[image: image1.png]1865-2015



[image: image2.png]



ITU European Regional Initiative on Ensuring Access to Telecommunications/ICT, in Particular for Persons with Disabilities
Expert Group Meeting

Accessible TV in Converged ICT Ecosystem:
 Emerging trends, Challenges, Opportunities
Rome/Italy, 11th June 2015

Background
The International Telecommunication Union (ITU) Telecommunication Development Sector (ITU-D) supports its members to promote  ICT Accessibility including through the work of ITU-D Study Group Question 7/1 on „Access to telecommunications/ICT Services by persons with disabilities and with specific needs“ and though its Regional Initiatives, including the European Regional Initiative on „Ensuring Access to telecommunications/ICT, in particular for persons with disabilities“.
ITU-D also creates awareness and works towards bringing together relevant  stakeholders to share their experiences, challenges and success stories and strives to encourage all players to work together in making ICT accessibility a reality around the world.
 
With this aim in mind, the Expert Group Meeting on „Accessible TV in Converged ICT Ecosystem,“ organized in Rome, Italy on 11 June 2015, brought together broadcast experts, professors and researchers in TV accessibility services for persons with disabilities and other companies/participants from the Europe region who are directly involved with this topic. The meeting was held in partnership between ITU, the Autonomous University of Barcelona and Roma Tre University.
Overview

The Expert Group highlighted that Television/video programming accessibility should be aimed at  all stakeholders: policy makers, regulators, academia, researchers, industry, including the film industry, consumer electronics manufacturers as well as disabled persons organizations, in order to improve accessibility by creating innovative solutions. 

Funding was identified as one of the key challenges for implementation of accessible services. Language diversity was noted as an additional challenge in Europe, in particular, which has a direct impact on provision of accessible services such as implementation of voice recognition for use in generating subtitles for the deaf and hard of hearing and automatic translation into sign language.
In relation to funding limitations, captioning was also identified as a challenge for broadcasters, due to lack of understanding of the cost requirements. Sponsorship of accessible services by the commercial sector, including broadcast and cable networks, programme producers as well as advertisers, was put forward as a business model that can create market opportunities for e-accessibility. However, commercial broadcasters are often unable to implement this model in the absence of an enabling environment which authorizes or even requires sponsorship. Further, in some countries it is forbidden to insert a sponsoring company logo within graphical subtitling or to advertise by any means the company which sponsored the service.  Such practices, as emphasized by the Expert Group, limit even more the provision of such services. 
In addition to funding and resources, another key limiting factor for broadcasters in offering mainstreamed programming with accessible services is expertise. However, several factors can contribute to increase expertise including through development of appropriate capacity building, provision of specific training opportunities for broadcasters and involved parties as well as through opportunities to interchange best practices and experiences. Another key aspect was strengthening the collaboration on setting standards as well developing roadmaps and milestones as compulsory prerequisites for a successful implementation of accessible television services.

Considering that broadcasting is a highly regulated area, regulators and legislators play a key role in implementing provisions on accessible services as well as in harmonizing national provisions with international standards. In particular, in the digital transition, legislators and regulators are identified as stakeholders that need to have a deep understanding of accessible television services.
As far as television receivers or set top boxes (STB) are concerned, they should be promoted as products for persons with disabilities, representing a shift to the universal design model in which all products on the market have the necessary capabilities to offer access services. National regulatory authorities responsible for frequency allocation may wish to consider the frequency bandwidth requirements of accessible services.

The Expert Group indicated the NER model (NER- number, edition error and recognition error) as a method for determining the accuracy of live subtitles in television broadcasts and events that are produced using speech recognition. The model is already mandatory in some countries. Furthermore, the need of unified standardization was highlighted.
Automatic translation into Sign Language - ATLAS - was referred to as a possible practice in providing a technological bridge between cognitive science and advanced computational techniques. A few challenges were pointed out - quality of translation and influence of speed being some of them. Although avatar technology is becoming more and more popular as a tool for implementing automatic translation into SL, it was indicated that in this point in time the level of technology available cannot completely replace  human sign language interpreters. It was also noted that there are still small domains in which avatars may perform (service portals, weather forecasts, etc.) and on-going technological developments  which promise to  make avatars more human-like. Furthermore, the process of enabling ATLAS in additional languages is ongoing, but the software needs to be customized to be used in different countries.  This would expand the opportunities for new services ATLAS offers enabling e-inclusion. 
Since audio-visual content also impacts the film industry, views were exchanged on how to include accessible services from the design stage of the film, and how to promote such services since the current level of awareness of the film industry is not sufficient. Therefore, the importance of providing accessible services for the sensory disabled was stressed, not only for broadcast media but also  for films.
Based on its discussions, the Expert Group identified the following guidelines and puts them forward for information and further consideration to ITU-D Study Group Question 7/1 „Access to telecommunications/ICT Services by persons with disabilities and with specific needs“ as well as for the European Regional Initiative on „Ensuring Access to telecommunications/ICT, in particular for persons with disabilities“:
·  Consult with persons with disabilities on accessible services and involve them in the evaluation of the developed accessible services to ensure that these services meet the needs of persons with disabilities.
· Create a roadmap towards achieving accessible television/video programming services, while encouraging broadcasters to aim at a maximum presence of sub-titling for the deaf and hard of hearing (SDH), audio description (AD) and sign language (SL) interpretation in their programmes, and models for evaluation of SDH, AD and SL interpretation to support effective implementation of accessible services.
· Implement “automatic speech recognition” (ASR) in national languages, as well as identify possible funding resources – governments being one of them. 
· Involve research centres as reliable partners to support broadcasters in developing technological and strategic solutions to provide accessible programmes. 

· Create awareness among TV and film producers on the importance of  including accessible services from the design stage. 

· Develop, promote and deliver on-line training courses available for all stakeholders involved in accessible TV solutions and services.
· Encourage Member States’ NRAs to work with relevant standard bodies (policy makers, legislators, service providers) and adopt relevant international standards to ensure interoperability of a range of ICT products and services such as TV closed captioning and audio description accuracy and synchronization.

· Encourage ITU Member States’ NRAs to revise  their regulatory frameworks in order to create incentives for service providers to develop and improve their accessible TV services using existing successful models (from other countries or regions) or working with the respective service providers in developing such incentives.
· Collect data on best practices in the area of accessible services and facilitate dissemination among service providers and other involved parties.  

· Facilitate networking and meetings between stakeholders involved to share experience, challenges and jointly identify solutions to implement and provide accessible services for Persons with Disabilities.
Conclusion

Implementation of television access services calls for strengthening collaboration and the development of a transparent consultation mechanism between all relevant stakeholders. In addition, the European Broadcast Union (EBU), which already contributes with regular surveys of access service provision across Europe, can be a strategic partner to  better understand the needs of broadcasters and the challenges they face in providing accessible services at a regional level.

The lack of funds and insufficient awareness about existing accessible services as well as the need to increase their development remain two main challenges. National regulatory authorities and governmental institutions can play a key role in updating current legislation and promoting ICT accessibility, including TV accessibility, in their countries and regions in line with the ITU-G3ict Model ICT Accessibility Policy report. 

In addition to the concrete guidelines indicated above, the Expert Group expressed the need for better collaboration to facilitate appropriate networking and communication between relevant stakeholders and for identifying regional best practices and solutions, which can be implemented at the national level or which can serve as a starting point in increasing the accessible services in each country. 
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