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What We Are Seeking

We are seeking a commitment from Government and relevant broadcasting authorities to introduce described television programmes (otherwise known as video description), into New Zealand.  Further that legislation mandating a minimum level of described programming similar to other countries is introduced into New Zealand, with attention being given to both local and imported programming.

What You Can Do

Contact your local MP, relevant Ministers, and the Broadcasting Authority, advocating for a commitment to the introduction of television programmes into New Zealand.  Emphasis can be given to the role television plays in a social and cultural medium, and that blind people are currently denied access to a major agent of influence and change in society.

Background to the Issue
The concept of described television has existed for at least the last decade.  In the United States of America, WGBH established itself as the first television station to produce described television.  The process involves producing an additional channel of audio information that describes the action and other visual information which is crucial for a blind person to comprehend as much as possible, the full content of the television programme.  

This audio channel is broadcast in such a way that it does not interfere in any way with normal television listening and viewing, but it can be turned on by someone with a suitably equipped television receiver.

In approximately 1993, after some lobbying from this Association and individuals, New Zealand On Air carried out some investigations into the feasibility of introducing described television into New Zealand.  The investigation concluded that the television broadcasting system used in New Zealand, though arguably superior in some ways to the American system, did not at the time, have the facility for an audio channel to be easily broadcast in addition to the existing stereo audio content.  

Since then, various schemes have been briefly floated which might have solved the problem.  However these ideas were perceived as simply too hard to implement either technically or administratively.  

Hence we believe that the advent of descriptive television programming has been road-blocked in New Zealand by the limitations of the television transmission system here.

In December of last year, Television New Zealand officially launched its own digital television service on the SKY platform.  It is already known the SKY platform can accommodate multiple audio channels; this of course means there is now the capacity to carry multiple audio channels.

Described Television is the equivalent of captioning for the deaf and hearing impaired.

The CEO of New Zealand On Air has publicly stated that this advent will ..”…mean more choice for deaf and hearing impaired New Zealanders, who have clearly indicated that equal access is a basic right and that, without the captioning, television programmes are meaningless for them".

We too believe that access to described television is a basic right, which should be pursued, now that technology appears to have moved sufficiently in so far as it no longer presents as a barrier.

For example, there have already been broadcasts in New Zealand involving multiple languages running simultaneously on the SKY platform.  The viewer or listener can simply use the remote control to select which audio channel he or she wants to listen to.

Therefore from the point-of-view of technology, we can say that it appears the barrier that until now has been impeding the development of described television here in New Zealand, has been pervaded.

About Our Organisation

The Association of Blind Citizens of New Zealand is about blind people speaking for ourselves.  Founded in 1945, we are the oldest advocacy group in the disability sector.  We advocate to service providers and Government about blindness-related issues, and have approximately 1700 members who pay an annual subscription to the Association.

We would welcome the opportunity to clarify any issues further.  Please do not hesitate to contact us.

