
DCMS consultation on the Television Without Frontiers (TVWF) Directive

Response from RNIB and RNID

1. Support for the revision of the directive

1.1
RNIB and RNID support the revision of the Television Without Frontiers (TVWF) directive. The audiovisual market has changed radically since the directive was written and this necessitates a revised regulatory framework. 

1.2 We have followed the debate in the UK and elsewhere about the scope of a revised directive with interest. We recognise that this is a complex and tricky issue. It is beyond our remit to comment on all of the scope-related questions. 

1.3 However, it appears certain given the level of political backing in the EU Member States that the directive will be revised. Almost all EU Member States support this.

2. Access for disabled people 

2.1 The proposal for a revised directive omits an important public policy concern, namely access to audiovisual services for disabled people.

2.2 TVWF is the only EU directive which regulates access to audiovisual CONTENT. 

2.3 Access services for disabled people such as audio description are broadcast as part of TV CONTENT and facilitate access to programme CONTENT. These services help millions of EU citizens to enjoy and fully understand audiovisual services. 

2.4 So, given the fact that access services are content-related and of such importance, their inclusion in the TVWF directive is logical and vital.

3 Need for access services for disabled people

3.1 RNIB has already provided DCMS with facts and figures on the need for services which help disabled people access TV, whatever the platform. However, it should be noted that it is not just disabled people's organisations that recognise their usefulness. 

3.2Independent user research conducted for OFCOM earlier this year shows that the demand for access services such as audio description and subtitling is very significant. (Television access services review, see http://www.ofcom.org.uk/consult/condocs/accessservs/summary/)

The review found that 7.5 million said that they had used subtitles to watch television, of whom about 6 million did not have a hearing impairment. Results from the case studies found that those who had used audio description regarded it as very helpful in understanding programmes better, and that a significant proportion of respondents who had not used audio description were keen to try it.
These services are fundamental to social inclusion.

4. Support in the European Parliament

4.1 Prior to the publication of the proposal to revise the TVWF Directive, the European Parliament twice called for the directive to include accessibility for disabled people (Perry Report 2003 and Weber report in 2005)

5. Rights and inclusion

5.1 Article 26 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Union “recognizes and respects the right of persons with disabilities to benefit from measures designed to ensure their independence, social and occupation integration and participation in the life in the community.” TV access services are such a measure.

5.2 The Commission's 2005 eaccessibility Communication (COM(2005) 425) stresses the need to make digital television accessible to disabled people.

5.3 For such charters and communications to be meaningful, the needs and rights they identify must be supported by EU governments, incorporated into EU legislation and converted into action. In the case of audiovisual services, this means the TVWF directive.

6. The current UK government position

6.1The UK has the highest legal requirement for levels of audio description and subtitling of all EU Member States (10% in the case of audio description rather than 0 or 1% in many EU Member States). 

6.2 RNIB and RNID believe it is incongruous for the UK government to reject calls from us and other disability organisations for the TVWF directive to include an article on accessibility, whilst supporting these access services in the UK through the Communications Act 2003.

7. Conclusion 

7.1 RNIB and RNID urge the UK government to rethink its position and to support the inclusion of access for disabled people in the TVWF directive. 

7.2 We call for the UK government to champion access to television for disabled people at a European level. The UK has set a good example domestically in this field (see 6.1 above), and is well placed to do likewise at EU level.
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