Introduction

1. My name is XXXXXXXX and I am a blind Canadian. I am writing in support of “Across Canada Application No. 2006-1579-2, Application by The National Broadcast Reading Service Inc., on behalf of a corporation to be incorporated,  for a licence to operate a national digital programming undertaking to be known as The Accessible Channel.”
Background

2. I have been totally blind since birth and, with the exception of three years at the Ontario School for the Blind (now the W. Ross Macdonald School”, I attended mainstream educational institutions from elementary through post-secondary school. I have been working for my present employer for almost twenty years, and own my home. I consider myself computer literate and independent, and am not afraid of or intimidated by home electronics. I am a movie fan and own hundreds of movies, on Beta, VHS and more recently DVD. I also enjoy going to movies at theatres with Descriptive Video Service and am fortunate to live in a city with several installations available, though they often show the same film at all the DVS-equipped theatres, which is frustrating. 
3. I also appreciate described television programming, but do not often find out about it due to the following current realities:

a) The Interactive Programming Guide (IPG) on the digital set-top boxes used by cable and satellite companies is not accessible.

b) Printed TV magazines are not always easy to read with adaptive technology due to print size and/or quality. TV Guide’s new web site is also inaccessible.
c) Every make and model of television, VCR and digital set-top box has a different method for accessing the Secondary Audio Program (SAP), where the companies broadcast the audio description itself. Some devices have complex menu systems and therefore a blind person needs to jump through hoops to access the SAP setting, whereas some have dedicated buttons on the remote control—there is no standard.

d)  The networks do not make any effort to advertise the availability of description being available for specific programmes.

4. I am, I would venture to say, one of the minority—blind from birth, computer and home-electronics literate, and persistent in my search for information. If the above issues cause me great frustration, just consider the majority of blind and partially sighted Canadians--seniors who, having lived all their lives as sighted individuals, are now learning from scratch how to live with little or no vision. For them, finding described programming today is probably even more frustrating.

Perfect World Scenario

5. In my idea of a perfect world, I would be able to find out what was on TV by surfing an accessible web site or in my Braille TV magazine, which would also be available in various alternate formats for those who don’t read Braille. I would then turn on my television and press the button tactually labeled “SAP”, which would be at the same location on my remote control that it was on every remote manufactured, or I would be able to set my television to default to “SAP”, through the audio-enabled menu system of the television, also a feature of every television made. If I didn’t want to deal with the web or the TV magazine, I would simply play with the Interactive Program Guide of the set-top box provided by my cable company, now also fully accessible. Oh yes, and did I mention that every program broadcast would be described, not just a few hours a week? Remember—this is my perfect world!

What the Accessible Channel will Change

6. The arrival of the Accessible Channel would change the way I watch described television and, I am sure, the amount I watch! I would be able to simply press the numeric location of the Accessible Channel on my remote control, and immediately hear a described programme. I would not have to worry about how to enable SAP, or whether the programme would be described at all, because everything on the Accessible Channel will be described and broadcast over-the-air—no need for SAP! As part of their submission, NBRS has stated that they will read their programme guide at several points throughout the programme day, thereby making it easy for me to learn the schedule and plan my TV-watching life—just as sighted Canadians do, in advance!

Conclusion

7. There are many arguments against the consolidation of available described programming onto one channel—some resent the fact that it is a separate channel run by a charity instead of a concerted effort to make mainstream programming more accessible. Some feel that the CRTC will sit back and forget about any increases to broadcast requirements, since there is now one dedicated collection of programming for this “niche market”. I say this is only the beginning on the road to full access for all Canadians. I say that having a channel to programme should spur the CRTC on to greater requirements of “regular” broadcasters. I say this is not a “perfect world”, but one in the making—with more opportunity for participation and easier access to entertainment and education for everyone. I commend NBRS for their tenacity and foresight and look forward to the launch of the Accessible Channel!
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