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As the largest organisation of blind and partially sighted people in the UK, 
RNIB welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation.  
 

Importance of Television to blind and partially 
sighted people  
 
Since our Needs Survey in 1991 showed that a large majority of blind 
and partially sighted people watch television1, RNIB has taken an active 
role in highlighting TV access issues. We have 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 
Birmingham2 found that around 87 per cent of blind and partially sighted 
people regularly watch TV and videos or DVDs.  
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  
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In addition 68% of respondents selected at least one of these impact 
statements and 38% selected all four of them. 
  

About Audio Description 
If viewers struggle to see their favourite television programmes or films, 
Audio Description (AD) is commentary that describes body language, 
expressions and movements, making the programme clear through 
sound.3 
 

RNIB's response 
 

Audio description (AD) on online content 
 
In a letter to the Chief Executives of RNIB, Action on Hearing Loss and 
Sense dated 20th January 2015, the Director General of the BBC, Sir 
Tony Hall, stated "It is our aspiration that we will be able to provide the 
same AD service online as we have on linear… Please be reassured that 
Access Services are at the forefront of the BBC Three online 
discussions" 
 
For clarification, the level of AD services provided on BBC Three on 
linear TV is a 10% legal minimum from the Communications Act 2003, a 
20% voluntary minimum agreed with DCMS, with an actual provision in 
the first half of 2014 of 32.1% of programmes4; the highest percentage of 
AD provision for any BBC channel during that time period. The BBC 
iPlayer can be accessed via a website, smartphone apps, Smart TV 
apps, games consoles and video streaming platforms but currently only 
the websites and one of the apps support audio description. RNIB is 
encouraged to hear from the Director General that the current level of AD 
on BBC Three will be matched online but until AD is available across the 
whole range of platforms that support iPlayer, AD users will be placed at 
a disadvantage when using online platforms to access BBC content. 
RNIB feels that the Trust needs to set a firm deadline for when AD 
provision must be available on the majority of platforms, with priority 
being placed on those platforms used by blind and partially sighted 
people. 
 

                                      
3 www.rnib.org.uk/audiodescription last viewed on 10/02/15 
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 http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/tv-sector-data/tv-access-

services-reports/q1-q2-2014 last viewed on 10/02/15 

http://www.rnib.org.uk/audiodescription
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/tv-sector-data/tv-access-services-reports/q1-q2-2014
http://stakeholders.ofcom.org.uk/market-data-research/market-data/tv-sector-data/tv-access-services-reports/q1-q2-2014


Online-first content 
 
The consultation covers a proposal to evolve BBC iPlayer "from primarily 
a catch-up service to one that also offers online-first BBC content, and 
selected third-party content". The proposal however does not cover the 
intended level of audio description provision for any potential online-first 
content. RNIB would like assurances that the BBC will provide the same 
(or better) levels of access services on BBC iPlayer online-first content 
as it does on broadcast TV.   
 

Equality Impact Assessment 
 
The BBC Trust uses Equality Impact Assessments (EIAs) "to make sure 
that the Trust, in carrying out its public functions, doesn't unlawfully 
discriminate against any section of the public and that where possible it 
promotes equality."5 
 
RNIB has concerns about the Equality Impact assessment6 used in this 
consultation. The assessment only recognises one negative impact for 
people with disabilities "There are elements of BBC Three Online which 
will built and hosted be[sic] on third party sites. These sites may not 
abide by the BBC’s Accessibility Standards and Guidelines." The 
conclusions in the assessment then claim that no risks of direct or 
indirect discrimination have been identified.  
 
Having identified that part of the service may not conform to the BBC's 
Accessibility Standards and Guidelines, this risk should have been 
included in the conclusion. Also, the BBC should not shirk responsibility 
for the accessibility of its services when they are delivered using third 
party sites. In choosing which platforms host its content the BBC must 
ensure accessibility for all viewers or justify its absence to these viewers. 
 
The assessment also fails to spot the potential impact on access services 
of moving BBC Three to an online only service, that has been described 
elsewhere in this response. Unless the BBC can guarantee that access 
service users will get the same level of access services with BBC Three 
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http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/governance/tools_we_use/diversity_equality/equality_impact_assessme
nts.html last viewed on 02/02/2015 
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http://downloads.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/assets/files/pdf/review_report_research/service_changes/equality_
impact_assessment.pdf  last viewed on 30/01/2015 
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online as they currently receive on BBC Three then this concern should 
have been picked up in the Equality Impact Assessment. 
 
RNIB finds it concerning that the Equality Impact Assessment misses 
some of the major risks and appears to be carelessly written. 
 

The obligation to consult publicly 
 
This consultation response demonstrates that reinventing BBC Three as 
an online service has a potential impact on the provision and availability 
of access services and notes that under section 103 (4) of the Agreement 
between the BBC and the Secretary of State (The Agreement)7, "… the 
Trust must consider who is likely to be affected by the subject matter of 
the consultation and how best to ascertain their views."  
 
In light of these points RNIB requests clarification on the steps taken to 
ensure that access service users were aware of, and have been able to 
comment on, the proposed changes that will effect how they specifically 
view BBC content. 
 

Conclusion 
 
Despite assurances from the Director General, RNIB is concerned that 
audio description users will lose access to content they currently enjoy if 
BBC Three is allowed to move to an online-only delivery method. The 
online delivery methods for BBC content are currently inadequate to the 
task of providing audio description and the Equality Impact Assessment 
which is supposed to identify such risks is incomplete and appears to be 
carelessly written. Nor is RNIB convinced that enough has been done to 
ensure that affected stakeholders are aware of and able to comment on 
these proposals which, with the online-first proposals, are wider reaching 
than just BBC Three content. 
 
RNIB requests clarification on the steps taken to ensure that access 
service users were aware of, and able to comment on, the proposed 
changes. 
 
In order for RNIB to be comfortable that the proposed change is in the 
interests of audio description users:  
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 the BBC must ensure that the current levels of audio description on 
BBC Three are met by an online only offering of this channel 

 the BBC would need to set the minimum accessibility criteria for 
platforms that host BBC Three content if it is online only 

 the BBC would need to make clear what level of audio description 
would be available on online-first content, and we see no reason for 
this level to be less than the BBC currently offers  

 the BBC would need to put in place a firm deadline for the provision of 
audio description on the majority of platforms with the priority on 
platforms used by blind and partially sighted people 

 the BBC Trust would need to make clear what contingency planning is 
in place in the event that those deadlines are not met 
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