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White
Now for the good of the state – that’s spy stuff, that’s Anthony Price I think, ooh – ooh The Weird Sisters, it’s Terry Pratchett, do you know I’ve never quite got the hang of Terry Pratchett but this looks more like me – Pillow Talk.  Right, Freya North – haven’t heard of her – ooh ooh are we on?  I’m terribly sorry I was – I was engaged in probably my favourite thing in all the world – browsing through Braille books, a rare chance for me – and not just in any collection but probably the biggest collection of Braille books in one place in the world and you can hear the fans in the background meant to keep the atmosphere good to preserve the books.  

This is the RNIB’s library at Peterborough and it’s not just Braille.  Well I’m with Pat Beech, who’s in charge of this library.  Pat, in a nutshell, what have you got here?

Beech
Well in this part of the library we’ve got 21,000 titles in Braille and that includes music that we’ve put into Braille and around about four and a half thousand books in the very big print, in 24 point.  And somewhere else in the building we’ve got the audio library of course as well.

White
But impressive as that all sounds Pat Beech would be the first to admit that quantity and choice are not the same thing and that there are still some glaring gaps in what visually impaired people can read.  According to the World Blind Union just seven out of a 100 books published in the UK are put into an accessible form and by international standards that’s regarded as good.  But a decision reached just a few days ago at an international conference on copyright and intellectual property has the potential to make a huge difference to the frustrated visually impaired readers of the UK and indeed the world.

Delegates agreed to allow producers of books for blind people to share their material across borders, thus saving a great deal of wasteful duplication of resources and increasing the number of books available.  So on tonight’s In Touch we’re going to explore what this agreement means, what effect other commercial developments are having on people’s ability to read and how the publishing industry is reacting to what’s been seen by some as a threat to publishers and authors.

Dan Pescod has been coordinating the World Blind Union’s campaign for accessible books for the UK, so what did he think this would mean?

Pescod
Well it should mean that visually impaired people in the UK can get access to books which aren’t made available normally in the UK and that’s really the whole point of the exercise.

White
And so how soon do you think people will notice a difference?

Pescod
Countries have to sign and then ratify the treaty for it to come into force and before books can circulate between them.  So the great news is the UK already signed the treaty in Marrakesh on Friday and was only one of four EU countries to do so, so we’re grateful to them for that.  Once 20 countries have ratified then the treaty officially comes into force and books can circulate.  So we’re hopeful that books will be circulating within the next year or two.

White
There was a scheme, even before this treaty, which did allow organisations to swap books across borders with agreed copyright safeguards, it was called Tiger, the Publishers Association tell us that the World Blind Union and the RNIB haven’t been participating in Tiger for the past two years, is that right and if so why not?

Pescod
We suspended our involvement in Tiger in 2011, it became clear that our participation was being used politically to fight against the treaty and we said that we didn’t have the time and resources to counter that propaganda and be part of Tiger and push for the treaty.  And we will now look at that suspension again to see whether practically Tiger can help us.

White
So will Tiger be the vehicle through which these books are swapped when they’re swapped?

Pescod
It is one potential vehicle, it has significant financial backing and it could be one way in which it could be done but Tiger is a scheme which relies on permission from publishers as opposed to the law.  So it may well build on this law but there’ll be many other ways too in which this law can help us to get access to books.

White
Dan Pescod thank you very much.

But significant as these developments are there are moves in the commercial world of books which for visually impaired people with the knowledge and resources to use them is already bringing about a revolution in reading.  The editor of Disability Now, Ian Macrae, is passionate about books and he’s often spoken on this programme about the frustrations visually impaired people face.  But another very recent development has changed everything for him.

Macrae
A month, six weeks ago suddenly on the blind related access e-mail lists the news broke that the Kindle app for IOS devices, that’s say the iPhone, the iPad, so Apple mobile devices, had suddenly become completely accessible and previously it had not been at all accessible.  So everybody was quickly going and downloading the Kindle app, which of course is free, and just trying it out and indeed you can now do anything with the Kindle app in terms of navigating around text, highlighting text, annotating text if you want to make notes on a book, finding your way round, searching for text etc. etc. – you can do all of those things that sighted people could previously do on either a hardware Kindle or the app on their iPhone using the text, we can now do that using Voice Over, which is the screen reader for Apple devices.  And of course all of those things that I’ve just listed I can do if I choose to using my 32 cell Braille display which I can connect via Bluetooth to my iPhone.  So I can read books in Braille and do all that navigation stuff in Braille as well if I’d like to do that.

White
So do you think this now means you can get all the books that you want?

Macrae
I think it means pretty much.  If I can afford to run my iPhone, if I can afford to buy the books then I can pretty much get any book that becomes available on Kindle.  For example, if the publishers chose not to enable the text to speech facility on their book you were then stymied – you couldn’t read that book using the speech on the Kindle keyboard.  Now because the Kindle app doesn’t rely on its own text to speech engine it uses the text to speech voices on the iPhone using Voice Over you can read any book.  So publishers can not text to speech enable books and we can put two fingers up at them and whistle.

White
So how significant then is this new agreement which allows us to cross borders with books?

Macrae
I think the jury’s out on that, I really do.  I think we need to wait and see whether the US signs up in terms of the English speaking, English reading world and I think we need to see how well the treaty is policed – so whether publishers will be forced to produce books and who will begin asking them questions if they don’t.  And I think we have to wait and see what happens to people in developing countries in the Third World with regard to their access to books.

White
Ian Macrae.

So how will charities like the RNIB, for example, react to a world in which so much is possible but so many visually impaired people still won’t have the knowhow or the financial resources to take advantage of it?  I’ve been talking to the RNIB’s Peter Osborne and I began by asking him what effect this treaty would have on the number of books available to visually impaired people.

Osborne
It’s very difficult to put a figure on it but what I can say is that we will now be able to cooperate across geographic boundaries to make sure that when we publish a book we only publish it once and then we can try to do what we can to share the content across geographic boundaries.

White
Now of course people will be quite excited by the fact that they can access now electronic books from sources such as Book Share, which people have known about but have only been able to use a limited part of.  Will they be able to do that as individuals or will they have to work through organisations?

Osborne
At this stage I think it’s a little early to say exactly how that will work but I’m sure organisations will be working together through such things as the trusted intermediary of global accessible resources project…

White
That’s Tiger isn’t it.

Osborne
That’s Tiger yes, yeah.  They’ll work together through resources like that to make sure that people can efficiently and effectively get the content they need.

White
But I mean there is the potential in that agreement, as I understand it, for people to operate as individuals, is that something that you would be happy about and want to encourage or would you expect to be the trusted intermediary in this country?

Osborne
I think we need to make sure that people are bona fide recipients, if you like, eligible to receive content under this treaty and I think we need to examine mechanisms to make that work.  I think there are various mechanisms already in place for doing that, you’ve mentioned Book Share already, they have mechanisms, for example, to ensure that people are – as best as they can – bona fide individuals to receive content through the treaty.  And I think we’re all very keen to make sure that this treaty benefits people directly.

White
Now I mean the big expansion now one would expect is going to be in electronic books.  Book Share having 200,000, we’re hearing of eBooks being produced in quite large numbers in Canada, in New Zealand – I think people will be a bit surprised that we’re not producing it on a more, if you like, mass producing basis.

Osborne
I think people would say that almost the greatest availability of eBooks is here in the UK through the various options that are already available to people.

White
Things like Gutenberg do you mean?

Osborne
No I mean things like Amazon.  The work that they have done recently in their eBook applications is phenomenal and has opened up access to many hundreds of thousands of books for people.  It’s important to us that we create long lasting partnerships with publishers and with developers to make sure that content is borne accessible.  I think we should only really be stepping in to make content available where that doesn’t happen.

White
But of course I go back to my little group that I talked to in Newbury Library last week who are still using audio books and expect to go on using audio – aren’t they going to be excluded from that process?

Osborne
I sincerely hope now because I think working in partnership with publishers and developers we will be able to convince people that there is a huge market out there of people who need to be able to access eBooks and want to be able to access eBooks.  I remember the transition from the analogue to the digital talking book, which I was very heavily involved, and we worked very hard to make sure that people had the knowledge and understanding to be able to use those books effectively.  I think this is one of those transition periods.  If we want people to be able to access over a million books, like I can at the moment, using various platforms then we need to be able to provide tools and techniques and advice and peer support to enable people to do that and I definitely see that as RNIB’s role.

White
Peter Osborne, thank you very much indeed.

One of the most immediate benefits of this agreement for UK readers could be access to the almost 200,000 electronic books in a library called Book Share.  Book Share is based in the United States and it’s been masterminded by social entrepreneur Jim Fruchterman.  He’s excited at the potential the treaty could unlock.

Fruchterman
This is the first treaty for the blind globally period.

White
But of course there are still hurdles to be got over, I’m sure you’re quite close to lobbyists and publishers and people who have reservations about this, is the US going to ratify this agreement?

Fruchterman
We certainly believe so.  My next thing is write a three to five page briefing paper for our senate staff on why we should ratify the treaty, basically why it’ll benefit Americans with disabilities and why it’s good for the international copyright system, why it proves that we can solve problems multilaterally.
White
What will it mean if they don’t?

Fruchterman
It means they’ll have to set up a branch of Book Share somewhere else that actually has ratified the treaty.

White
Would you do that?

Fruchterman
I think we would seriously consider it, yes, because to get the benefit of the treaty both sides have to be parties to the treaty.

White
Where is the opposition coming from?

Fruchterman
I actually believe the opposition is not coming from the publishing industry, interestingly enough.  I think it’s coming more from owners of other kinds of intellectual property, especially the movie industry and the patent holders.  And I think the real question that they’ll be facing is how big a set of jerks do they want to look like if they actually come out publicly against the treaty as negotiated.  And I like to think that we’ve seen some signals from the Motion Picture Association that they’re going to back down from public opposition because the National Federation of the Blind here and they issued a joint press release celebrating the treaty, so we’re hoping that means that they’re going to mute their opposition to ratification.

White
What do you think is the timescale on this actually producing real books for real people?

Fruchterman
Once publishers hear that the treaty is coming they tend to cooperate.  For example, 70 or 80% of the books going into Book Share right now are coming from publishers voluntarily giving us their high quality digital files because they figure why make these guys go through the charade of buying a book, chopping off the binding, scanning it, proof reading it, why don’t we just give them the file.  So we’re hoping that more and more publishers, when they know that this is coming, will simply anticipate that, cooperate with us and start making an impact right now.  The second reason why I think things might happen more quickly is this is not the most controversial treaty that you can imagine politically, it mirrors United States law, it’s not all that dissimilar from UK law or other Commonwealth countries, a lot of countries already have a copyright exception.  So I hope that this is a chance for people to celebrate a win in international treaty making for a cause that is definitely good and actually has relatively few downsides that I think – I think that the political cost and the social cost of actively objecting to the treaty it’s negotiating should be high for any business or set of lobbyists that want to object to it.

White
Jim Fruchterman.

Well listening to all of that with me in the studio is Richard Mollett, who’s chief executive of the Publishers Association. 

Richard, the publishers have said they welcome this agreement, do they really or is that bowing to the inevitable?

Mollett
No of course publishers absolutely welcome this.  Historic is a term that’s banded around quite a lot but I think in this case it’s entirely justified, this is a treaty that for the first time, as one of your contributors just said, provides a copyright exception to the sole benefit of the visually impaired.  Now that’s something that we have already in UK law and British publishers have been working within that structure for a number of years.  British publishers have also been working on the Tiger project, which you referred to earlier, the global accessible resources and will continue to do so.

White
But you heard us talking about all those – the huge numbers of people who don’t have access to eBooks, either in terms of resources or the knowhow.

Mollett
That’s true and I think that’s something that would have to be worked on whether this treaty was there or not.  Of course the treaty isn’t confined to digital files of course and a trusted intermediary is able to make an accessible format that could be a Braille copy, that could be not an eBook copy.  So it’s not just about digitally converting books of course.

White
Is piracy by this route, with the safeguards, which can be put in place, is that a real threat or is it a bit of an irrational fear?

Mollett
It’s not the fear and I think people who have pointed at that have actually rather missed the argument that some right holders, including publishers, but other rights holders as well were making.  The concerns were that where you take an edifice like copyright law, with all its complexities and all its layers, and you start unpicking it for the very good purpose and the absolutely right purpose of the visually impaired one has to be careful that you don’t make changes which people who do have I’m afraid nefarious motives would try and exploit.  It’s what the Motion Pictures Association of America called this not being a vehicle for extraneous agendas, by which they meant you can create an exception to allow copying of accessible formats but what if people might use that loophole to do other things, not the intended beneficiaries of this treaty but for other purposes.

White
Hasn’t the music industry proved that if you take this and you treat it properly that people actually will respect it?

Mollett
Yes I think it has and publishing has too as indeed has the film industry.  But I think people who point at rights holders and say you were objecting to a treaty for the visually impaired have actually missed the point, if I may.  I think what people were concerned was yes of course we absolutely want a working visually impaired treaty but we also don’t want that to create loopholes elsewhere in copyright law which would be exploited not by visually impaired groups, not by trusted intermediaries but other people.

White
Why has it taken so long?  I could have been having this conversation with you 10, 15 years ago, those negotiations have been going on forever.

Mollett
When this treaty came into prospect there were other groups who saw it as an opportunity, I think, to loosen copyright law, to erode rights holder interests – that’s authors and publishers – and we just had to make sure and I think working together we have, that we have a treaty that suits both the rights holders but most importantly of all the visually impaired community.

White
But we’re still not there yet – publishers could at a stroke bring about reading equality for visually impaired people by making files available with suitable safeguards for all the books which go to print – are we anywhere near that?

Mollett
Well as you and I have discussed on this programme many times we’re getting there.  I think the work that the device manufacturers like Amazon and Apple are doing is going to help enormously in that.  There is a market in audio books and there’s always the concern that that market is not undermined in any way and I think that that isn’t a problem.  And I’m sure if we have this discussion in a short number of months’ time, best not tie myself to the mast too much, but I think the rise and rise of accessible formats is inevitable.

White
That’s a positive attitude on which to end and we will invite you back if it hasn’t happened.

Mollett
Please do.

White
Richard Mollett thank you very much indeed.

That’s it for today.  We very much welcome all your comments and views on this, you can e-mail intouch@bbc.co.uk, you can call our actionline on 0800 044 044 for 24 hours after the programme and there’s more information on the website, plus a free download of tonight’s programme from tomorrow.  From me, Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, good reading if you can get it.




