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About ACCAN 

The Australian Communications Consumer Action Network (ACCAN) is the peak body that represents all consumers on communications issues including telecommunications, broadband and emerging new services. ACCAN provides a strong unified voice to industry and government as consumers work towards availability, accessibility and affordability of communications services for all Australians. 

Consumers need ACCAN to promote better consumer protection outcomes ensuring speedy responses to complaints and issues. ACCAN aims to empower consumers so that they are well informed and can make good choices about products and services. As a peak body, ACCAN will activate its broad and diverse membership base to campaign to get a better deal for all communications consumers. 
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Introduction
ACCAN welcomes the opportunity to make a submission to the Beyond Switchover – The Technical Evolution of Digital Terrestrial Television in Australia inquiry. Much of the scope of the discussion paper is outside of ACCAN’s remit; therefore this submission will focus on the consumer interests related to the technical evolution of digital terrestrial television broadcasting.
ACCAN has a strong interest in ensuring that all consumers have equal access to available, accessible and affordable telecommunications. This includes ensuring that all Australia’s free-to-air (FTA) television broadcasters are able to provide the accessibility features Australians need in order to benefit from digital television. 

Response to Discussion Paper

As noted in the discussion paper, assistive services such as audio description are increasingly becoming drivers for more efficient use of broadcast spectrum.  Audio description provides a verbal commentary of what is visually presented on screen during a broadcast, describing scenery, action and events that are part of a program’s visual presentation, providing access for audience members who are blind or vision-impaired.
The Government’s 2010 Media Access report makes two recommendations regarding the provision of audio description on Australian television. Recommendation 5 calls for a trial of audio description on the ABC1, and Recommendation 6 states “That the Government gives further consideration to the introduction of progressive audio description requirements after the completion of the audio description trial and the receipt of technical advice from the Australian Communications and Media Authority on the results of the trial”.
 While this is unlikely to be implemented before the 2014 review of the Media Access recommendations, it is inevitable that as a result of the trial, all Australia’s FTA broadcasters will be required to begin providing audio description services across their networks.  

Currently Australian broadcasters are utilising near full capacity of their available spectrum. Lack of available spectrum has been one of the factors hindering the provision of audio description on Australian television. This scarcity of available spectrum is further highlighted through the upcoming trial on the ABC. The national broadcaster has stated that the spectrum currently being used to broadcast digital radio services over digital television will be needed to accommodate the extra bandwidth required by the audio description service. Consequently, digital radio broadcast by the ABC over the television spectrum will be turned off during the audio description trial. 

If digital television is to provide greater benefits – such as vital services for audio description - for all Australian consumers, more efficient use of current spectrum will be paramount. 
This can be achieved through a number of mechanisms:
· through a reduction of current broadcast channels

· through an increase in the allocation of spectrum, or
· through a transition to next-generation digital broadcast technologies. 

ACCAN recommends that the ACMA use its regulatory powers to encourage the adoption of next-generation digital terrestrial television broadcast technologies to ensure that all Australia’s FTA broadcasters have the capability to provide essential assistive services to all Australians.
As the switch to digital broadcast has seen a growth in the number of services offered and the resulting near-capacity use of available spectrum, it is important that the management of current available spectrum be used in the most efficient manner. 

The Government’s stated preference for the spectrum being released from the turn-off of analog broadcasting and the subsequent restack, is to make this spectrum available for next-generation mobile telephony. It cannot be expected that any more spectrum will be available for FTA broadcasters. In order for broadcasters to increase services both mainstream and assistive, efficiencies in the use of current spectrum allocations will need to be found. 
With growing consumer expectation for the provision of assistive service, including audio description, pressure will be on both broadcasters and the ACMA, as the broadcast regulator, to ensure that these services are provided across all channels.
ACCAN does not have the requisite expertise to direct the ACMA in which emerging digital broadcast technology is best suited for the Australian market. We do however see advantages in the simultaneous adoption of MPEG-4 technology. It is important that the technical capability to provide assistive services does not interfere with the provision of current services. The adoption of MPEG-4 alongside existing MPEEG-2 technology on current multiplexes provides both community and industry benefits, allowing for the provision of new services over MPEG-4 while allowing current services to continue over MPEG-2.
Therefore, it is ACCAN’s view that adoption of next-generation digital technologies such as MPEG-4 should be implemented in the near future.  

� http://www.dbcde.gov.au/television/television_captioning/media_access_review
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