[image: ]
Thomas Pocklington Trust position statement on Audio Description (AD) for TV, cinema and Video on Demand - UK

May 2023

Key Messages
· Available audio described content varies widely between different live TV broadcasters, cinema companies and on demand providers
· It means blind and partially sighted (BPS) people access less entertainment, information and culture than the general public
· There is consequently demand for more AD content generally, matching volumes of live and online AD provision and for Ofcom to enforce its own standards more rigorously 

What we know 
Roughly 2 million UK residents live with some form of sight loss (1) which could double by 2050, a huge potential AD audience.
Some 15 million households subscribed to one streaming provider at least in 2020, with viewing time doubling in the pandemic (6).

Most of the BPS population is sixty-6five or more and is consequently new to sight loss (1). Late onset causes an all too common profile of BPS people isolated at home, with lower access to entertainment and unaware of usable tools.

Ofcom’s code on television access services sets mainstream providers a 10% AD target, some exceed it while others still fall well short; some companies do commit to 20% in the next decade.

A worse shortfall concerns video on Demand (VOD) services as there is no Ofcom minimum requirement here as yet. A result of this is a discrepancy between AD offered live and catch-up services, even though they use the same AD tracks for both. This situation is worsened by third party app developers and box providers. Such partnerships often neglect accessible set-up instructions, despite this being covered by the European Accessibility Act (7).

Taken together, these facts show a real need for AD, incentives for companies to improve access now before the demand soars and promote AD services better generally.

Synthetic AD poses an extra challenge - AD companies consulted by TPT in 2022 agreed it is an inevitable development which may make increased AD content cheaper but could reduce quality. 

With cinemas, AD tracks often exist but staff lack knowledge of vital equipment, its purpose or location, while companies promote AD viewings inconsistently.

What we believe
The sight loss sector can only drive up minimum AD content if Government, Ofcom and leading cinema providers work together. The ideal scenario is coordinated national work to enforce existing standards, set minimum targets if none exist, all to improve the quantity, quality and accessibility of AD.

Elements of such work should extend to apparatus, apps and web interfaces and the usage of synthetic speech for AD.

As much of this as possible should be worked on now, using lived experience of BPS people, to ensure access is designed in prior to the predicted sharp rise in AD demand arising from more people being certified blind or severely sight impaired.

What we do 
TPT’s large engagement function seeks to bring about change locally via its volunteer led Sight Loss Councils. Each SLC creates a business plan and some SLCs have opted to work on entertainment, sport or leisure, all of which involve cases for audio description, live or pre-recorded. This team is further supported by strategic staff specialising in the above fields nationally and seeking to forge corporate partnerships to increase the momentum and replication potential of local successes. 

TPT Campaigns nationally on a wide range of issues and only paused 2022 plans for AD work to match the objectives of sector partners.
TPT further awards grants to, and forges partnerships with, other agencies which might easily prompt audio description work in the future.

References
(1) For up to date information on the demographics of sight loss, follow this link to the RNIB’s Knowledge and Research Hub.
(2) Click here to learn more about standards set by Ofcom for AD  in its Code on Television Access Services. 
(3) For Gov.UK guidance on the Equality Act 2010 and how it protects citizen’s rights to access to products and services, click here
(4) Visit this page to learn more about Sight Loss Councils.
(5) For information on other AD work in the sight loss sector, visit the AD section of the RNIB’s website
(6) For more information on how UK residents consume media, and video on demand in particular, follow this link to Ofcom’s Media Nations Report 2021 
(7) Click here for more on the European Accessibility Act (note its UK relevance  may change post-Brexit but will apply to companies selling in the EU.
(8) Click here to learn more about the funding made available via Thomas Pocklington Trust’s Grants Programme.
(9) Click here for the Accessible Screenings UK online database of inclusive cinema viewings, including AD.
(10) For further information on AD generally, follow this link to the Audio Description Association.
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