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RNID, RNIB, EBU, EFHOH, EUD, FEPEDA and SOAP 

RESPONSE TO AUDIOVISUAL ISSUE PAPER ON  
CULTURAL DIVERSITY AND THE PROMOTION OF EUROPEAN AND 

INDEPENDENT AUDIOVISUAL PRODUCTION 
 
 

“Information, democratic dialogue and cultural and social values. 
These words reveal the important role of broadcasting in our 
societies. It is not simply an industry like any other.” 
 
Commissioner Viviane Reding1 

 
 
EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
Television plays a vital role in the cultural landscape of modern society. However, 
many of the one in seven adults in Europe with a hearing loss and 30 million with 
serious sight loss are being denied proper access to TV because of low levels of 
access services: subtitling, audio description and sign language. 
 
These services allow access to information and culture which otherwise might 
not be accessible. They are an essential public service to many millions of 
people. 
 
In order to increase access services, and build on recent progress in some 
member states, we call on EU decision makers to introduce a European disabled 
access benchmarking report, under Article 4 of the new Audiovisual Content 
Directive. This should be based on member state statistics on current levels of 
TV access services on their channels, and action plans to increase these levels.  
 
The Parliament’s Culture and Education Committee recently supported the 
introduction of such a scheme in the report on the Application of Articles 4 and 5 
of the Television Without Frontiers directive. 
 
The TV access services industry is very successful in countries such as the UK 
where these services are widely provided. Furthermore, impact assessments of 
access services for disabled people in the UK suggest that they are very widely 
used by disabled and non-disabled people. Research shows that they would be 
even more widely used if they were promoted more and made easier to access.  
 
Furthermore, for sign language users in Europe, having programmes presented 
and interpreted in their language is also an important cultural issue.  
 

                                                 
1 Speech to the European Voice conference on Television Without Frontiers (Brussels, 21/03/02). 
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If non linear services are brought under the new Audiovisual Content directive we 
strongly believe that access service requirements for disabled people should be 
included in the provisions covering these services, to prevent disabled people 
being excluded from next generation technologies as they have been from 
traditional TV. 
 
Many millions of sensory impaired Europeans are deprived of access to 
television because of a lack of subtitling, audio description and sign language in 
Europe. The formulation of a new Audiovisual Content directive provides a 
unique opportunity to address this exclusion of a large part of Europe’s citizens 
from television. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
Access to television is a fundamental right. Television is vital in defining the 
cultural landscape of modern societies and provides a primary source of 
information, education and entertainment.  
 
For example, research in the UK shows that people spend an average of 3 hours 
38 minutes a day watching TV.  For 55-64 year olds this increases to 4 hours 21 
minutes, and for those aged 65 and over it is 5 hours 14 minutes2. 
 
Opening this window on the world for deaf and hard of hearing people means 
providing subtitles or sign language on television to allow spoken words and 
sounds to be visually displayed on the screen. Blind and partially sighted people 
require audio description, which is descriptive narration in between dialogue. 
These services for sensory impaired people are often referred to as ‘access 
services’ or ‘assistive services’. 
 
Subtitles for deaf and hard of hearing people are a textual transcription of the 
dialogue and sound effects of a programme, which are normally shown at the 
bottom of the screen3. Sign language uses a system of manual, facial, and other 
body movements as the means of communication, especially among deaf and 
hard of hearing people. In the context of TV broadcasting, sign language 
interpretation refers to the transcription of spoken dialogue into sign language 
while sign language presentation refers to the direct presentation of a 
programme in sign language. 
 
Sign language is the first language of many deaf people. Increasing sign 
language interpretation and presentation (i.e. presenters of programmes using 
                                                 
2 Pam Hanley (2002), “The Numbers Game- older people and the media”, (Independent 
Television Commission). 
3 These subtitles are usually broadcast in what is known as a “closed” format (accessible when 
the viewer wishes to see them through for example the means of teletext or DVB signals). This is 
different to subtitles produced for hearing audiences (i.e. translations of foreign language films) 
which are “burnt in”- i.e. on screen all the time- and often do not include a transcription of sound 
effects which are vital for deaf and hard of hearing people. 
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sign language, as opposed to interpretation in the corner of the screen) on 
television is vital in the promotion of cultural and linguistic diversity in Europe. 
Distinct deaf cultures have developed in European countries through the use of 
sign languages, which should be protected and promoted4. 
 
Blind and partially sighted people require audio description. This is an additional 
narration that fits between the existing dialogue and that describes scene detail, 
action, body language and facial expression. Research in the UK has shown that 
at least 94% of blind and partially sighted people watch television.5 This level of 
interest in television is similar across Europe.  However, currently very few 
programs are audio-described. Although audio description trials started in the 
1990s, the service has only really become available to viewers of digital 
television from 2003 onwards. 
 
DEMOGRAPHICS 
 
Many millions of European citizens have a significant hearing loss and would 
benefit from increased provision of subtitling on television. Professor Adrian 
Davis, from the Institute of Hearing Research (IHR) in the UK, estimated that 
81,536,000 adults will have a hearing loss in Europe as a whole by 2005. By 
2015 the figure will be 90,588,0006. This means that more than one in seven 
adults in Europe will have hearing problems and would potentially benefit greatly 
from increased subtitling.  
 
With regard to children, the IHR estimates that there are 174,000 children in 
Europe, as a whole, with severe hearing loss and a further 600,000 with mild 
hearing loss7. 
 
Subtitles and sign language are vital for deaf and hard of hearing children and 
more subtitling and signing on children’s television programmes is extremely 
important. Independent Television Commission (the forerunner to Ofcom in the 
UK) research in the UK found that: 
 

                                                 
4 The UK Government has recently recognised British Sign Language as an official language. 
According to a recent Council of Europe report “The recognition of sign languages by the Council 
of Europe’s member states as a natural and complete means of communication for deaf people 
will promote the integration of these persons into society and will facilitate their access to 
education, employment and justice” (Protection of sign languages in the member states of the 
Council of Europe (Doc 9738, March 2003). 
5 Blind and Partially Sighted Adults in Britain: the RNIB Survey, Volume One (1991) 
 
6 The 81.536 million figure is for people aged 18 and over with bilateral hearing impairment at 25 
dB Hearing Level and above both in EU member states and other European countries (as defined 
by UN/WHO). 
7 The total child population (0-19 years old) who have permanent childhood hearing impairment 
(defined as ranging from 40 db HL to 95+ db HL) in European countries both in and outside the 
EU is 174,000. A further 600,000 have mild hearing impairment  (defined as bilateral impairment 
at 25+ db HL). 
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“…there is a need for more children’s television programmes to be subtitled… To 
enable young people who are deaf to interact with their hearing peers, they 
require access to the same information and at the same time- television is critical 
to this provision.”8 
 
There are also 30 million people in Europe with serious sight loss, who would 
benefit enormously from audio description services which are currently 
unavailable to them. 
 
Furthermore, there is an increasingly ageing population in Europe.  Most older 
people will experience hearing and sight problems in later life. The number of 
people aged 65-79 will increase by over 37% between 2010 and 2030. With life 
expectancy increasing all the time, our societies are witnessing an ever-rising 
number of people over 80 (an increase of 17% between 2005 and 2010, and an 
increase of 57% between 2010 and 2030). People over 80 will number nearly 
34.7 million, compared with approximately 18.8 million today.9 
 
Elderly people need subtitles as they are particularly affected by background 
noise on television because they are less able to hear high frequency sounds. 
This means that when background sound is amplified they are often unable to 
hear dialogue. 
 
In the UK alone, 55.5% of people aged over 60 have hearing problems and 93% 
of those aged over 80 have hearing loss. Ninety percent of visually impaired 
people are aged 65 or over. 
 
THE WIDER PUBLIC 
 
However, it is also important to remember that many hearing people will also 
benefit from increased subtitling. By increasing the amount of subtitling on 
television, broadcasters are providing an improved service for the vast majority of 
their viewers. More television adverts should also be subtitled to promote the 
products being advertised to more consumers. As well as deaf and hard of 
hearing people, people learning a second language, people with learning 
disabilities and children starting to read all benefit from subtitling10.  
 
Subtitles enable better comprehension of TV programmes for hearing people 
who have learning difficulties or who are watching a programme in a second 

                                                 
8 Susan Gregory and Jane Sancho-Aldridge (1998) Dial 888: Subtitling for deaf children (ITC 
Research Paper). 
9 European Commission Green Paper “Confronting demographic change: a new solidarity 
between the generations (COM(2005) 94 final)”. 
10 See Deborah Lineberger, University of Kansas (2001) “Learning to Read from Television: The 
Effects of Using Captions and Narration”, in: Journal of Educational Psychology 2001, Vol.93. No. 
2, pg 288-298 and Andrea Shettle, Gallaudet University (August 1996), “Closed Captions: An 
Untapped Resource in Combating Illiteracy” taken from 
www.robson.org/gary/captioning/shettle.html  
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language in which they are not fluent, because they are able to read, as well as 
listen to, what is being said. Hearing people also find subtitles convenient in their 
daily lives, for example when there is high background noise in their domestic 
environment.  
 
Subtitling can also be a useful aid in teaching hearing children to read and spell. 
For example, recent research from the US found that “...beginning readers can 
learn to recognize words in print by viewing captions on television.”11 Research 
carried out by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement (IEA) associated high reading performance among nine year olds 
with “moderately heavy” television viewing in Finland, Sweden and Norway, 
where television has a high rate of subtitled foreign programmes12.  
 
It is also important to provide sign language on children’s television for deaf 
children who are too young to read subtitles. 
 
At the end of the AUDETEL Project (May 1995) the BBC conducted some 
research with the general population on the benefits of audio description.13 
40% said they would find it useful having the commentary on certain 
programmes.  After prompting with specific instances, 58% said they would be 
interested in getting audio description (assuming there was no extra cost).  
 
The respondents felt that described programmes would allow them to follow a 
programme whilst they were doing something else. They also felt it would provide 
more information about what was happening on the screen, so making material 
easier to follow. They stated that audio description would enable the recording of 
a described programme for use when there was no access to a television - for 
playback in a car, for instance. 
 
The two quotes below from RNIB customers who have had access to 
audiodescription illustrate the tremendously positive impact of this service on the 
lives of blind or partially sighted viewers.  
 
"I can not describe what it’s like to understand fully what is happening, I have 
never had sight, and really didn't realise what a large part of the programme I 
actually missed out on.  I would like to thank you from both me and my husband 
for making this fantastic service available to many visually impaired people, you 
have made a real difference." 
 

                                                 
11 Deborah Lineberger, University of Kansas (2001) “Learning to Read from Television: The 
Effects of Using Captions and Narration”, in: Journal of Educational Psychology 2001, Vol.93. No. 
2, pg 297. 
12 Pirjo Linnakylä,  “Subtitles Prompt Finnish Children to Read”, in: Reading Today (IRA bimonthly 
October/November 1993, pg 31). 
13 Gavin McKivragan (May 1995). Audetel: Potential among the general population, BBC 
Broadcasting research, 10 pp. 
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“Audio description is incredible. I can only describe the experience as going from 
being in the dark to being in the light. Besides the soaps, I now have access to 
other programmes, like documentaries and cookery shows. Audio description 
has made a huge difference to my life.” 
 
LEVELS OF ACCESS SERVICES IN EUROPE 
 
Despite the clear benefits of subtitling and other access services for sensory 
impaired and other people, most EU member states do not have legislative 
requirements for their provision. As a result there are low levels of subtitling and 
sign language in most European countries on public and commercial channels. In 
some cases where targets do exist these have been set at a very low level. For 
example, the UK regulator has set an audio description target of 10% for 
programmes by the tenth year of the transmission start date of a digital channel, 
but the consensus in the UK's blind community is that it should be at least 20%. 
A subtitling comparison table has been compiled by EFHOH last year14. The 
survey highlights low levels of subtitling and sign language on many European 
public television stations, and the complete absence of subtitling on major 
commercial channels.  
  
Access to television for deaf and hard of hearing people is also very limited in 
many EU accession countries. Research by Gavril Flora in Romania and 
Hungary found that; 
 
 “The population with disabled hearing has no access to the largest part of 
television transmitted information due to the complete lack (the case of Romania) 
or insufficiency (in the case of Hungary) of specific arrangements, legal 
standards and policies aimed at enabling their access."15 
 
European law has always had a distinct influence on the way public service 
broadcasting is defined and regulated at a national level.16  
 
However, there is no reference to disabled people in European audiovisual 
policy. RNID, in partnership with EFHOH, FEPEDA (European Federation of 
Parents of Hearing Impaired Children), EUD (the European Union of the Deaf), 
EBU (the European Blind Union) and RNIB (Royal National Institute of the Blind) 
have sought to address this through recent consultations around the Television 
Without Frontiers Directive. In 2003 we sent a submission in response to the 
European Commission’s public consultation on the review of the directive and 
produced a campaign leaflet. We also had the opportunity to deliver a 
presentation to the TVWF Contact Committee.  

                                                 
14 http://www.ifhoh.org/efhohnewsl/newslettermar2004.doc 
15 Gavril Flora (March 2002) “Improving Media Access for the Population with Disabled Hearing in 
Romania and Hungary”. www.policy.hu/~flora/finrese.htm 
16 Bruno de Witte (2002) “Public Service Broadcasting and European Law” (Hart Publishing Ltd, 
Oxford). 

http://www.ifhoh.org/efhohnewsl/newslettermar2004.doc
http://www.policy.hu/~flora/finrese.htm
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The European Parliament supported our call for a benchmarking scheme in their 
2003 report on the TV Without Frontiers directive (A5-0251/03). In response the 
European Commission has committed itself to further discussion on "enriching 
content with audio description, subtitling and sign language". 
 
The generally low level of access services in Europe notwithstanding, very 
successful subtitling campaigns have been run in EU member states like 
Holland, Belgium, Ireland, France, Sweden and other European countries such 
as Norway and Switzerland.  
 
We would like to see the EU’s new Audiovisual Content Directive build on this 
progress and ensure other countries increase access to TV for their disabled 
citizens. 
 
CULTURAL DIVERSITY ISSUE PAPER AND DISABLED ACCESS 
 
Article 4 of Directive 89/552 requires Member States to ensure that broadcasters 
reserve a majority proportion of their transmission time to European works. It also 
stipulates that Member States shall provide reports every 2 years on the 
application of this Article on which the Commission gives its opinion and 
publishes a Communication. 
 
We believe that this article offers an ideal place to develop an EU disabled 
access benchmarking scheme.  
 
The Parliament’s Culture and Education Committee report on the Application of 
Articles 4 and 5 (Final A6-0202/2005) contains several references to disabled 
access including; 
 
“39. Calls for particular attention to be given to access to programmes for 
persons with visual or hearing disabilities; proposes that Member States submit 
data  each year to the  Commission on the percentage of total programme output 
carrying services to assist  disabled people (i.e. subtitling, audio-description and 
sign language) on both their public and private channels and develop national 
action plans to increase the availability of such services and make them easier to 
access on TV equipment;” 
 
An annual European Commission benchmarking report, based on member state 
submissions, on making TV accessible for disabled people would promote real 
progress in this field. These national action plans should monitor: 
 

• what access services are provided 
• the percentage of total programme output in each country carrying 

subtitling, signing, audio description  
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• how broadcasters and decision makers have consulted with 
representatives of disabled users on increased levels and targets  

• publication of quotas achieved by broadcasters towards their set targets  
• what measures the country is taking to reach these targets 
• moves to standardise TV equipment to ensure they receive and deliver 

access services. 
 
We are heartened by the positive response from Chris Bone of the DCMS 
Broadcasting Policy Department to the call for a European benchmarking report 
at the Westminster eForum seminar of 20th July 2005. 
 
The UK has significantly increased the level of subtitling over recent years and is 
one of a small number of European countries to have legislated on levels of TV 
access services for disabled people.  
 
The UK presidency of the EU is therefore an ideal opportunity for the UK 
government to work proactively with other EU member states to promote 
benchmarking and national action plans for the provision of increased access to 
TV for disabled people. 
 
IMPACT ASSESSMENT 
 
Last year, the UK communications regulator, Ofcom, produced a consultation 
document on their draft code on providing access services. The Communications 
Act in the UK introduced new subtitling requirements on new digital terrestrial TV 
channels, increasing them from 50% to at least 80%. In their Regulatory Impact 
Assessment, Ofcom calculated that the benefit of subtitling to individual viewers 
equates to viewing a video each week at a rental cost of £5 (7.49 euro)17.  
 
Given the fact that people in the UK watch over three hours of television a night 
we believe that basing this calculation on hiring one video a week grossly 
underestimates the benefits of subtitling. However, even on the basis of this 
assertion Ofcom still calculates that the annual benefit of subtitling in the UK 
equates to £260 million, based on the 1 million people who use subtitles all the 
time (over 380.5 million euro)18. 
 
RNID would argue that given that people watch an average of 3 and a half hours 
of TV a night, Ofcom’s Impact Assessment should be based on watching a video 
every night- i.e. £35 a week. On this basis the benefit for the 1 million people in 
the UK who rely on subtitling would equate to £1.82 billion (2.66 billion euro). 
However, a further 4 million use subtitles regularly so the figure is even higher. 
 

                                                 
17Calculations of pound sterling into euros have been calculated on the basis of the exchange 
rate on 31 August 2005.. 
18 Ofcom Consultation on the draft code on providing television services (December 2003).  
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Furthermore, new technology is constantly bringing down the cost of providing 
subtitling. The Dutch subtitling campaign SOAP! point out that the cost of 
subtitling in Holland constitutes less than 1% of programme budgets. 
Furthermore, in the UK channels are required to provide access services if they 
are able to afford the assessed cost of up to 1% of their revenue. This currently 
applies to 76 channels in the UK. 
 
The access services industry is also flourishing in countries where they are 
provided. One industry source has informally estimated that the UK market is 
worth £40 million while another has put the figure at closer to £50 million. 
  
We hope that EU decision makers will bear this considerable demonstrable 
benefit in the UK, and its implications for Europe as a whole, in mind, when 
assessing the impact of requirements on accessibility in the new Audiovisual 
Content directive. 
 
Non-Linear Services 
 
On demand TV through new platforms such as the Internet and VOD are 
becoming increasingly popular. However, such services often do not carry 
subtitling, sign language and audio description. 
 
The Internet has proved to be a very useful tool for many disabled people. 
However, as audiovisual content becomes more prevalent on the net, sensory 
impaired people risk being excluded if this content does not carry access 
services. 
 
It is technically very straightforward to produce access services for non-linear 
services. If new platform services are brought under the Audiovisual Content 
directive, as with television broadcasting services, we would want to collect data 
on how many are accessible to disabled people and for action plans to increase 
accessibility. 
 
 
ABOUT RNIB, EBU, RNID, SOAP, EFHOH, EUD AND FEPEDA  
 
RNIB (Royal National Institute of the Blind) campaign for a world where people 
who are blind or partially sighted enjoy the same rights, responsibilities, 
opportunities and quality of life as people who are sighted. Promoting social 
inclusion and challenging discrimination is one of the key areas we focus on. We 
empower people who are blind or partially sighted in the UK, help remove the 
barriers they face and help to prevent blindness. 
 
The European Blind Union (EBU) is a non-governmental and non profit-making 
European organisation founded in 1984. It is one of the six regional bodies of the 
World Blind Union, and it is the only organisation representing the interests of 
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blind or partially sighted people in Europe. EBU aims to protect and promote the 
interests of blind or partially sighted people in Europe. EBU currently has 44 
member countries, each represented by a national delegation. 
 
RNID (Royal National Institute for Deaf people) is the UK’s largest charity 
representing the needs of its 35, 000 members and supporters and the broader 
community of 9 million deaf and hard of hearing people in the UK. RNID’s vision 
is to ensure that deafness and hearing loss are not barriers to opportunity and 
fulfillment. We do this by raising awareness of deafness and hearing loss, by 
providing services, through social, medical and technological research and 
development and by campaigning for better legislation and practice. 
 
SOAP! is a coalition of Dutch organisations for deaf and hard of hearing people 
campaigning for more subtitling on television. They are calling for 100% subtitling 
of  Dutch television programmes as well as more subtitling of videos and DVDs. 
 
EFHOH (The European Federation of the Hard of Hearing) is a European NGO 
covering countries inside and outside the European Union. Twenty-six national 
organisations, representing 200,000 members, are affiliated to the EFHOH. It 
works for increased accessibility for hard of hearing people in all parts of society 
and aims to influence national and international laws in order to achieve this. 
 
The European Union of the Deaf (EUD) is a European non-profit making 
organisation whose membership comprises National Associations of Deaf people 
in each of the EU member states. Established in 1985, EUD is the only 
organisation representing the interests of Deaf Europeans at European Union 
level. EUD aims to establish and maintain EU level dialogue with the "hearing 
world" in consultation and co-operation with its member National Deaf 
Associations. 
 
FEPEDA (The European Federation of Parents of Hearing Impaired Children) is 
a non-governmental umbrella organisation set up to represent associations of 
parents and friends of deaf and hard of hearing children at a European level. Its 
membership includes national and regional associations as well as smaller 
groups and individuals from all of the European Union, Central and Oriental 
Europe and the Community of Independent States. 
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