia and ACCAN launch the ‘It’s As Easy As ABC’ campaign calling for the trial to continue beyond its announced end date. 30,000 postcards requested and distributed nationwide for consumers to send to Senator Conroy and ABC Managing Director Mark Scott.

4 November 2012. The AD trial concludes.

5 November 2012. Senator Conroy issues a media release about the trial which notes that the ABC technical report that will be submitted to the Government by the end of the year. “The government will carefully consider the ABC’s report and looks forward to working cooperatively with all parties to address the issues raised.” 
February 2013. Blind Citizens Australia, Vision Australia, ACCAN and MAA call for the Government to release the ABC technical report. Blindness Sector report on the trial, highlighting consumer response to the trial also released and issued to the ABC and Conroy. 


April 2013. BCA, VA, ACCAN and MAA write to Conroy and Scott asking for an ongoing service trial at 14 hours per week. Consumers also send letters and emails via the campaign website supporting the call.


May 2013. No funding allocated for an AD service in the Federal budget.

Issues

Why should there only be AD on the ABC?

· As the national broadcaster, it is appropriate that the ABC continues to take the lead in providing AD.

· A continuing trial will allow the technical issues to be resolved.

· A trial will also allow time for a legislative framework to be put in place which will cover other networks, not just the ABC.

Is 14 hours a week for the trial appropriate?

· This will satisfy the current demands of the primary users of the service.
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