MEDIA RELEASE

Video on demand providers ignoring deaf Australians says MAA
Sydney, August 14. Australia’s leading commercial video on demand and catch up TV content providers are failing to provide captions for the nation’s four million Deaf and hearing impaired people, a new research report from Media Access Australia (MAA) says. 

The report, Captioning on Video on Demand Services: It’s Time for Australia to Catch Up, reveals that Australia’s TV networks and leading online video content providers are falling behind other markets by ignoring the task of inserting captions into their programs. 

“Consumers are increasingly watching TV programs and movies online, on a variety of devices,” said report author and MAA’s TV Project Manager, Chris Mikul. “In Australia, the only networks which provide captioning on their catch up services are the ABC and SBS. The only Australian video-on-demand service to offer captioning on some content is iTunes.”

Mikul added, “None of the commercial networks have as yet provided captions on their online media players, or have any plans to in the near future.” He said the top video-on-demand players have cited technical problems, costs, and a lack of investment return. 
Captioning is the text version of speech and other sound, and enables those with hearing impairments to enjoy content on television, DVDs, the Internet, or at the cinema. Mikul said the time is ripe for Australia’s online video producers to introduce captions.  
“There clearly needs to be regulatory enforcement to achieve online video captioning as has happened in the US,” Mikul said. “Legislation introduced in the US means that anything that has been shown on TV with captions has to have captions if it’s distributed over the internet.” 

Australia’s free-to-air networks, and other online video providers like Foxtel On Demand and QuickFlix, have simply taken no action, the MAA research found. 

“The ABC and SBS have shown how the technical issues can be overcome. And the economic argument is not substantial as the costs to upgrade media players are a one-off, and will eventually be recovered by increased revenue from the approximately 15% of the community who are Deaf or hearing impaired.” 

Barnaby Lund from Brisbane, who is deaf and uses a tablet computer to watch entertainment programs, was keen to try Foxtel on his iPad. 

“However I found the service inaccessible due to the lack of captions and decided I would no longer subscribe. The lack of captions is very frustrating and discriminates against the one in six Australians who are hearing impaired. Frankly I think online TV service providers are silly not to provide captions – it is a great way to attract and retain loyal customers.”

In its report, MAA said it’s calling on all catch-up TV and video-on-demand providers to include captions on content that has already been captioned for traditional broadcast format. 

MAA said if Free TV Australia and ASTRA don’t voluntarily provide captioning for their online services, it would seek Federal Government action. This would include a call for the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) to undertake a formal consultation process, and report to the Government by the end of 2014. 
“The US legislation has shown the way,” said Alex Varley, CEO of MAA. “We believe that DBCDE and our regulator, the ACMA, should take that knowledge and use it to design a comprehensive and effective system for Australia.” 
MAA also called for captioning provisions to be included for online video in the Broadcasting Services Act by 2016.

Note for media: The report is being launched formally at the M-Enabling Conference in Sydney today, and is attached for your reference. The conference is a joint event held by the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) and Telstra. 
MAA TV Project Manager Chris Mikul is available for media interviews. 

                                             ___________________________

Media Access Australia is Australia’s only independent not-for-profit organisation devoted to increasing access to media for people with disabilities.
Follow us on Twitter (@mediaaccessaus) and like us on Facebook.
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