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The HBB4ALL (Hybrid Broadcast Broadband for All) is a European project, co-funded by the European Commission under the Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Program (CIP) and by 12 partners from several complementary fields: universities, TV channels/broadcasters, research institutes, and SMEs; all are experts in the field of media accessibility and the multi-device  environment. The project started in December 2013 and runs for 36 months (learn more about the partners).

At the European level, the legislative and regulatory frameworks governing television accessibility in member states are influenced by the European Audiovisual Media Services Directive (AVMS). On 24th April, the European Commission adopted its Green Paper “Preparing for a Fully Converged Audiovisual World: Growth, Creation and Values”. The objective of this consultation was to find out what convergence in the audiovisual sector means for things such as European economic growth and business innovation, media pluralism, cultural diversity and the protection of consumers, including children.

Within the European Union, Radio and Telecommunications Terminal Equipment (R&TTE) is subject to the R&TTE Directive (1999/5/EC). This Directive relies for its operation on Harmonized Standards developed by ETSI at the request of the European Commission.

These Harmonized Standards define technical characteristics which can be used to meet the essential requirements of the Directive, which include effective use of the radio spectrum and orbital resource so as to avoid harmful interference. Spectrum management remains a national matter. Under the terms of the Directive, authorities in the Member States are allowed to regulate radio interfaces, but are required to publish their regulations.

HBB4ALL addresses media accessibility for all citizens in the connected TV environment. HbbTV (Hybrid Broadcast Broadband TV) is a European standard increasingly adopted by European broadcasters. One of the challenges in the coming years will be the delivery of multi-platform audiovisual content (anytime, anywhere, any device) and making this content accessible for all. The elderly and people with various disabilities rely on subtitles, audio description or sign language. Customizing accessibility services through options for personal preferences is only one example of future possibilities.

1- The project objectives
One of the challenges of the coming years for European broadcasters will be multi-platform delivery of TV content on broadcast, IP and hybrid delivery platforms (i.e. both big screen, hybrid and two-screen solutions).

The introduction of the HbbTV (Hybrid Broadcast Broadband TV) standard helps to overcome the fragmentation of the connected TV market. HbbTV provides a straight-forward specification on how to combine broadcast and broadband content plus interactive applications. TV content can be enhanced with additional synchronised services in a customised manner. Currently, Hbbtv 1.1 compliant devices are available in the market; the development of HbbTv 2.0 is ongoing.

For access services HbbTv opens an entirely new opportunity for users who may choose an access service delivered via their IP connection which then seamlessly integrates with the regular TV programme. The elderly and people with various disabilities rely on subtitles, audiodescription or sign lunguage. And, in addition, Web-based and HbbTV-based solutions offer the potential for customisable services where the user can adapt these to her or his special needs and abilities or preferences.

The project aims to:
1. Advance solutions for improved accessibility to media, both utilizing and supporting the successful uptake of HbbTV throughout Europe;
2. Deploy pilot services and validate these in at least three European countries in the context of four different thematic pilots;
3. Perform expert testing of novel workflows or components thereof the production of accessibility services at European broadcasters;
4. Evaluate interoperability in a multi-platform environment including also multilingual aspects to test easy solutions for media accessibility;
5. Benchmark the quality of access services from a user-centric approach and promote accessibility as an added value for education and social inclusion;
6. Become a major platform in the e-Inclusion economy currently taking place, influencing the economy, and possibly fostering the future market take-up of exciting innovations in conceiving universal accessibility tools and concepts to satisfy the diverse interests of all societal groups.
In its complementary large scale user testing pilots (lab conditions) on quality metrics the project will examine the delivery of accessibility services such as subtitles for the deaf and hard of hearing, audio subtitles, audio description, clean audio and many customizable features to hybrid TV, PC, tablet or smartphone. Multiple EU languages, large and small, font size, sign language, and language situation – monolingual, bilingual – will be taken into consideration as well as the three translation modes: dubbing, subtitling and voice-over. Both quality and quantity metrics will be addressed in a user centric approach.

2- The project target groups
HBB4ALL addresses the needs of all citizens, but especially those users with sensorial impairments, the aged, and people with mild cognitive impairments such as dyslexia and aphasia for whom the services hitherto have not been sufficient.

The project will identify improvements to existing access services and ways of addressing the key technical, organisational and legal obstacles to the sustainable take-up of these services throughout Europe. Being an ETSI (European Telecommunications Standrads Institute) standard, Hbbtv is currently linked with any digital TV service in the world. DVB is widely used throughout all continents. Sooner or later, all countries in the world will have completed their analogue-to-digital switchover. As a consequence, the results of HBB4ALL will be of worldwide relevance and will, through standardisation bodies such as the ITU (International Telecommunication Union) and ISO, also be publicised on a worldwide level. To transform the accessibility vision into reality, HBB4ALL targets all relevant stakeholders and all components of the value chain.

3 – Pilots

The HBB4ALL project addresses the possibilities of media accessibility in the new TV broadband hybrid transmission (HbbTV) or Smart TV environment. To transform the accessibility vision into reality, Hbb4All targets all relevant stakeholders and all components of the value chain.

The project will identify improvements to existing access services and ways of addressing the key technical, organisational and legal obstacles to the sustainable take-up of these services throughout Europe. Both quality and quantity metrics will be addressed in a user-centric approach. Being an ETSI (European Telecommunications Standards Institute) standard, HbbTV is currently linked with the DVB TV (Digital Video Broadcasting) system family but can, in principle, be used in conjunction with any digital TV service in the world. DVB is widely used throughout all continents. Sooner or later, all countries in the world will have completed their analogue-to-digital switch-over. As a consequence, the results of HBB4ALL will be of worldwide relevance and will, through standardisation bodies such as the ITU (International Telecommunication Union), also be publicised on a worldwide level.

The project will test access services in various pilot implementations (from the definition to the operational phase) and gather implicit and explicit user feedback to assess the acceptance and the achievable quality of service in the various delivery scenarios (broadcasting, hybrid, full IP). Four interlinked sub-pilots will be implemented in HBB4ALL:

Pilot-A: Multi-platform Subtitle Services
Pilot-B: Alternative audio production and distribution
Pilot-C: Automatic UI adaptation – accessible Smart TV applications
Pilot-D: Sign-language translation service
4. HBB4ALL Targets Outcomes

The objective of the Digital Agenda for Europe is to chart a course to maximise the social and economic potential of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) for doing business, working, playing, communicating and expressing ourselves freely1.

Television in Europe will finally be digital in 2015 and the most widely used ICT among Europe’s 502 million citizens. The development of television accessibility to promote e-inclusiveness can be divided into several phases:

7. 1939-2000: Experimentation phase leading to the provision of basic access services on broadcast TV across Europe.
8. 2001-2014: Consolidation phase following important changes in telecommunications and broadcasting legislation leading to access services (subtitling, Audio Description, Audio subtitles and sign language interpreting) using Universal Design – “one size fits all” that meet many but not all of viewer requirements.
9. 2015–2020 Expansion phase to meet the new demographic challenges of an ageing Europe (subtitling, Audio Description, Audio subtitles and sign language interpreting) with both Universal Design on Digital Video Broadcasting (DVB) and customisable access services on HbbTV that together meet nearly all viewer requirements.
The project HBB4ALL and its pilots’ results are thus central and important to the realisation of the societal and economic objectives of the Digital Agenda. The HBB4ALL will be of worldwide relevance and will, through standardisation bodies such as the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) and International Organization for Standardization (ISO), also be publicised on a world-wide level.

Public service broadcasters and their partners traditionally demonstrate “proof-of-concept” for initiatives like e-inclusion. Working together or via the European Broadcasting Union (EBU) they can demonstrate mature solutions developed with and for persons with disabilities.

Given the impact in close fields such as eHealth and eEducation for example, the results from this project will have important results and direct impact. The services piloted can then be adopted and scaled up across Europe in tandem with the household penetration of ‘connected TVs’ using HbbTV forecasted to pass the 50% mark in Europe in 2016. Very few commercial broadcasters currently have the wherewithal to do this kind of work, hence the need for a pan European initiative.

1. Competitiveness and Innovation Framework Programme, ICT Policy Support Programme, Work Programme 2013, click here.

5. Accessible Services

Subtitles in different size, font, colours.

Audio subtitles

Audio description, and sound mix for audio description

Sign language and avatars

Automatic translation for subtitles and audio description
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