Languages and the Media: New Markets and New Tools

Berlin, November 3-5, 2004


The fifth edition of the international conference Languages and the Media: New Markets and New Tools took place from 3rd to 5th November in the conference hall of the Hotel InterContinental in Berlin. The conference was promoted by numerous translation, dubbing and subtitling agencies and organised by a committee composed by Mary Carroll from Titelbild Subtitling and Translation GmbH, Germany, professor Yves Gambier from the University of Turku, Finland and Corinne Imhauser from ISTI, Brussels, Belgium.

The first day consisted of a series of workshops held by professional translators, subtitlers or dubbers with the aim of giving participants theoretical and practical competence in the different fields. During the following two days, professors, experts, and members of associations for the protection of the disabled lectured on many interesting and enriching topics concerning the interaction between media and languages.

During these sessions, the speakers presented projects financed by the European Union such as MUSA, EBU and eTITLE. Another major topic was the development of new tools to face the increasing demand for more accessible media. In particular, speakers concentrated on two major issues: subtitling for the hard of hearing and audio-description for people with visual impairments. Some form of hearing impairment is the most common form of disability. In Germany alone, according to available data, there are 13 million people,  out of a population fo 100million, who do not have access to the media because TV producers do not provide the appropriate services with their programming. All the speakers affirmed that this is not only a serious problem of social exclusion but also an important loss of potential audience. Experts from the most advanced countries, namely the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, Belgium and to a lesser extent Germany, are currently working on softwares enabling them to subtitle live TV programs such as talk shows, the news, sport events, ballots and many others. One of the most performing tools is a speech-to-text software with a trained re-speaker summing up clearly and slowly what is said live on the screen. The computer program, then, recognises his/her voice and is able to project subtitles with a minor and tolerable time gap. The next step will be a fully automated software. In order to facilitate the reading of these subtitles for the audience, experts are trying to find a standardized method  of identifying who is speaking through the use of colours. 

Another question concerning people with hearing impairments concerns sign language. Those who have sign language as their mother tongue find it hard to read subtitles because they are not accustomed to the written form of a language they have never heard before. That is why they ask for a sign language interpreter on the screen. Unfortunately, this is not a popular solution. Most of the TV broadcasters are reluctant to adopt it because it is thought that the interference with the screen would become unacceptable for the rest of the audience.  

The second issue concerns the blind and people with visual impairments. The simplest method for helping these people is the use of  audio-description of what is going on on the screen. Once again, there are only few countries where this solution has been successfully adopted, namely in the USA, the UK and Germany.  

The main objective of the conference was to provide a general overview on new tools to face old problems. According to professor Gambier, who closed the conference, “the outcome has been very positive: new softwares have been presented and many others have been proposed where there is sufficient technological development for them to be developed. However, there still are numerous problems to overcome. Major challenges are the increasing of academic research, the strengthening of the jurisdictional apparatus and, obviously, fund raising. Last but not least, the population of many countries is still not sufficiently aware of the existence of such a problem as media accessibility to disabled people”.
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