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1. About us 

As the largest organisation of blind and partially sighted people in the 
UK, RNIB is pleased to have the opportunity to respond to this 
consultation.  
We are a membership organisation with over 10,000 members who are 
blind, partially sighted or the friends and family of people with sight loss. 
80 per cent of our Trustees and Assembly Members are blind or partially 
sighted. We encourage members to be involved in our work and 
regularly consult with them on government policy and their ideas for 
change. 
As a campaigning organisation of blind and partially sighted people, we 
fight for the rights of people with sight loss in each of the UK’s countries. 
Our priorities are to: 

 

 Stop people losing their sight unnecessarily 

 Support independent living for blind and partially sighted people 

 Create a society that is inclusive of blind and partially sighted people's 
interests and needs. 

 
We also provide expert knowledge to business and the public sector 
through consultancy on improving the accessibility of the built 
environment, technology, products and services. 
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2. Importance of TV to blind and partially sighted 
users  

 
Since our Needs Survey in 1991 showed that a large majority of blind 
and partially sighted people watch television [1], RNIB has taken an 
active role in highlighting TV access issues. It has worked to try to 
ensure access to programmes, services and equipment, both by direct 
work with broadcasters and manufacturers and by influencing legislation 
and regulation.  
 
In this digital age, being able to watch TV remains important to blind and 
partially sighted people. In 2006 Research by the University of 
Birmingham [2] found that around 87 per cent of blind and partially 
sighted people regularly watch TV and videos or DVDs. The media plays 
an important role in the lives of blind and partially sighted people by 
providing access to news, information and entertainment. 
 
Research conducted by Access Economics in 2009 found that one in five 
people aged 75 or over were living with sight loss and this rose to one in 
two people aged 90 or over [3]. The research also suggested that by 
2050 the number of people with sight loss in the UK would double to 
nearly four million. 
 
In RNIB's "Update on the inclusive society 2013" report respondents 
were asked to select from a list of statements about what kind of impact 
fully accessible television and radio would have on their lives:  

 56% said that it would make them more independent;  

 56% said it would make them happier about life;  

 56% said it would make them feel less socially isolated;  

 51% said it would make them feel better about their sight loss  
 
In addition, 68% of respondents selected at least one of these impact 
statements and 38% selected all four of them. 
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3. RNIB’s Response 

The BBC has been a pioneer in TV catch-up services as described in the 
consultation document but has for a long time also been a leader in 
accessibility. RNIB wishes to see this legacy continue. 
Extending the availability of content available on the iPlayer will benefit 
the blind and partially sighted people who enjoy the BBC’s content. 
Audio description users however may not see any benefit from much of 
this content if the audio description is not available. The BBC should 
ensure that as much of the content as possible on the iPlayer carries 
access service tracks. 
In particular: 

Where an audio description track is available for content being 
placed in the iPlayer catalogue it must be uploaded with that 
content and be available at the point of upload. 

If an audio description track is available to the BBC it should be made 
available on iPlayer as soon as the content is uploaded and for as long 
as the content is available. 

In acquiring content for iPlayer/broadcast the BBC should make all 
reasonable attempts to acquire access service tracks. 

It is RNIB’s understanding from conversations with broadcasters and 
television platforms that content is often audio described several times 
because the access service tracks cannot be reused or were not 
acquired with the main feature.  
Audio description tracks may be encoded using file formats which are not 
compatible with the destination platform. To help counter this the BBC 
should encourage and where possible, lead industry discussions on 
setting a standard file format for access services on video on demand 
content. Having a standard file format would decrease the number of 
times audio description tracks would need to be recreated. 
Where content needs to be recut to accommodate different ad break 
patterns or broadcasting restrictions this can render the audio description 
track unusable. The BBC should make available any materials such as 
AD scripts and timings which can reduce the amount of work needed to 
produce new audio description tracks for the same content. Where a 
previously created audio description track is rendered unusable the BBC 
should attempt to acquire any materials such as scripts and timings 
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which would make it easier to recreate the audio description track. This 
would reduce the costs of audio describing some content and help 
accessibility budgets stretch further. 
Audio description tracks and other access services should be acquired 
(and offered) alongside the content they augment by default. This may 
either be offered at no extra cost or on FRAND (Fair, Reasonable and 
Non-Discriminatory) terms.  

Where content to be uploaded to iPlayer has been audio described 
elsewhere, the BBC should attempt to acquire these audio 
description tracks if they can be used on the iPlayer. 

Even archive content created by the BBC may have been licensed to 
other service providers and may have been audio described by those 
service providers. An attempt should be made to acquire these audio 
description tracks if they are deemed to be usable. 
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