JRC VOICE – improving access for the deaf to information, communications and education

More than 120 million people in the world have a disabling hearing impairment, with up to 5% of Europeans suffering from chronic total or partial deafness. Difficulties go beyond hearing loss with trouble in accessing information, communications and education. Through its VOICE project, the European Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC) DG is developing awareness of voice-to-text (VTT) technology among users, systems producers and suppliers. The objective is to provide cost-effective help for citizens with hearing difficulties to expand their communications abilities, adapt to the surrounding environment and improve their quality of life. 

Hearing difficulties can inhibit educational progress, leading to vocational and economic difficulties, and even social isolation. Other signals may be needed to replace unheard sounds. Effective communications can be a major challenge: getting and giving information, exchanging ideas or sharing feelings – whether in one-to-one contact, in groups, on the telephone or through TV and radio. 

Technical innovations such as advanced communication systems, the Internet and the electronic media have a powerful influence on people’s lives. In a world in which communication happens increasingly by electronic and visual means, the JRC aims to stimulate Internet use, placing emphasis on problems encountered by the deaf to increase the impact of technologies to transmit information and facilitate learning. 

Low cost, easy to use voice-to-text systems

VOICE is investigating speech recognition and developing user-friendly interfaces to translate the spoken voice into PC screen messages and subtitles. This can be performed for everyday activities such as conversation, lectures, phone calls and watching TV. 

VTT recognition packages enable the creation of documents without using a keyboard, offering great advantages for the hearing, blind and physically impaired, as well as people without special needs. The JRC VOICE demonstrator turns voice-recognition engines into a subtitling system by integrating standard hardware and widely available software into flexible applications, ensuring low costs and ease of use. The prototype has been tested in real-life situations: subtitling conference speeches, school lessons and university lectures. A significant number of conferences have been organised to raise awareness in this new field. The Information Society DG has requested the VOICE ‘one design for all’ approach to extend the benefit of JRC research to other forms of disabilities.

Internet forum to define user requirements

VOICE concentrates on technical aspects, comparing rules, standards, approaches and activities in different countries to encourage research in this area. The aim is to unify associations, industry, schools, universities and public administrations interested in benefiting from such research through an Internet forum. This contributes to defining user requirements of the hearing impaired and others with special needs for information technology applications. Such activities are also a step towards European integration by helping overcome language and hearing barriers. 

The JRC is collaborating with the Enterprise DG, European standards organisation CENELEC and the European Broadcasting Union to develop standards and improve harmonisation of communications technologies. Reducing development and maintenance costs of VTT technologies and improving the quality of commercial products will help eliminate new barriers often created by novel information technology tools. 

Contact is continuing with broadcasters and CENELEC to provide technical support that should help harmonise subtitling across European TV broadcasting. It is also increasing collaboration with universities to help students with hearing impairment through the use of subtitling for lectures.

More information about VOICE may be found at: http://voice.jrc.it
For further information, please contact:

Giuliano Pirelli, DG Joint Research Centre
Institute for the Protection and Security of the Citizen, Ispra (IT)
Phone: +39.0332.785113; Fax: ++39.0332.785154;  Email: voice@jrc.it

Editorial notes

1. World Deafness Day on 1 September 2003 aims to increase awareness of problems associated with hearing loss and deafness. The increasing world population and longer life expectancy means the numbers of people suffering a hearing impairment are expected to increase substantially. The Employment and Social Affairs DG is promoting the European Year for People with Disabilities 2003, with the collaboration of EDF (European Disability Forum), while the JRC is organising several activities and participating in activities proposed by partners. The VOICE Project works in close contact with EDF and several Associations of people with hearing impairment, members of EDF. 
2. The JRC will host a conference on ‘eAccessibility: VOICE Recognition supporting people with hearing or other disabilities’ in Ispra (IT) on 24 and 25 November 2003 in collaboration with the Employment and Social Affairs DG and the Italian Semester Presidency. This event will present an overview of voice recognition and disabilities, underlining the role played by European research. International TV broadcasters will present results of work on on-line subtitling.
