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White
Good evening.  Later tonight the sights and sounds of this year's Sight Village exhibition.  

Clip
You can set the camera to work on automatic can't you, so you can just keep turning the pages while you're scanning.

So I've got one page open here, Mani, if I just flick the page over it would do a click - it's automatic.

White
Well Mani Djazmi has been there for us, you can find out what that was later in the programme.

But first the government announcement that there is to be no rise in the minimum level of audio description required of television broadcasters, which will stay at 10%.  The level of audio description - that's the technique of adding verbal description over television pictures of the action, who's creeping up on who, who's casting lovelorn looks, that kind of thing - has been under investigation by the broadcasting regulator Ofcom, which said that there was - quote:  "A fine balance to be struck over whether to increase it".  So perhaps with the government's declared resistance to what it calls over-regulation it's not surprising they've decided to leave things as they are.  

ITV, Channel 4 and Sky are all either aiming at or achieving a voluntary level of 20% with Sky hitting 30% over the last Christmas period; Channel 4 planning to audio described its flagship soap Hollyoaks and its game show Deal or No Deal from this September.  As for the BBC all qualifying channels achieved over 13% last year and BBC 3, 4 and CBBC provided more than 22%.  It's committed to providing 20% audio description across all qualifying channels by 2015. 

But is even 20% ambitious enough, compared say with the levels achieved for subtitling and signing for deaf people?  Well I asked the Communications, Culture and Creative Industries minister Ed Vaizey to say more about why the government had decided to leave things where they are.

Vaizey
I think it's very important as a new government we want to get across the message that we are a government that doesn't like to regulate where voluntary action is already in place.  But also we don't want to lose sight of what the big society's all about, which is about working as partners, instead of saying we'll set a target, job done, people reach the 20% and then don't go beyond it.  And actually I'd much rather have a dialogue with the broadcasters and with charities about the best way to help people access the media.

White
But with respect isn't it the regulation and the minimum amount which has pushed the broadcasters into doing what they have done, doesn't 10% turn into 20% and 20% turn into 40%?

Vaizey
Well with respect right back at you I would say that given we've set a 10% target and it's been more than exceeded up to 20% shows that the regulation I think hasn't had an effect, I think we should give the broadcasters credit that we should instead of in effect signalling that more government intervention is needed, I think we should recognise that the voluntary approach is working and we should work with charities and broadcasters together to keep increasing access to services.

White
But as someone quite new to this ministerial job does that actual 20% sound very high to you?  I mean some visually impaired people will reasonably compare that with things like the provision for deaf people, for signing and that kind of thing, and say are we really being very ambitious even aiming at 20%?

Vaizey
Well there's certainly that argument and it depends which side of the debate you're coming from and some people would want a 100%.  I think we have to be realistic about what is achievable but as I say I think the voluntary approach, which is in effect in place at the moment, seems to be working very effectively.  I think the other, as you say I'm new to the job, and I think getting engaged in this issue has allowed me to recognise that there's a much wider agenda than just audio description.  I mean the access to the internet is a hugely important issue for visually impaired people as well.  And what I want to do is engage with organisations like the Royal National Institute for the Blind on a whole range of accessibility issues and that's why we've got this e-accessibility forum now set up which I chair and which reports to me, where I'm going to drive forward this agenda and try and drive it forward in imaginative and creative ways rather than get bogged down in whether or not to push through a particular regulation or not.  We've asked Ofcom to continue to monitor this issue for us and that's very important.  You're quite right you don't want to walk away completely and just say it's going to happen without any kind of overview, so it's very important that we know what broadcasters are doing.  But I also think, as I say, just to kind of square the circle if you like, we've got a deregulate agenda for the media and so what we would say to broadcasters like ITV and indeed the BBC and Sky is we're going to get off your backs in terms of quite a lot of costly regulations that you have to spend money on because we trust you, the broadcaster, to know your audience and the quid pro quo for that is that you know we live in a big society, we have a huge range of different audiences that you want to communicate to and that want to be able to access your services and so we'll want to see from you that kind of engagement and social responsibility as well.

White
Can I just finally while you're here mention - you talked yourself about some of your other responsibilities like digital access and inclusion - I wonder what your feeling is in a climate where equipment is developing and changing very quickly for everyone in the community shouldn't there perhaps be greater pressure, maybe even legislative pressure, on the people who make equipment to adapt equipment as they produce it, rather than waiting for it to be adapted?  I'm thinking about things like phones, like digital radios, what they call embedded accessibility rather than bespoke assistive technology.

Vaizey
I think you're absolutely right, I wouldn't obviously go so far as legislative rules, otherwise I'd contradict the last 10 minutes that I've been talking.  But what I would say, I mean again it came up in our meeting with the Royal National Institute of the Blind, is that there are certain products apparently that have come off the market, I want to find out what's happened about those - digital radios, for example, that will announce which station you've tuned into and that kind of thing - so I want to talk to the manufacturers about why they've taken those off the market and engage with them.  And I think that is the way forward.

White
So does that mean that you would actually be in favour - I hear what you say about legislation - but would you be in favour to lean on, put some pressure on, manufacturers to actually not wait for the coincidence of having a blind person on your staff who might actually suggest this but incorporate it in how you think about producing equipment?

Vaizey
Absolutely, this is absolutely at the core of kind of the government's approach - the big society approach - which is to say to work with manufacturers to make progress.  And I tend to be a minister who takes a practical view of things, likes to get stuck in, likes to sit down with people and talk through issues and I'm not going to be shy in terms of talking to manufacturers about the ways they can help people.  So I really want to sit down with them and talk through this and I also want to put on record, if I could, if I've got time, how fantastically useful it was to meet the RNIB, they have passionately campaigned on the issue of audio description but they work incredibly hard across a whole range of different areas for the visually impaired and the blind.  And getting their insight and I'm going to continue to meet them on a regular basis has been absolutely invaluable in the first weeks of the job, as you keep reminding me that I'm a novice and a green at this, but they've been very useful in guiding a new minister.

White
Communications minister Ed Vaizey.

Well the RNIB has welcomed the rising level of audio description offered by broadcasters but is it yet ambitious enough?  Well I asked the RNIB's head of policy and campaigns Steve Winyard if he was really happy with apparently leaving the rise in audio description to the goodwill of the broadcasters.

Winyard
Yes, yes we are.  I think it's brilliant that we now have all the major broadcasters on board and strongly committed to delivering 20% audio description.  If we'd had to rely on legislation that could have taken a long time and certainly through to 2015, so this is making things happen sooner than they otherwise might have done.

White
So I suppose with tough times ahead how can you be sure that audio description without a more ambitious regulated target won't be seen as a cut-able service, everything else seems to be?

Winyard
Well absolutely and that's something - when we met the minister last week - we were very clear about that if there was regression, if we saw the level of audio description falling back that we'd expect the minister to intervene and he gave that commitment.

White
And is 20% an ambitious enough target?

Winyard
I think that's an important debate to have now, I think first of all we want a lot more people using audio description and I think with 20% people will buy the equipment and it's nice that RNIB have just brought on to the market, with Goodmans, a talking set top box that has all the on screen stuff that's talking, so that's brilliant.

White
Which people will be hearing later in our Sight Village feature.

Winyard
Marvellous, I didn't know that, so that's great.  So we've got that equipment.  But also we've got a commitment from the minister that Ofcom and the broadcasters will work with charities, such as RNIB, on a new awareness raising campaign, so all of that's necessary.  But then I think we need to listen to users and if we start to hear that there are a lot of programmes being broadcast without audio description that could benefit from it then I think we will need to start again and maybe it's 30%, I don't know, but we need to listen to users of audio description and as I say whether there are programmes that really need it and aren't getting it.

White
And has lack of take up been a problem?

Winyard
I think all along that's been the struggle but it's been very understandable.  For a long time the equipment wasn't there, then the awareness wasn't there.  But I think with 20% there's a very good reason for getting the equipment and as soon as people try audio description they love it and stick with it.

White
The minister declared there his willingness to talk and indeed you say you've already talked, so what else with this access will you be raising with him?

Winyard
Well he mentioned the issue of talking digital radios.  If there is the move to digital radio but no clear switch off date there's a danger that gradually blind and partially sighted people will have equipment that is very hard to use.  So I think we do want to ensure that there is equipment that does speak, both the channel and the programme, that'll be important for sure.

White
And if there are other things that people would like to raise or you to raise they can tell us about them and we'll tell you.  Steve Winyard, thanks very much indeed.

Winyard
Thank you.

White
And where can you see all this technology - embedded or stand alone?  Well one of the longest running and best established of the exhibitions can be found at Sight Village in Birmingham.  Their latest show took place last week with the usual collection of talking, buzzing, whirring paraphernalia.  Our reporter, Mani Djazmi, was there for the first time with expert guide Dr Mike Townsend of the British Computer Association of the Blind.  Mike also leads the IT for All project, aimed at introducing visually impaired people to computers.  They began amongst the clocks.

Talking Clock
Twenty minutes past 10 in the morning.  Wednesday 14th July 2010.

Townsend
This is the Dual Voice Clock and the great thing about this one is it's really easy to use and it's got a really nice voice. 

Djazmi
You're getting a very small lightweight device, it can fit in the palm of your hand and it doesn't have too many buttons, it doesn't have menus or anything like that in which you can get lost and it's just a matter of pressing a few buttons and I guess you can set alarms on this as well can you?

Townsend
You can set alarms on it, yes, that's relatively straightforward.  The other thing it does as well - a lot of blind and partially sighted people or people even with dementia don't know whether it's the morning, the afternoon because they can't see the light or they've forgotten and it tells you - morning, afternoon - those sorts of things.

Djazmi
Well Mike and I have come to the Sight and Sound stand and Mike what are we looking at here?

Townsend
Okay, we've got here what I believe is the latest jewel in the crown of Sight and Sound Technology.  They always name their products after precious stones - this is the Pearl.

Djazmi
Right and what is it?

Townsend
It's a reading system and a close circuit television system.  So what we've got here is a very sturdy camera with a guide in front of it and I've got a book placed against the guide, it feeds into a standard computer system - a laptop or a PC - the camera takes a picture of the book, then that picture goes into the computer, it analyses the picture, extracts the text from the picture and reads it back and it's clever enough to sort out the left hand page from the right hand page.

Djazmi
And the great thing about this one I think is that you can set the camera to work on automatic, can't you, so you can just keep turning the pages while you're scanning.

Townsend
I've got one page open here, Mani, if I just flick the page over it would do a click and take the next picture and I turn the page over again, put my fingers away so it doesn't take a picture of my fingers, click, it's automatic.  And while it's taking those pictures it also reads the beginning of the book back to you.  And also it's very fast, so the picture's not like a scanner going [noises], it's just a click and it's got it.

Djazmi
Well Mike and I have found a haven of a quiet room here at Sight Village where we've come across some toys here.  Mike, so what have we got here?

Townsend
We have here what I think is perhaps the most exciting new device in Sight Village this year, it's the Goodman's Smarttalk freeview set top box, which really does make television accessible for blind and partially sighted people.  It's got talking menus, you can actually choose what programme you want to watch, you can discover whether it's got audio description, you can set the font size on the screen.  As it says it's Smarttalk so it talks.

Smarttalk talking

Djazmi
It's very light, about the size of an old VHS tape, someone described it to us just now.  Does the talking come from the box or from the television?

Townsend
The talking actually comes through the television.  So when the television is connected to it through the speakers in the television you actually hear the voice and the menus speaking nice and clearly and with the controller you can choose how to set the menus up, choose what you want to watch.  But the great thing too for partially sighted people is they can really see what's going on because the fonts are nice and clear and the menu's well laid out.

We're at the Plex Talk stand now and here we've got a little talking player that plays Daisy books.  But Plex Talk are doing something really interesting with it, they are turning their little player into an internet radio and now we can listen to a bit of In Touch from the podcast.

Plex Talk
Clip from In Touch podcast.

Townsend
In September they will turn this little device, which is a tiny thing that fits in your pocket, into a full internet radio.  It fits into your pocket and so long as you've got a connection with the internet, either through a WiFi or something, you can take it around with you.  Once you lose that connection with the internet of course you can't get any internet radio stations but you can still listen to your Daisy talking books and your music.

Djazmi
Well Mike I mean you've gone through countless stands and looked at all kinds of products, we've really only seen a fraction of everything that's here and what struck me about this visit is that the industry, the accessible technology industry, seems to be flourishing.

Townsend
It's a vibrant industry, there's a lot going on.  Blind and partially sighted people are using technology all the more.  The key problems for blind and partially sighted people are social isolation, communication and getting around.  If you can be connected through your computer or your phone and it works for you that helps you to build the bridges to other people.  So I believe the things that we've been seeing today tackle the key issues that are evidently there for blind and partially sighted people.

White
Dr Mike Townsend with Mani Djazmi.  Well you can get more information about the equipment we've mentioned, including prices, from our website.  We also send out a newsletter.  And if you are new to all this it's important to say that there are often a range of manufacturers involved producing equipment which does a combination of the things we've mentioned there and we really would strongly recommend that before you spend any money on these kinds of gadgets you do try to get some expert advice, say from organisations such as Mike's BCAB - the British Computer Association of the Blind - or the RNIB and a number of local voluntary societies have got people who know their technology too.

Mani will be in this chair next week bringing you, amongst other things, another episode Can't See Will Cook, where Richard Lane will be rummaging through another listener's kitchen cupboards and finding out their favourite recipe.  We're also planning some programmes in the future about the level of service offered to newly blind people and we would very much like to hear from people who've been losing or who have lost their sight over the past year or so.  We realise it's a vulnerable time but it would be very helpful to us if you'd be willing to talk to us about the kind of service and support you've received, who it came from and indeed your experiences - whether it's help with getting about, coping in your own home, getting hold of the equipment you need or just the availability of someone to talk to.  You can pass your name to us via our action line on 0800 044 044 or contact In Touch through the website at bbc.co.uk/radio4/intouch.

That's it for today from me, Peter White, my producer Kathleen Griffin and the rest of the team, goodbye.






