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Clip
And the award for the best audio in a film goes to…. Lamb to the Slaughter.

[Clapping]

White
Well, not one of this year's Oscar winners, but our peek into the future of how the sound on films could help to tell the story better for blind movie fans. 
 
But we start with far more immediate concerns about audio for visually impaired radio fans. We've been receiving a growing tide of complaints from listeners using a range of equipment to listen to BBC Radio iPlayer.  That's the online service which enables you to hear a range of national and local stations both live and later on, if you miss it.  But they're noticing with increasing alarm the loss of stations, as the BBC switches over to something called Audiofactory, the platform from which it will host and send out its online radio output.  People are complaining both about the change itself and the lack of warning.  

Well Dr Michael Townsend is from the British Computer Association of the Blind, just one of the forums where this is being hotly discussed.  Andrew Scott is general manager for BBC iPlayer radio.  

Mike Townsend, the floor is yours to put some of your points to Andrew and hear his answers.  But first, just tell us a bit more about what people are complaining about.

Townsend
So radio is really important to blind and partially sighted people.  We’ve been rather excluded from DAB, there isn’t an accessible platform for that, so a lot of blind and partially sighted people have been using internet radio.  Some of them have been using it by computer, generally specialist software, such as Guide or the new Leasey. And others have used little devices, like my favourite one which is a Victor Stream new generation, which is like a – working like a pocket radio and so I can flick between BBC radio stations just like that.  But for me the first thing I noticed was that 5 Live Extra has gone, the sports area, and also on our email list a flood of requests saying – what’s happened to our BBC radio and what’s going to happen, there’s threats that it will all go?

White
And just to make it absolutely clear this is because digital audio broadcasting – there isn’t an accessible form of actually finding a station?

Townsend
That’s right, yes, you don’t know what you’re tuning into.  So Andrew really my question is:  why are these radio stations disappearing, particularly for these people who are not technical, they just use the devices easily?

Scott
I’d like to start by saying actually we’re not turning off any radio stations.  The system that we did have had been built up over a period of about 10 years through the vast number of changes that happened over that period and we couldn’t keep running that system for a couple of reasons, one, it was becoming unreliable and the second was that the contract that we had, that was supplying us with that system, was coming to an end, so we had to build a new system.  We started about 18 months ago, the intention was that we would build a platform that was both future proof but also provided backward capability as much as possible.  And in that area I think we found that some of the decisions that we took we’ve had to go back and look at.  So specifically on the 5 Live and the sports question, for all of our stations we provide both an international and a UK version of the stream.  The international one doesn’t contain sports rights because we don’t have the right to broadcast those globally.  We decided to use the international version of the stations for the internet radio devices and that’s a decision that we’re now reviewing and looking at how we can use both the international versions outside the UK and a UK version inside the UK.

Townsend
Okay, so for you though you’ve not turned off any stations but the result of stopping particular ways of distributing that station, the particular type of stream, means that for blind and partially sighted people with a specialist device it’s going to turn off for them.  So although you’re still broadcasting it it’s gone away for them.  Now you say that you’ve been working on it for about 18 months, talking to the suppliers it’s coming as a surprise.  So you haven’t really been communicating very well with them.

White
Andrew?

Scott
I think the point about communication is definitely worth looking at.  I agree that we are now finding organisations who we would have preferred to have been in contact with 12 months ago when we reached out to those industry bodies that we knew about.  So we reached out to manufacturers, we reached out to organisations that provide aggregations of services – that means they provide the BBC Radio streams but also other radio streams.  And the way that our systems had previously been set up we had no way of knowing who was using those streams or how in fact and so when we started reaching out we reached out to those organisations that we could find and that we knew about but there are still definitely organisations that we didn’t know about that we’re dealing with now.

Townsend
So did you think about blind people when you thought about making these changes because it’s quite easy on the web to do a search to find out who’s using radio in specialist ways like the way blind people use radio, it comes up quite readily, so you could have communicated with us?

Scott
Well we did try, I’m not going to say that we – we clearly haven’t, there’s too much of a surprise with the changes that have happened over the last week or so.  And I’m genuinely sorry about that because we’ve got a group of people who are working on this project who really care about delivering services and we fully understand…

Townsend
Okay and you do care about delivering them to people like me and my specialist device, you care about that?

Scott
Yeah absolutely.

White
In the new spirit of communication Andrew there are still more changes planned in the coming weeks, I mean we’d better warn people about those hadn’t we?

Scott
Yes absolutely.  So the changes that are coming up this week in fact affect the Catch Up service, the On Demand.  They’re particularly because Windows Media Audio, which is one of the proprietary standards that we used to use, is being switched off, it’s also known as WMA.

White
You’ve heard what Mike had to say and clearly there’s a lot of people feeling very aggrieved by this.  For this group of visually impaired people what are they going to end up with because that’s their worry – that they’re losing things for good and all?

Scott
So I think it’s worth saying there are three groups of devices.  There are those devices which have already taken advantage of the new streams, that’s the vast majority of the listening that happens at the moment.  There are devices which are capable of taking advantage of the new streams but haven’t yet moved across and that’s a group of manufacturers that we’re working with.  And then there are devices which simply won’t be able to take advantage of the new streams at all and our goal in creating these new streams was to make sure that we provided at least one service that was as backward compatible as possible.  The intention of that was to make sure that as very few as possible devices didn’t work.

White
Dr. Mike Townsend, Andrew Scott, thank you both very much. I don’t think for one minute we’ve heard the last of this, so we might be inviting you back, particularly you Andrew.

Townsend
Thank you.

Scott
Thank you very much.

White
And with what some will still see as a step back for audio on the radio, we could be about to take a step forward with the sound on films. 

Audio description has now been available, albeit patchily, for about 20 years in the UK and the numbers of TV and cinema films audio described - that's to say, having a narrator describing what's happening on screen when there's no dialogue - are increasing. But there are those who say using audio description all the time decreases our ability to tune in and use our ears and our instincts to interpret the action. It’s also true that when it’s done well audio description can be subtle and informative; when not so well intrusive, clunky, and even patronising. 

Well, now Mariana Lopez from Anglia Ruskin University has created an audio-only film version of Roald Dahl's typically dark short story, "Lamb to the Slaughter", to demonstrate some of the methods she thinks film-makers could be using now to enhance the movie experience for visually impaired people. Johny Cassidy went to meet Mariana in her sound lab, along with some of the visually impaired volunteers who've been providing feedback on her work.
 
Lopez
So we have a six point one surround set up, so there is three speakers to the front, so a left of centre and a right.  And then we have four speakers at the rear.  So I’ll just go around and get all the speakers switched on.  Okay so the format is called audio film and it’s basically a study on alternatives to audio description.  And what it is is a sound only piece that has no visuals and it doesn’t have a narrator either.  So it has dialogues, like a normal film would have, monologues and internal sounds where we get a sense of how characters feel and what their internal thoughts are.  Sound effects that can give us information of objects that are in the spaces the characters are in and they’re also used as something that’s called sound marks, so certain special effects are used to identify spaces, for example a clock might be used to identify the living room.  It also has plenty of views of spatial audio, so surround sound systems.  And what this allows us to do is to create the feeing of the characters moving through the spaces they inhabit and also give listeners a sense of the layout of a space, so where different objects are located.

Clip
Hello darling.

Hello.

[Clock ticking.  Drink being poured]

Cassidy
Traditionally audio description has been something that has come afterwards, what’s the difference here?

Lopez
Yes in this new systems and formats we’re starting to think about we’re thinking about it being a creative process, so not just something that has to be tacked on at the end for accessibility purposes but something that’s intrinsic to the process of filmmakers, something that directors, producers and the crew think about when they’re producing their films.  And this particular example there wasn’t a pre-existing film but we’re working towards new research that is actually going to look into incorporating audio description to the actual creative processes.

Clip
Listen, I’ve got something to tell you.  I’m leaving you.  There’s someone else now.  I want a divorce.

I’ll get the supper.  We can have a nice leg of lamb. [In the distance] Yes a nice leg of lamb.

[Sobbing]

For god’s sake don’t make supper for me I’m going out. [Door closing, thump]

[In the distance] I killed him.

Cassidy
I’m here with a couple of the volunteers who have checked out the system.

Gilbert
My name’s Jerry Gilbert.

Wilson
My name’s Warren Wilson.

Gilbert
I’ve used what we might call the traditional audio description both on TV and at cinema with the headphones on.

Cassidy
And what do you get from it?

Gilbert
It adds another dimension, you’re not having to interpret direct from the sound that’s sometimes obscured by music etc.  I know that as visually impaired people we get used to interpreting things from sounds that people with vision may not do but in a film situation that can be very difficult because it’s not sort of natural sound.

Wilson
I’ve only been visually impaired for say the past five years and very quickly I started using it and found it was helpful because I was obviously quite reliant on the visual cues and things like that, it was very helpful for me to use something that filled in those gaps.

Cassidy
So you’ve both been here looking at Mariana Lopez’s system.  Warren, first of all, I’ll ask you, what do you think is the pros and cons?

Wilson
When I used the system one of the things that really struck me was the surround sound quality, it almost felt as though you were in the room with the characters when you were listening to the play, so you could hear people moving around the room, you could hear different people doing different actions at the same time in different areas of the room.  

Cassidy
But somebody listening to this would argue that people that listen to radio plays would understand this already, that there’s a very strong creative production that goes into radio plays, is it the same techniques that are being employed?

Gilbert
It differed from a radio play or many radio plays in the absence of a narrator as such.  Often in radio dramas you will have the viewpoint of the main protagonist, so it was more film like than the normal radio play I would say.  There were parts of this where there was no speaking so you were using your imagination, your knowledge of sound and experience to know what was happening.  It was very natural I thought in the main, there were some exaggerated sounds within this piece, I think particularly when people were eating I found.

Wilson
It’s slightly more subtle than audio description.  So you’ll be enjoying the film in a slightly more conventional way perhaps.

Cassidy
Twenty million dollar question – if there was a chance to go to see a film that had this and a film that didn’t have it, the film that didn’t have it was cheaper, would you pay extra?

Gilbert
I think it would depend how much more but I think I probably would, yes.

Wilson
It really depends on what genre of film this facility would be in place to support.

Clip
This is really good. 

Yeah.

Have some more Charlie.

No, better not finish it.

Do you want us to finish it?

One hell of a big club that guy must have used to hit poor Patrick.  The doc said his skull was smashed all to pieces just like from a sledgehammer.

That’s why I [inaudible words]…

That’s exactly what I said.  Personally I think it’s right here on the premises.

Probably right under our very noses.

[Laughter]

White
So next time your partner reaches for the mint sauce beware.  That report from Johny Cassidy.

And now, another personal view, or in this case, a lack of view.  In line with our policy of getting your opinions and reflections on the air if you're not confident about reading them yourself, Damon Rose's column is read by David Acton.  

Rose [Read by David Acton]
I appreciate this is going to sound odd coming from a blind person but when people ask me what I miss most about not being able to see my answer has to be darkness.  I’m one of that very small number of people who have no sight whatsoever, I’m properly blind.  A total – as we used to say at school.

I lost my sight 31 years ago, thanks to some ill-advised surgery.  And on my blind person’s registration certificate it has three now very faded letters – NLP – no light perception.  The logical assumption is that when sight is snuffed out a person must be left in darkness.  If you dive under the bedcovers you can’t see anything at all, if you close your eyes and everything turns to black.  So blind equals black.  It makes sense right?  Well apparently not.  Though I’ve had the cord cut between my eyes and my brain it seems that the world has not turned black.  All metaphors, similes, analogies and literally flourishes about blindness and darkness should henceforth cease because I’m saying it’s far from dark.  It is in fact quite the opposite.  

So what replaces 3D Technicolor vision once it’s gone?  The answer, at least in my case, is light, lots of it – bright, colourful, ever changing, often terribly distracting light.  How do I begin to describe it?  Let me have a go.  Right now I’ve got a dark brown background with a blue turquoise luminescence front and centre.  Actually it’s just changed to green.  Now it’s bright blue with flecks of yellow and there’s some orange threatening to breakthrough and cover the whole lot.  The rest of my field of vision is taken up by squashed geometric shapes squiggles and clouds I couldn’t hope to describe and not before they all change again anyway.

And if I try to block out all this distraction by closing my eyes it doesn’t work, it never goes away.  I miss those peaceful moments of near darkness.  Walking at night time while focusing on the streetlights ahead.  The atmospheric shadows in a room with a real fire burning.  Or travelling home late in the back of my dad’s car glimpsing cats’ eyes lighting up in the middle of the road.  For me dark has come to signify quiet.  And because my built in fireworks never go away I describe what I’ve got as a kind of visual tinnitus.  

When I first went blind I was 13 and I thought the light show was my eyes trying to work again.  It gave me some hope and I was quite fascinated by it, used to sit and stare at it.  Now I know that it’s just my brain making up for the fact that it’s no longer receiving any pictures.  But what I’ve never been able to find out is whether other people who have no light perception see what I see, do they also long for a bit of darkness?

White
The thoughts of Damon Rose. 

It also made us think about that other age-old question, the most asked question by curious passers-by - which is better to be born blind, and know nothing different or to go blind, and at least understand the visual concepts everyone else is using and talking about?  Well just because it’s often asked, it doesn't mean that we've ever tried to answer it on In Touch, so we're going to have a shot at it. Tell us how you answer that question? You can call our Actionline on 0800 044 044 from now for 24 hours; email intouch@bbc.co.uk and you can go to our website for more on everything in the programme. You'll also be able to download from there tonight's programme and arrange for future downloads. From me Peter White, producer Lee Kumutat and the team, goodbye. 
 


