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2009 Review of Television Access Services – Ofcom consultation 
Response from TAG 
 
1. TAG welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Ofcom consultation on the 

2009 Review of Television Access Services.  As a consortium of the full range 
of national and regional organisations in the UK working on behalf of deaf 
people, TAG promotes equality of access to electronic communications, 
including telecommunications and broadcasting, for deaf, deafened, hard-of-
hearing, deafblind people and sign language users.  In this response the word 
“deaf” will be used to cover the complete range of hearing loss unless 
otherwise specified. 

 
2. Ofcom asks for comments on the criteria for determining access service 

provision and its conclusion that existing methods based on revenue and 
audience share remain fit for purpose.  TAG agrees that as no other method of 
determination has been put forward it is probably best that the existing criteria 
continue to be used.  We do however feel this must be kept under review to 
ensure that the number of channels required to provide access does not fall 
significantly, and have some concern that even under the current system a 
10% drop in revenue would result in a loss of 14 channels.  Viewers who have 
become accustomed to the provision of access services on a specific channel 
will obviously be affected if that channel ceases to provide them, since a 
reduction by 14 channels equates to a 17% loss of access.  On the other hand 
we do realise that a number of channels, realising the value of providing this 
access, exceed their requirements and that may help to mitigate the effect.  We 
cannot suggest any other feasible methods at the present time and therefore 
have little option but to agree with Ofcom’s conclusions. 

 
3. Ofcom presents a number of options for the future provision of audio 

description.  The first point that TAG wishes to make is that provision of 
access services should not result in a competition between different disabilities 
or lead to a situation whereby higher provision for blind people can only be 
achieved by reducing provision for deaf people or vice versa.  This would be 
an unacceptable outcome.  Given this as a guiding principle it follows that 
Option 2 (20% audio description for all eligible channels) is not acceptable as 
it would lead to “significantly fewer broadcast hours of subtitling” (6.42a).  
Option 1 (status quo) does not deliver any increase in audio description and 
therefore does not seem to meet the needs of blind people.  TAG would 
therefore support Option 3 (20% audio description on 10 PSB channels and 
10% elsewhere) as this would deliver significant improvements for blind 
viewers without having a negative effect on the provision of subtitling and 
signing.  We have no further suggestions at this time beyond the need to take 
into account our concern that the outcome should not result in competition 
between disabilities. 

 
4. The third issue raised in the document is the provision of access services on 

services targeting areas outside the UK.  TAG considers Ofcom’s proposals as 
set out in the document to be proportionate and helpful and would support this 
approach.  There are a growing number of deaf English speaking viewers who 
live or have second homes in Europe and the increased provision of access 
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services would give them a wider choice than currently exists.  We note that 
Ofcom only has powers under the AVMSD to encourage provision, but agrees 
this should be done as proactively as possible.  Given the limitations of 
Ofcom’s powers TAG finds the statement in 7.9 that if voluntary provision 
proves to be inadequate Ofcom will consider removing exemptions somewhat 
puzzling, as it would seem to conflict with the statement that only 
encouragement is possible. 

 
5. TAG is disappointed that the current consultation is limited to only the three 

issues above and that Ofcom has not taken the opportunity to address the 
quality of access services as well as the quantity.  As the targets increase 
incrementally and the quantity of provision increases it is vital that this is not 
achieved at the expense of quality and that minimum standards of quality are 
in place.  While TAG recognises the complexity of the transmission chain and 
the fact that technical problems can occur at various points, a technical failure 
of access services for whatever reason renders the programme inaccessible to 
those who depend on them.  TAG would like to see standards in place to cover 
this.  For instance broadcasters could be required to achieve continuous 
provision without technical breakdown for at least 99% of broadcasting hours, 
and any technical failures could be deemed not to count towards access 
services targets. 

 
6. Continuing this theme, the major complaint by users at the present time is the 

quality of live subtitling, and the impression that standards are falling as the 
number of hours of provision increases.  TAG would like to see quality 
standards introduced in this area, for instance that accuracy should not fall 
below 98% in any given period, though we do recognise that monitoring is not 
straightforward.  However, both speech recognition software packages and 
Stenograph software includes means of identifying error rates and TAG feels 
these should be used to ensure minimum quality standards are met.  TAG 
strongly feels that unless some minimum standards for quality are introduced 
the requirements for access services are not complete and there will be 
ongoing concerns about the quality of access services.  TAG feels that 
broadcasters should be required to monitor live subtitling services because of 
their importance and sensitivity. 

 
7. TAG notes that video on demand services are mentioned in passing in 2.31 

and 2.32.  TAG has already responded separately to the consultation on the 
regulation of these services but would reiterate here that they are of growing 
importance and are starting to replace broadcast services as a major method of 
viewing and that the fact they largely remain outside of Ofcom’s powers needs 
to be addressed if deaf users are not to be increasingly disadvantaged. 
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