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Abstract

The article presents the results of a test aimirigpaslating/adapting audio description scriptaas
faster and more financially viable way. It will algiscuss and analyze the possibility of rendering
the audiovisual production process less complex.

1 What isAudio Description?

Audio description transforms visual information werds, translates the visual into spoken
language, completing in this way the sounds ankbgsaof films. AD has a dual function. On
the one hand, it fills in that part of the audieaksign system of film that the blind have no
access to: visual images. On the other hand, iptements the ‘whole’ with the explanation
of sounds that are understandable only through tledationship with these images. Like
subtitling for the hard of hearing (HoH), AD incleslinter-semiotic transfer processes that go
beyond linguistic or cultural definitions of traidimal translation concepts. The effectiveness
of audio description depends on the way in whidhredse different signs are connected to
and among each other.

Audio description is the descriptive technique w$arting audio explanations and
descriptions of the settings, characters, and r&ttaking place in a variety of audiovisual
media, when information about these visual eleméntsot offered in the regular audio
presentation. Or, in other words, audio description'the art to speak in images" as
Navarrete, a describer who for many years has wiofke ONCE, the Spanish National
Organization of the Blirddescribed AD in 1997 (Navarrete 1997). Althougk 8panish
National Organization of the Blind registered tlame “sistema Audesc” (Audesc System) to
designate audio description, and subsequently pencthis technique with the
aforementioned remark, we can find the most upati® éind complete definition of audio

! | would like to express my gratitude to GonzalariAtAnna Matamala, Paula Mariani, Lourdes Melci®ilar
Orero and Ana Pereira for performing the tests usélis work.
2 Organizacion Nacional de Ciegos de Espafia.
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description in the official Spanish National Stamtd&INE, published by AENOR (2005: 4),
as the norm “Audio Description for People with Vasumpairment: Requirements, for AD
and Development of Audioguides”:

“Audio description is an assistive service consgptdf a set of techniques and abilities, whose
main objective is to compensate for the lack ofcpption of the visual component in any
audiovisual message, by providing suitable soufatimation which translates or explains, in such
a way that the visually impaired perceive the mgasses an harmonious work and is as similar as
possible to the way is perceived by the sightegp|gdd

Audio description preferably blends in when there gaps in the dialog. Ideally,
audio descriptions should not interfere with impattnarrative pieces of information, mood-
setting music and sound-effects, although at tikieswill have to be given priority over the
musical score. AD should only overlap with dialagsong lyrics if these are not relevant to
the plot though. Never should AD interfere with orajdialog exchanges, but minor
conversational features that support dialog maghiawbe sacrificed.

The golden rule is “what you see is what you sdy&aling with inter-semiotic
processes, of course audio descriptions visuaboplp, objects and events, however it is also
crucial to try to convey the mood and the emotiomgdact of a scene. At all events though,
the audience should be able to form their own opisiand draw their own conclusions.
Therefore, it is very important not to edit or tderpret or to explain what is being described,
but always describe only the most significant asseatial features of the story line or the
action. A good audio description will use vocabuland syntactic constructions according
both to the target audience and to the peculiaritiethe described media material, and will
try to convey, at least part if not all of the \a$signs of the films. The language used for the
descriptions must be precise and, at the same 8igeificative rather than abstract. Audio
description should suggest rather than explain.

As to the question of “what is to be describedg tlescriber must give an answer to the
five classic wh-questions in narrative creation:

-  WHERE: locations and settings, including dimensiand scene or location changes.

- WHEN: time of day, light/dark, if relevant.

-  WHO: Characters (depending on film/scene: dresgsipal attributes, age, facial
expressions, body language and ethnic backgroweteiant).

- WHAT: on-screen action sounds or effects that capasily be identified, subtitles or
other text on screen, opening titles and/or enditse

- HOW: action development.

AD history is short. It started around the 1970sAmerican theatres. In most
European countries, AD has also been present foe stecades as a practice within disability
associations, such as the English Royal Natiorsditite for the Blind (RNIB) or the Spanish
Organization of the Blind (ONCE). As an assistivervice, audio description should be
understood as an integrative factor in our wholeietp and therefore its implementation
should be universal in character. That is the readwoy legislation in this area plays a crucial
role.

% “Servicio de apoyo a la comunicacién que congstel conjunto de técnicas y habilidades aplicactas,
objeto de compensar la carencia de captacién piarta visual contenida en cualquier tipo de mensaje
suministrando una adecuada informacién sonoraajtraduce o explica, de manera que el posible tecep
discapacitado visual perciba dicho mensaje commdm armonico y de la forma méas parecida a como lo
percibe una persona que ve.”



MuTra 2006 — Audiovisual Translation Scenarios: @vence Proceedings
Juan Francisco Lépez Vera

In the past decades we have seen a structuralfdraraion of the European
population: The aged population in Europe is grgaiast and is predicted to grow steadily
each year. Media and broadcasting have tried tptadahese changes and audio description
(AD) is a good example of this trend. AD is notyalttractive for those who are visually
impaired, be it by birth, aging or as a result ddss of their visual capacity during the course
of their lives, but also to those who are unablesé¢e a film due to a temporary problem
situation. This means that we do not face a homeges public: some of the target viewers
will have visual memory, some will not, some wié Bble to distinguish shadows, others will
not. It is, therefore, impossible to create an Adamted to all the different needs of this
heterogeneous audience.

2 Audiodescription: Originsand legal framework

Audio description is a reality in the U.S. whichtie country with a largest production of
media programs for TV and cinema, etc. Audio desiom originates in the US, Canada and
UK. In all of these countries AD began with livedaopen special play performances, moving
to recorded AD for films to be sent internally t@mbers of associations. This trend became
soon public and professional: AD entered digitlwision (DTV) and commercial DVDs.

With the Telecommunication Act of 1996, the US Qmsg instructed the Federal
Communications Commission (FCC) to require videogpam distributors (cable operators,
broadcasters, satellite distributors and other imattannel video programming distributors)
to phase in closed captioning into their televisiprograms. In 1997, the Federal
Communications Commission implemented rules to igdewa transition schedule for video
program distributors to follow when providing mocaptioned programming. The rules
require that distributors provide an increasing amaf captioned programs according to a
set schedule. Captioning has promoted the developof@udio description.

Audio description — which in some countries is rommercially available yet — will
become a legal requirement for European media beastithg once the European “Media for
All” directives are enforced in all European couggr Media accessibility — closed captioning
and audio description — is yet to become a rediitit, with the future shift from analog to
digital TV, it will obviously be a new market trend new industry will thus be created to
cater for the new accessibility needs.

When or how these European directives will be immaeted is not defined yet. It may be
by sanctioning laws — as those in the U.S of UKr by incentive or reward, like granting tax
deduction schemes to broadcasters, or it may cantteei form of a prerequisite for a digital
license. It may be introduced progressively as Di¢hnology becomes increasingly
available, which will play a major role in socieeynd will open up services to all citizens.
Access to the many services offered by DTV will d&v be accessible to all citizens at many
levels. AD can experience greater flexibility andher quality in the new technology. For
many years universal media accessibility has ajré@dome a major topic in many European
directives and actions, such as the “Televisiomeut Frontiers” directive.

This directive was adopted on Octob&; 2989 by the Council and amended in June
1997 by theEuropean Parliament and the Council Directive 97/36/EC. It is the European
legal version of the US Telecommunication Act o0P&9Since that date, i.e. for almost a
decade, much work has been done in this respecCENELEC is now the institution in
charge of Media Accessibility in Europe.

* Communications Act 2003
® http://www.cenelec.org/Cenelec/CENELEC+in+actioovidontal+areas/ICT/e-Accessibility
+and+TV+for+All.htm
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After the Athens Conference in 2003, the Europeaiot) drew up some general
guidelines for those countries which had not yeetigped a national plan of accessibility.

In Spain, the First Accessibility Plan “Design &’ 2004-2012, was adopted on June
32003, the European Year of People with Disabdjtend the interest of lawmakers and the
profession of audio describers was so excited albailere was already a fixed norm on how
to audio-describe. The aforementioned Standard UNB020 of 2005, published by the
Spanish Association for Standardization and Cedifon AENOR, was passed on'"26
January 2005. A working group of RepresentativethefNational Association for the Blind
(ONCE), broadcasters, representatives of compaaies universities was created and
coordinated by the Spanish Ministry of Labor.

The main beneficiaries of the law are companiespantessionals making audiovisual
material accessible for those with sight impairmaebut it also serves as a reference for the
creation of AD scripts. In November 2005, the Fraumek Agreement for the creation of the
Spanish Center for Subtiting and Audio descripti@ESyA) was signed by the Real
Patronato sobre Discapacidathe CERMI (the Spanish Confederation of represtams of
the disabled) and the University, Carlos Ill of Madrid. One dfet aims of this public-
institution is to promote SDHH subtitling and ADrfdisabled people and, in general, to
encourage all mechanisms that favor accessibilithé Spanish audiovisual scene (Orero and
Utray: 2005).

To provide a broader picture to the raeder it mayirteresting to mention that TV
broadcasting of closed commercial audio descripfibat is to say, only for those who want
to listen) began on the Andalusian TV channel, C&ua, on February 22 1995. It was
broadcast until the end of 1996 and some 76 filmasevaired. This was the first experience
with AD in Spain, but up to now, audio describedgrams on Spanish TV have been rather
irregularly presented.

In the UK and the US, the number of audio descritbears required by the regulator
is considerably below that required for subtitlidgnd, the forthcoming regulation in Spain
will not change this trend. According to the WhRaper of the Spanish Ley General del
Audiovisual (Audiovisual General Law), the statenaa channels will have to audio describe
just 10% of the programs in 2015, whereas 100%efaired programs must be subtitled in
the same year.

Whatever the system used in any European couriog BTV has become a common
service (in Spain DTV is officially operating sinbvember 30, 2005), media accessibility
will be a reality, and two important issues wilfluience its development: cost and time.

It must be mentioned though that the industry nilt be able to comply with all these
laws and norms because there are not enough expedsprofessionals available to
implement them. This raises a new question: whbheildoing the audio descriptions?

3 Cost of theimplementation of AD

The economic and operative implications of mediaeasibility do not follow traditional
economic parameters. Cost in media production haady reached its limits: the use and
abuse of advertisements as a way to pay for privadiadcasting is taxing on the viewer. In

® j.e. the Real Council of Disabilities, an autonamoorganization of the General State Administration

dependent on the Ministry of Labour and Social #&ffavhich among other functions promotes the
prevention of deficiencies, and promotes rehaliitaand social inclusion as well as equal oppaties

" CERMI (Spanish Confederation of representativethefdisabled) is the representative umbrella drgdion
for all the Spanish Associations of People withabibties.
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Spairf, less and less people are watching films on T\abse of the many ads shown along
with a film: a 90-minute film may last as long &see hours. Public broadcasting — although
it is paid by subscription in some countries like tJK — is also facing a financial crisis with
its reduction in programs and in human resourcesictw has lead to a decrease in
productiofl. DTV will bring a larger diversification of TV stians and services and will
definitely affect and even more diversify the fioa world of media production.

With this outlook the question arises of how medi@a going to be made accessible in the
light of extra production costs for both audio-dgs#on and closed captioning? Issues related
to this question were discussed at an internationaference organized at the Universitat
Autonoma de Barcelonin June 2005.

Another important issue is the question who will regponsible for, or how the extra
funding necessary to make media accessible caaigedr As it is, the audiovisual market is
working with a very tight budget and there incregstoncerns about the additional work that
this will cause to people who are already workitgwe normal working hours. Moreover,
the limited number of potential users does not seéenmake accessibility profitable in
economic terms. In traditional financial terms gessible revenue that may be gained by the
number of people using the new services is notfgignt. Therefore, no gain (in audience or
commercials) is to be expected to justify the exiitene required to make all media programs
fully accessible.

In the case of audio description, the estimatedamee cost per hour is, according to
different sources, around € 800, plus the costhefttansmission bandwidth for an audio
channel. An audio-described production for the $pastate-owned TV channel RTVE is
about 1,750 euros - a considerable sum of monegcesly considering the objective of only
having 10% of the programs audio described.

The audiovisual industry must therefore face boh tharginal costs and the technical
and operative complexity involved in accessibil®therwise governments will have to think
of possible ways of incentives or rewards, e.g.reductions or exemption for companies
who fulfill the required number of hours of accédsibroadcasting, or awarding digital
licences on the condition of accessible programs.

4 Audio description and time

While the situation in other European countries rbaydifferent, in Spain time in media
production and broadcast is a luxury good enjoyedrly few and selected groups. Programs
are bought, produced (translated, subtitled, dupbted) and broadcast in a very short period
of time. Also, how can the actual media producpoocess be slowed down to accommodate
a new step in the production process, i.e. acaéggib

Confronted with these two questions, the thougbsearto make audio descriptions in
countries whose first language is not English aadeha high degree of imports of English-
speaking media programs such as films. The fattSpain is a “dubbing country” should not
be ignored, however, because it has a direct impdic on both the type of media
accessibility and the professionals who will make nedia accessible.

8 As Eduardo Garcia Matilla, president of the Coagin Multimedia, stated in the plenary sessiorthef
International Conference 1° Jornada sobre TV décser which took place in Barcelona Jurl 2005 and
was organized by the Generalitat de Catalunyalamorporacié Catalana de Radio i Televisié.

° The BBC personnel strike in June 2005 is a diteasequence.

19 Media for All International Conference http://wwitiiuab.es/transmedia which took place in Barcelona &
8" June 2005.
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5 Thenew audio describer

Who can become an audio describer? In most Europaamtries (such as Belgium, France,
Germany, and Spain) and because Audio Descripgiosually done internally and at a social
level, people who do AD are generally volunteersm& describers have received training,
but some perform AD services because they havauwetawith impairments or because they
have some interest in amateur theater.

The skills needed for a person to audio descrileestated by The Audio Description
Association in conjunction with The Open CollegetWak West and North Yorkshire
(provided in their promotional leaflet, May 200@)the UK:

* The ability to summarize information accurately aectively

e A good command of the language

* Aclear and pleasant speaking voice

» Good sight and hearing (whether aided or unaided)

* The ability to work as part of a team

« The commitment to access for disabled people, l@gtovision of quality audio
description for blind and partially sighted people.

However, these skills are listed in the UK, a cogntith little import of media products

in other languages than English. In other countmdgere there is a large import of
audiovisual programs, as in Spain, much of the ssible work will have to be done by a
translator or a person with foreign language transkills. It is interesting to note that a
possible profile for describers is a person whaodlaes and describes. When considering the
multiple and complex combinations of possible déserprofiles in Spain, we should have in
mind four variables, derived from the basic conadphe describer as the person who creates
the AD script:

* The describer can also be the subtitler

* The describer can also be the translator

» The describer can also be the adjuster

» The describer can also be a SDH subtitler, thatrisntraliguistic subtitler.

These possibilities could also be combined with ttreditionally has been an integral
part of a describer’s profile (at least in the U8 #he UK), the narration of the script.

A describer has to work with two main media mar&earacteristics: time and budget
restrictions. Projects normally need to be accoshell under time pressure and adjusted to a
fixed budget. This can easily be achieved if theesgerson —translator or subtitler- would
also create the audio description. Furthermorefabethat he/she is already acquainted with
the plot, characters, register, cultural refereneeswill facilitate the work of the description.

If it was possible to find one person with the elifint professional skills above, the final
benefit will go to the client, since he/she willtramly receive the final product faster but at
the same time a product with a higher quality amusistency between the different versions.

6 Hypothesisand practical test

The following is a report of an ongoing researche hypothesis of this work is based on
Veronika Hyk’s (2005) and Bernd Benecke’s (2004agsiion “Can audio description be
translated into other languages?”

In the process of subtitling and dubbing today, tta@slator gets the preliminary script,
sometimes the continuity to work from there whemdexing the different versions.
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It seems feasible that in the future the translatarld also work from the script for audio-
description. With the sale of the film, the distribr would sell the AD script, too.

In this paper, we present the results of an exparimvhich tested the hypothesis of
translating or adapting audio description scrigt@ daster and more financially viable way to
create audio described films. Adapting the audiscdption from a script instead of creating
an AD script from scratch from the already dubbersion seems a viable alternative.

Two professional subtitlers, two dubbing translat@r university professor and a dubbing
director and adjuster formed a team. It is impdrtannote that although all of them are
professionally related with the audiovisual fialdne of them had previous experience in AD
creation.

We proceeded from the availability of AD script®guced in either the US or UK. Each
translator worked with an electronic version of tin@nscription of the English AD, the
English audio described DVD, and the Spanish dubls¥dion on DVD of the following
films™:

The 39 Stepdyy Alfred Hitchcock (86 min, 1935), AD by David Blks.

Iris, by Richard Eyre (91 min, 2001), AD by Di Langford

The Shipping New®y Lasse Hallstrom (111 min, 2001), AD by Di Léorgl.

The Man who Knew Too Mugchy Alfred Hitchcock(75 min, 1934), AD by William Roberts.
Brief Encounterpy David Lean (86 min, 1945), AD by Di Langford.

The tasks were divided as follows. Each researbhdrto create four AD scripts of the
first ten minutes of each film, following two difient procedures:

According to the first procedure, the Spanish AbRresponding t89 stepsandlris were
to be created from the original version of the filmthout having previously seen the English
AD script. However, the participants were advisedvatch the whole film in order to have a
better understanding of the context. After thagytthad to adapt the Spanish AD to the
dubbed version of the film, and finally read theajpigd script. These three phases had to be
timed by the participants in order to calculatettital duration of the process.

According to the second procedure, the Spanish ABesponding to the film3he
Shipping Newsand The Man Who Knew too Muchere to be created by translating the
English AD script. This is the key difference beémethe first and the second procedure.
Besides, at this stage, the adjuster did not paatie, since his role was to contribute to a
subsequent stage. In this case, the participants algo adviced to watch the whole film. The
translated AD was also to be adapted to the Spatikshed version and finally to be read. As
in the first procedure, the total duration of theqess had to be calculated by adding up the
duration of the three phases.

The aim of these two first stages was to compaeettiial duration of the different
procedures of AD generation and to evaluate thatieee process. Since, as previously said,
the participants had no previous experience, thatidum of these procedures needs to be
taken with caution, i.e. the more experienced thgcdber or translator, the less time she/he
will need to create or translate the AD.

In a third stage, only the two subtitlers were ired. They firstly had to create the
Spanish HoH subtitles of the fist ten minutes fribva film ‘Brief Encounter’. Based on that,
they created and read the Spanish AD script. Asrbethe total duration of these three parts
was timed. Subtitling was the only choice here hseasome regional TV channel in Spain

" Thanks are due to Joan Greening from RNIB and Bdréw Salway from the University of Surrey, who
generously supplied the five AD scripts.
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had already proposed to its pool of free-lanceieafs to carry out the ADs for a minimum
extra charge.

In the fourth stage, a sixth researcher, the dgpHdirector and adjuster, were asked to
adapt the two translated AD scripts (second staged)to calculate the time spent both on
adapting and reading the Spanish AD scripts.

One of the aims of this project was to find out ethprofile for a commercial audio
describer fits better into the future audiovisupbfish market. This explains the variety of
backgrounds of the participants. Every expert imedlin this research project had to render
the task from her/his professional point of viewd avaluate the procedure and the results
accordingly.

The results presented below were analyzed fronptiets of view of the translator for
the translation and the adjuster for the creation.

7 Resaults

The project entails five stages, with the first @@ost completed. Based on the provisional
data of the first stage, two tentative results ddé drawn:

» If we consider the average time spent in creatimdj adapting the first 10 minutes of
audio description corresponding to the first stdge,calculation shows that for a 90-
minute film, the creation of the AD from scratchdainom the original version would
take nearly ten hours and a half, pending the fieebrding by a professional voice-
talent.

* For the creation of a new AD script on the basistrahslating the original into
English, we would have to spend a bit more tharhtars.

Therefore at this point, awaiting more comprehemgormation, it is reasonable
to suggest that translating the already availabl2 gcript is slightly less time-
consuming than creating a new one from the filmtgroriginal version. It is true that
this result might have been influenced by the fétt participants already had
experience in translating but not in audio desngbiHowever, just half of them had
previous experience in adjusting. Neverthelesdhas to be underlined that it is
precisely at the beginning of a film, i.e. in thestf ten to fifteen minutes, that there is
always more to be described, since the plot, thengeand the characters have to be
introduced for the first time.

* The length of the film is not a deciding factortbeé time spent in creating the AD,
both new and translated. More important is the i@lstructure (for instance, flash
backs), action and dialog speed, number of gagizeidialogs and so on.

As mentioned before, this is an ongoing researafmal Fesults and conclusions are to
come and will be published as soon as they ardadai

8 Conclusion

This research was carried out to test the followaisgertions made by Veronica Hyks in
Translating Today(2005:7): “As much as it would seem to make seasenake audio
description scripts available to others, to sareetitranslating and reworking can sometimes
take as long if not longer than starting from stmatAudio describers and translators may
well find themselves working side by side in the so distant future.”
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The question remains what would be the resulthefdame person did both? After all,
translators are better trained to address culn@f@rences and to adapt them to the target
audience. Moreover, an original AD gives the appetp cultural background and
accordingly is more informative than the AD for $a@mne film done from scratch. In this way,
translators could avoid a significant loss of neeeg cultural references and, if required e.g.
by time constraints they can decide and distingtoglether what is important in the original
audio description and what can be left out, whastnine kept and what can be sacrificed.
Translators could take advantage of the original, ABapt it and reformulate it in the time
given (between dialog gaps) and in the appropfiatgiistic register. It could also be argued
that the translation of an original AD script coldd more flexible and thus more creative
than for example the translation of the DVD subtitiwhich are generated from a rigid
master/genesis file which today is the generalbepted method of translating subtitles.

Another point to be considered is that the creabbnoth from the original version of the
film and translating the original AD is faster thesaiting until the dubbed version is ready
and then start with the AD in the target langud@eviously, the two first options could only
be carried out by a professional with foreign |aaugyi skills.

In short, the original AD could be the basis fanare accurate, probably faster, and thus
more economical version in the target language.

This research is only one of the many projects malg at university level in the hope of
making accessibility to the media an easier waystmnal integration. To reach this goal, the
translation of audio description scripts shouldcbasidered not only as the way forward, but
also as a possible step forward.
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