DVD Access – a background paper

This background paper has been produced by Media Access Australia (MAA) http://mediaaccess.org.au/ to assist with discussions at the proposed Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission’s Round Table meeting on DVD access.

Features of an accessible DVD

A fully accessible DVD would have the following features: 

· Audio Description of the menu (also known as Audio Menus)
· Audio Description of the main feature

· Audio Description of all the bonus material

· Captioning of the main feature

· Captioning of all the bonus material. 

The Royal National Institute for the Blind in the UK has undertaken an access pilot project in collaboration with the BBC.  A development from this is the December 6 release of the Dr Who, Series 2 box set on DVD.  

When one of the six discs is first inserted into a DVD player, the user is told, “Dr Who Series 2 Disc 1.”  It then proceeds to say, “To select audio navigation press select now”.  If selected, users are told, “To select an option use the arrow keys then press enter”.  The disc then mimics the visual menu, voicing each menu item each time the cursor is directed.  The user is verbally guided through the menus to select the appropriate options to view the disc.  
The business case


In this digital age, with the rapid drop in cost and rapid expansion of digital services, including DVD, Australian consumers have greatly changed their leisure activities in the last decade.  One of the fastest growing leisure activities is the viewing of DVDs, with 2003 being a turning point where DVD became the dominant force in home entertainment.  

Data from AVSDA shows that the number of DVDs dispatched by distributors to retailers and rental stores jumped from 2.9 million in 2000 to 38.3 million in 2003.  Over the same period, the number of VHS videos dispatched by distributors fell from 14.5 million to 11.4 million.  

As with all new technologies, access for those with disabilities, particularly those with vision and hearing impairments, becomes an issue.  MAA estimates that 35% of all enquiries it receives are complaints about access on DVD, ranging from major blockbuster titles to arthouse, children’s and Australian titles. 
In 2003, DVD revenue in Australia was up to $800 million, an increase from $69 million in 2000.   That same year, Australia recorded its highest total box office of $865.8 million.  But since 2003, box office takings have declined to $817.5 million in 2005 while DVD revenue continues to make steady increases.  
To highlight this trend internationally, according to figures from the UK, consumer spending on video and DVD is outstripping cinema box office takings.  In 2000, UK consumer spending at the cinema totalled £632 million, whilst spending on videos and DVD sales was nearly double that, at £1,104 million.  These figures point to an important change in the way most audiences experience film.  

As our population ages, the number of hearing and vision impaired Australians will also increase but their desire to be entertained and educated via DVD will not diminish.  Current estimates show:

Year

Hearing loss, prevalence
Low vision & blindness prevalence

Current

3,545,230 (2005)

530, 900 (2004)

2010

4,017,666


622,500

2020

5,081,108


794,700

These projected figures demonstrate that the market for accessible DVDs is large and growing significantly.  The inclusion of access features on all of the copies of the DVD means that the per copy cost of access is measured in cents per unit and can be easily recouped through a few hundred to a few thousand extra units sold.  

Furthermore, the production cycle of a feature film moving from a cinema release to a DVD further reduces the costs.  Many feature films are now captioned and audio described for cinema release.  This means that the files and scripts can be reused for the DVD release (not withstanding making any extras and special features accessible).  

The industry characteristic of vertical integration (where the cinema distributor and DVD distributor are owned by the same parent company) assists this process as the costs are then limited to reformatting for DVD.  At worst, the files and scripts may have to be purchased from another supplier, at a considerable saving compared to creating the files from scratch.  This is commonplace and is especially used when releasing television series onto DVD.
Copyright and DVD region coding
DVD region coding was mainly developed to maintain movie-producing companies’ programs of staggered international releases.  But another common outcome of region coding has been the instances of titles being released with different features in different regions, e.g. Region 1 DVDs having captions but the Region 4 of the same release not.  

In Australia region free DVD players, which play DVDs regardless of their region coding, are available in consumer electronic retail outlets.  It is also possible to reprogram DVD players which only playback DVDs from a particular region so that they will play DVDs from any region.  
In recent amendments to Australian copyright law, the Australian Government has clarified that it is not an offence to circumvent region coding measures on legitimate DVDs bought overseas because these are excluded from the definition of a technical protection measurement (TPM).  As a consequence the use of and sale of region free DVD players will not be against the law.  
Whilst this is useful to consumers that have been forced to purchase accessible versions of DVDs from overseas outlets, it does not address the availability of accessible DVDs in Australia, both for sale and rental.  
Regulation and industry agreements


DVD, and its predecessor VHS, have never been subject to access regulation. Nor has there been any voluntary industry agreement or Human Right and Equal Opportunity Commission (HREOC) conciliated agreements such as those in the areas of both free-to-air and subscription TV captioning or cinema captioning.  

Current access - captioning

Captioning started in earnest on mainstream videos in the late 1980s using an open-captioned system.  This brought video into the world of hearing impaired people but was hampered by the need for a separate distribution system for the open-captioned tapes.  

In many cases there was considerable delay between the release of the standard VHS tape and the captioned version (up to 9 months).  Nevertheless it played an important role in broadening the use of captioning and building an audience for all forms of captioning.  

This service was supported by a grant to the then Australian Caption Centre (now Media Access Australia) from the then (Federal) Department of Family and Community Services (FACS).  The grant allowed around 80-100 hours of captioning per annum.

In 1997, a new video captioning format, based on the American Line 21 captioning format, emerged in Australia for VHS video.  This format provided closed captioning so that all copies of the video had the captions available for viewing.  A separate decoder was required (different to a teletext television decoder) to access these captions.  

The format really took off in 1998 when a number of VCRs and televisions included the decoder chip.  DVDs also started appearing in Australia at this time, although captions were rare on these early DVDs.  

The closed caption video era lasted for nearly four years, with a separate video reader becoming available to replace the VCRs that were withdrawn from the market.  All through this era, the grant continued to support the closed captioning of videos, supplemented by titles imported with captions.  As the captions were created for video, the equivalent DVD was also generally captioned, including Australian titles.

Although closed-captioned videos continued to be available, the withdrawal from the market of decoders was the end of this access format. In 2003, DVDs overtook videos and captions were entrenched.  

DVD captions are always “language” options from the DVD’s main menu and can be viewed using any DVD player (including gaming machines).

Many new releases included captions, although dissatisfaction started to grow as the captioning of some genres (especially Australian titles) started to drop off due to the fact that they were no longer supported by a grant. Although the grant continues, it has now been directed to community and education DVDs.

Although there are no “official” figures for the level of captioning at these times, estimates of 70-80% of new release entertainment titles were quoted.  This has now dropped to just under 60%. 

 

Current access – audio description
Audio description has a much briefer history.  The first DVDs to be audio described in Australia were the result of a one-off FACS grant provided in 2004/5.  This funded the audio description of 10 titles.  No other titles have been audio described in Australia and less than one-third of overseas titles available with audio description are imported into Australia with AD intact.   

Audio Description 


What is Audio Description?

Audio Description (AD) is the descriptive narration of all the visual elements of a TV program, movie, DVD, performance or other media, giving access for the Blind or vision impaired. AD may be pre-recorded and delivered as an option for television programs or DVDs, or it may be performed live (e.g. for a theatrical performance).  More information on audio description is at Appendix A. 

AD access in Australia 

DVD is an area where there is minimal access in Australia.  Ad hoc surveys at DVD stores show that less than 2% of mainstream titles carry AD, although some distributors (such as Buena Vista Home Entertainment) import a significant percentage of their titles with AD, compared to other distributors.
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This chart shows the only distributors who have released titles with AD in Australia since June 2006.  

Access issues

It is estimated that 35% of complaints to MAA regarding access to media concern DVD access.  These complaints vary, e.g.:


· No AD at all. 

· No AD at all, but knowledge of AD being on other region’s DVDs.

· No mention of AD on the cover but AD actually on disc.  

Audio menus - DVD discs themselves offer a method of choosing the audio track through the disc’s own menu system. However, these menus vary from title to title and do not talk, making it difficult for a blind user to select the AD independently.  


Labelling - another issue is the inconsistency of labelling.  It is common to find titles that carry AD do not carry any labelling saying this.  If labels do carry the information the terminology can vary greatly – ‘English for the vision impaired’, ‘Audio Described for the Visually Impaired’, ‘Descriptive Video’, ‘Audio Description’, ‘English descriptive audio’, or ‘Audio Descriptive Service’.
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The widely known AD symbol (used in theatre, cinema and for other artistic displays) is not commonly used on DVD.  Consistent use of this symbol and an industry-agreed terminology would enable viewers to easily find AD DVDs and also educate viewers in general about AD.  

Special features/extras – most DVD disks contain extra features, e.g. deleted scenes, alternative endings, gag reels but these are rarely audio described.

Special edition releases - the same film can be released in different versions, some with audio description, some without. E.g. the standard edition of Monsters Inc (as released in the UK, not in Australia) has audio description, whereas the two disc special edition does not.


Captioning 

What is captioning?

Captioning is the transcription of the audio elements of a TV program, movie, DVD, performance or other media, giving access for the Deaf and hearing impaired. Unlike subtitles, captions include song lyrics, descriptions of sound effects and music, and are often positioned and coloured so as to make it easier for the viewer to know who is speaking.   More information on captioning is at Appendix B. 

Access in Australia 

The current percentage of new release DVDs is approximately 53% of new releases.  This percentage is a make up of Ad hoc surveys at DVD stores show that less than 2% of mainstream titles carry AD, although some distributors (such as Buena Vista Home Entertainment) import a significant percentage of their titles with AD, compared to other distributors.
Access issues

As previously mentioned, it is estimated that 35% of complaints to MAA regard access to DVD.  These complaints vary, e.g.:

· No captions at all. 

· Captions listed on the DVD cover but not on disc. 

· Why are TV series released to DVD without captions when they have been broadcast with captions?  

· Why are Australian titles rarely captioned?

Special features/extras – most DVD disks contain extra features, e.g. deleted scenes, alternative endings, gag reels but these are occasionally captioned.

Labelling - labelling terminology can vary greatly – ‘English for the hearing impaired’, ‘Subtitles for the Deaf and hearing impaired’, ‘English captions’, ‘English SDH’.

Incorrect information – there have been instances of captions being mentioned on the DVD cover but not appearing on the disc.  Examples are, Vicar of Dibley tv series and most recently, Thank God You’re Here season 1.  
Re-releases/special editions – in cases where DVDs are re-released or packaged as special editions, captions are not necessarily included when they were for the first release or standard edition. Conversely, captions are included, where they weren’t included during the first release or standard edition.  This often leads to confusion amongst consumers as to which versions are captioned.  

Genres – in terms of mainstream entertainment releases, there is a relatively good mix of genres that are captioned, boosted by the inclusion of subtitles as a form of access.  Areas that are lacking are arthouse, educational and television series released on DVD.  Australian titles are captioned at a rate of approximately 35%.  The only three titles ever released with AD are Moulin Rouge, Three Dollars and the 10th anniversary edition of Bliss (the latter two described under a Federal Government-funded pilot project.)

General Access

Film to DVD – it is commonplace for any feature film that is captioned internationally nowadays to be audio described as well.  This is leading to a flow on effect that is slowly taking hold, where the access files used for the cinematic release of the film are then used on the Digital Linear Tape (DLT) for release internationally.  These DLTs could be sourced for release in Australia as a matter of course.  

Secondary to this, should a DLT with access features not already have been created, AD and caption files for DLTs authored in Australia should be sourced from the cinematic release.  Should access files not have been created for the cinematic release, AD and caption files can be created for the DVD release here, through Australian or international suppliers.
Summary of issues

1 – Consistency in the labelling of DVD covers: It is common for some that have access not to list this on its cover, as well as access features being listed on the cover but not actually appearing on the disc. 
2 – Consistency in terminology: there are many variations of access terms that can easily lead to confusion.  Industry-agreed terms would alleviate this.  
3 – Importation of DLTs that have accessible features: Australian distributors are encouraged to source DLTs from international sources that already have AD and captions on them.  
4 – Use of access suppliers in Australia and internationally: Australian distributors are encouraged to source caption files and AD scripts from suppliers and author the DVD locally should an accessible DLT not be available internationally.
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Appendix A

How is audio description created?

Preliminary notes: On average it takes one describer a working week to produce between one and a half and two hours of described programming.  Preparing the audio description of a film is always a lengthy process but it can vary significantly from film to film.

Preparation: Preliminary viewing of complete production, either with or without a script. Notes are taken as to overall mood/intention of film, any plot twists that will need to be considered, characters, sets and any vocabulary/issues that may need further research.  

Script Review:  This is usually done by an editor/senior describer.  Script approval from the film director/producer may be needed.  The script should be rehearsed as live several times to ensure that voice modulation/timing is well prepared before the start of recording.

Recording the description: The average recording time for a one hour description is approximately two to two and a half hours.  It is important to review the recording to ensure that there are no mistakes, omissions or imperfect delivery and that sound levels are adequate.


Who are the suppliers?

There are a small number of suppliers in North America and the UK and two suppliers in Australia.  Rates can vary considerably and AD is generally a little more expensive than captioning.  Hourly rates - USA supplier rates for each hour of film vary from $US1,800 to $US2,600; Canadian from $C1,000 to $C1,600; UK from around 1,800 pounds sterling; and Australian rates from around $AUS4,000 per hour.  However, it should be noted that volume-based commercial arrangements, coupled with a supplier providing a raft of services (including captioning and subtitling), usually result in significant discounts on these published rates.

Appendix B

What are the different types of captions?
Open captions - captions which are ‘burnt onto’ a video or digital image and will be seen by anyone who looks at it.


Closed captions - captions which a viewer chooses to see (e.g. by accessing teletext captions on TV, or by activating the captions option from the languages menu on a DVD).   

NB – Subtitles - this generally refers to English translations of foreign language TV programs or movies, presented as text at the bottom of the screen.  It can also be a straight transcription of the dialogue of an English language program (this is a common feature on DVDs).  Note however that captions are often called subtitles in the UK.  For this purpose and in all statistical information presented in this and any subsequent meetings, subtitling is considered a form of access for the Deaf and hearing impaired.  Subtitled DVDs are therefore tallied as ‘captioned’.


How are captions created?

Caption creation – a captioner watches and listens to the video and audio on a caption software program, pausing at intervals to transcribe the dialogue, music and sound effects.  

Caption editing – an editor then reviews the newly created captions, changing spelling and formatting as needed.  

Encoding – the finalised captions are then encoded onto a master disc for broadcast or other viewing mechanisms, e.g. DVD.  


Who are the suppliers?

There are countless suppliers globally, including approximately five in Australia.  Rates do not vary too greatly, compared to the variation in rates for AD.  
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