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1. Executive summary

ASTRA’s submission states that it will only make ‘reasonable endeavours’ to enable a further 10 channels for captioning.

ASTRA’s submission states that captioning costs are the same for their members as the free-to-air stations with larger budgets. This does not take into account the fact that Australian subscription channels could make a much greater use of captions produced overseas, and the high level of repeat programming on subscription channels compared to the FTAs.  
ASTRA argues that the captioning of news and sport is inherently difficult. This is not the case, and these programs are not exempt from caption quotas in the US and UK.
More information needs to be provided on how a caption quota system based on ‘share of viewing’ would work.

Caption figures for multiple channels with one owner are pooled, so that caption levels on individual channels can be very low.

Caption levels on subscription packages vary wildly, with some packages currently offering minimal captioning. 
2. ASTRA will only use ‘reasonable endeavours’ to enable 10 further channels

ASTRA’s submission states that it will use ‘reasonable endeavours’ to enable 10 new channels for caption over the next five years, including one sport channel and one news channel. This contrasts with its first application for exemption, made in March 2004, which was unequivocal about the first 20 channels being enabled for captions.

We note that the qualification ‘as far as is practicable’, qualifying the caption requirements placed on free-to-air broadcasters, was removed from the Broadcasting Services Act with the passage of the Broadcasting Legislation Amendment (Digital Television) Act 2006.
3. Captioning costs for Subscription Television.

Section 2.a of ASTRA’s submission states that, “Whilst the programming budgets of individual subscription channels are lower than those of FTAs, proportional savings do not apply to closed captioning costs. To caption an hour of original or live programming costs the same amount, regardless of the broadcast environment.” 
Utilising overseas captions

Captioning on subscription television could be significantly increased at minimal cost if full use was made of captions created overseas, both by importing them as caption files, or ensuring that captions are preserved when the program is imported to Australia as a video stream. Given that captioning levels have been at or near 100% in the US and UK in the last few years, there are caption files available for a large percentage of overseas programs screening on Australian TV, both on free-to-air and subscription. 

Converting overseas caption files for Australian TV has been going on for many years, and is generally a straightforward process. If necessary, the file is first converted to a format which suits the software being used by the Australian caption supplier (this can usually be done at the click of a button). A captioner then watches the program with the caption file running, adjusting timecodes as necessary (for example after an ad break if the program includes them), and a range of timecodes within the caption file can be adjusted simultaneously. In general, if there are no significant differences between the overseas version of a program and the one screening here, it takes no more than an hour to convert a caption file for a half-hour program.    

The video streaming of captions is also well established in Australia, and occurs every week on programs including the Newshour with Jim Lehrer on SBS, NBC Today on the Seven Network, Good Morning America on the Nine Network, and various programs on the American sports channel ESPN on FOXTEL.   

An analysis of the three FOX sports channels, plus the recently launched BBC Knowledge channel, gives an indication of the overseas caption content available which could be utilised if the necessary equipment was installed. None of these channels currently show any programs with captions. 

FOX Sports

Analysis of programs for the week 18 Nov – 24 Nov 2008 indicated that the following hours of sporting events screened on FOX Sport channels 1, 2 and 3 had British commentary which was captioned live in the UK by IMS Media. (NB, as it was not possible to check every program screened during this period, the figures in this chart are conservative.)

	
	18-Nov
	19-Nov
	20-Nov
	21-Nov
	22-Nov
	23-Nov
	24-Nov

	Cricket
	6
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Darts
	
	4
	
	
	
	
	

	Football
	4
	1.5
	3
	4.5
	13
	14.5
	8.5

	Poker
	6
	6
	6
	8
	
	6
	6

	Pool
	
	
	2
	
	
	
	

	Rugby league
	
	
	
	3
	4.5
	
	

	Rugby union
	7.5
	6
	6
	
	9.5
	8
	

	Snooker
	
	
	4
	
	
	
	

	Tennis
	
	2.5
	2.5
	2.5
	
	5.5
	4

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	TOTAL HOURS
	164.5
	
	
	
	
	
	

	% OF THREE CHANNELS
	32.6%
	
	
	
	
	
	


When repeat programs are factored in, 32.6% of programs over the three channels for the week would have lent themselves to having streamed captions.

BBC Knowledge

The following programs screened on the BBC Knowledge channel during the week 24 Nov – 30 Nov 2008:

Adventures in Architecture, Ancient Rome: The Rise and Fall of an Empire, Apprentice UK, Blizzard: Race to the Pole, Building the Impossible, Child of Our Time, The Convent, Days That Shook the World, Dragon’s Den, Earth: Power of the Oceans, Egypt, Full Circle with Michael Palin, Great Crimes and Trials of the Twentieth Century, I’ll Show Them Who’s Boss, In Search of Myths and Heroes, Ray Meares Extreme Survival, SAS Survival Secrets, Space, Story of India, Terry Jones: Barbarian Lives, Top Gear, Tribal Wives and Walking With Dinosaurs.

All of these programs, with the exception of Adventures in Architecture, Child of Our Time and Great Crimes and Trials of the Twentieth Century, were captioned in the UK by Red Bee Media, so the caption files could be imported and easily converted for transmission in Australia. When repeat programs are factored in, these account for approximately 90% of programs on the channel over the week.    
Repeats

An analysis of the FOXTEL electronic program guide for Friday 6 July 2009 showed that, across 35 channels, the level of repeats was on average 10% within the 24-hour period, with the level of repeats on individual channels ranging from 0% to 50%. (See Appendix A for details.) These programs continue to be repeated, and these repeats all go toward total captioning figures.
4. Captioning short-form programs

ASTRA’s submission gives music, sports and news as examples of ‘short-form’ programming (defined as being less than 10 minutes in duration), notes that much of this content is ‘live’, and states that “it is particularly difficult to provide full captioning” for these programs. It also states that news and sports channels should be excluded from captioning requirements “in line with international practice”. This is certainly not the case in the UK or US, however, where Ofcom and the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) respectively do not differentiate between news and sport, and any other sort of programming. 
Live programs have been captioned in Australia for many years. Stenocaptioners (highly trained individuals who use a phonetic keyboard to create captions as a program goes to air) used to be required to do this work, and as there was a shortage of them in Australia, the old Australian Caption Centre (now MAA) was forced to recruit them overseas. In recent years, however, voice recognition software (which can be used by ordinary captioners after a few weeks of training) has improved to the extent that it can be used very effectively on news and sports programs (although generally not on other sorts of programs)

The Seven Network captioned all of its Beijing Olympics coverage (as did NBC in America). In the UK, where Ofcom draws no distinction between free-to-air and subscription channels, the Sky sports channels are subject to the same captioning, audio description and signing requirements as all other channels, and are currently expected to caption at least 60% of their programming. (See Appendix B for more details.)
5. Caption quotas based on ‘share of viewing’
ASTRA has proposed an alternative method for determining minimum captioning requirements based on the ‘share or viewing’, so that, instead of having to caption 5% of its programs in a year, a channel would undertake to caption 15% of its ‘share of viewing’ (SOV) for the year. SOV is defined as ‘the total number of subscribers that viewed captioned programming on the Channel divided by the total numbers of viewers for the Channel’. 
MAA believes that more information is needed about how this system would work. We would like to know how share of viewing is measured (it would seem that it can only properly be measured after a program has gone to air, and the decision to caption it or not has been made). How would channels such as the movie channels incorporate such a system? What would be the reporting mechanisms put in place? 
6. Captioning on multiple channels with one owner

ASTRA has adopted a model where multiple channels owned by one ‘Channel Provider’ pool their captioning obligations. One channel in this group may therefore exceed the minimum levels, while others will fall short. We believe that this can be frustrating for Deaf and hearing impaired viewers, who will expect that all channels that provide captions will at least conform to the minimum requirements.  

We note that in the UK, the Ofcom ‘Code on Television Access Services’ does not allow quotas to be shared across channels.

7. Captioning on subscription TV packages

We note that the levels of captioning vary considerably on the packages that the subscription television providers offer to their customers. FOXTEL’s compulsory ‘Getting Started’ package has a low level of captioning, as does their sports package. A survey conducted by MAA in August 2008 found the following captioning levels on the various packages.
	CAPTIONING ON FOXTEL PACKAGES

	Get Started
	11%

	My Sport
	8%

	My Showtime
	88%

	My Movie Network
	37%

	My Escape
	17%

	My Playtime
	21%

	My World
	11%

	Total across all channels 
	17%


In view of this, how does ASTRA’s proposal ensure that Deaf and hearing impaired customers will get value for their money?

Appendix A: Repeat programs on FOXTEL
The following table gives the total number of programs shown with captions (in minutes) on Friday 6 June 2009, and the percentage of these that were repeated within that 24-hour period.

	
	Unique
	Total
	Repeat
	% Repeat

	TV1
	300
	360
	60
	17%

	UKTV
	210
	390
	180
	46%

	Arena
	510
	720
	210
	29%

	Lifestyle
	390
	630
	240
	38%

	111 Hits
	240
	240
	0
	0%

	Fox Classics
	180
	210
	30
	14%

	Comedy
	420
	420
	0
	0%

	W
	420
	420
	0
	0%

	Bio
	240
	300
	60
	20%

	Hallmark
	405
	405
	0
	0%

	Lifestyle Food
	210
	300
	90
	30%

	How To
	450
	540
	90
	17%

	Science Fiction
	180
	300
	120
	40%

	Fox 8
	1030
	1030
	0
	0%

	Showtime
	1150
	1150
	0
	0%

	Showcase
	1025
	1085
	60
	6%

	Showtime Greats
	1340
	1340
	0
	0%

	Movie One
	655
	655
	0
	0%

	Movie Two
	545
	545
	0
	0%

	TCN
	780
	1135
	355
	31%

	ESPN
	660
	720
	60
	8%

	Weather Channel
	30
	60
	30
	50%

	Discovery
	540
	780
	240
	31%

	National Geo
	240
	240
	0
	0%

	CI
	30
	30
	0
	0%

	Discovery Science
	30
	30
	0
	0%

	Discovery Travel
	240
	270
	30
	11%

	Nickelodeon
	540
	540
	0
	0%

	Nick Jr
	330
	330
	0
	0%

	Disney
	1380
	1380
	0
	0%

	Playtime Disney
	955
	955
	0
	0%

	Cartoon Network
	60
	60
	0
	0%

	Boomerang
	150
	150
	0
	0%

	[V]
	180
	180
	0
	0%

	MTV
	600
	600
	0
	0%

	
	16645
	18500
	1855
	10%


Appendix B: Captioning on UK subscription TV sports channels

The following table gives the levels of captioning on UK sports channels, as given in Ofcom’s ‘Television Access Services: First Quarter Report for 2009’.

	
	Quota
	Achieved

	Sky Sports 1
	60%
	62.8%

	Sky Sports 2
	60%
	63.7%

	Sky Sports 3
	60%
	66.6%

	Sky Sports Extra
	60%
	65.7%

	Sky Sports News
	60%
	71.7%


Source: http://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv/ifi/guidance/tv_access_serv/tvaccessrep/q109/
_1219240303.bin

