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After almost twenty years of successfully lobbying for 
deaf people on telecoms issues, TAG has now extended its 
remit to include broadcasting and all forms of electronic 
communication.

“The digital revolution is transforming the lives of everyone and it 
is essential that the needs of deaf people are taken into account,” 
explained Chair of TAG, Ruth Myers. “TAG is therefore including 
broadcasting and all forms of electronic communications in its brief. 

“Now that there is a new Communications Act and a regulator 
– Ofcom – covering all forms of electronic communications, it is 
essential for TAG to extend its remit. We must ensure that deaf, 
deafened, hard-of-hearing, deafblind people and sign language 
users have equality of access to existing and emerging technologies 
– especially in terms of function and cost.”

TAG’s new involvement in other forms of electronic communications 
has been welcomed by both the regulator Ofcom and by Independent 
Media Support (IMS), a subtitling specialist.

Bradley Brady, Ofcom’s Public and Political Relations Manager, said: 
“TAG has been a strong advocate for the needs of deaf consumers 
and viewers during Ofcom’s first year of operation. We look forward 
to working with TAG as Ofcom develops policies in the broadcasting 
and telecoms sectors that address the needs of deaf people.”

Sylvia Sheridan, Executive Chairman of the Independent Media 
Support (IMS) Group plc, added: “IMS is delighted that our friends at 
TAG are expanding their remit to cover the broadcast community. 
IMS specialises in helping broadcasters reach deaf viewers and 
welcomes TAG’s involvement in creating greater awareness of their 
specific needs.”

In the broadcasting arena, TAG is already involved in consultations on 
defining quality standards for subtitling and setting quantitative targets 
for subtitled and signed programmes.

In recognition of its extended remit, TAG will no longer use its former 
full name (Telecommunications Action Group), and instead will simply 
be known as “TAG”. The new name and aims have been agreed by 
The Charity Commission.

TAG takes on broadcasting  
and electronic communications
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Why we need a  
Universal Service Fund 
 

Universal Service is designed to ensure 
that everyone has access to a basic 
telephone service at the same price 
no matter where they live. But is it 
working for deaf people? And could 
there be a better way? Ross Trotter, 
TAG Secretary, explains why TAG 
believes the scope of Universal Service 
should be extended and supported by a 
Universal Service Fund.
Universal Service Provision (USP), 
originally regulated in the UK by Oftel 
(now Ofcom), is now enshrined in a 
European Directive. A review of its 
provisions is currently underway and TAG 
is involved in these consultations.

How USP affects deaf people
Without USP, there would be no 
requirement for a text relay service in 
the UK. USP also covers other matters 
including access to the relay service, 
special tariffs for textphone users, and 
accessibility of payphones to hearing-aid 
wearers.
Nonetheless, USP has not delivered 
equality of access for deaf people on many 
other fronts. USP, for example, had nothing 
to say about the fact that many hearing-aid 
wearers could not use GSM mobile phones 
because of interference between their aids 
and the phones.

What TAG wants from a new USP
In the current official review of USP, TAG 
is lobbying for changes to ensure that deaf 
people can benefit from new and emerging 
technologies and do not continue to be 
shoe-horned into existing technologies that 
were not initially designed for them. TAG 
wants to ensure that deaf people are not 
forced constantly to play catch-up with the 
rest of the population who have moved on 
to new, better and faster technologies.
TAG, for example, would like to see the 
definition of the relay broadened. At 
present, there is no reference to any other 
type of relay service such as a video relay 
service for sign language users or a speech-
to-speech relay service for hard-of-hearing 
people using captioned telephones.

Currently, there is no requirement that 
the relay should use up-to-date technology 
such as Internet Protocol.
Although RNID and BT are interested in 
implementing many new ideas, there is no 
requirement for anyone to do so. 
Deaf users also need more choice in 
telecoms equipment and even in which 
relay service to use.  At present choice 
is severely limited for deaf people and 
competition in USP services is virtually 
non-existent.
TAG also wants USP extended to all 
electronic communications because 
the distinction between telecoms and 
broadcasting is becoming blurred.

How a USP Fund will help
There are obviously serious issues about 
how such developments can be funded. 
Since the early days of the USP, TAG has 
pushed for the setting up of a Universal 
Service Fund (USF) to be paid for by all 
service providers. To date, the idea has 
been pushed aside, but we believe that 
now, more than ever, such a fund should 
be established.
TAG believes that it is unsustainable 
to place the burden of delivering US 
services on one provider (BT) especially 
as the regulators’ aim is to create a more 
competitive market. 
We believe that a USF with contributions 
from all relevant service providers would 
be a key driver in delivering real equality 
of access. The USF would be administered 
centrally rather than by a single provider, 
and competition in tendering for the 
provision of appropriate services should be 
encouraged.
The USF could help deliver the sort of 
technologies using video, voice and text, 
that will make US a reality for deaf people.

Keeping up-to-date
If you would like to be kept informed 
about progress, we will post regular 
bulletins on the TAG website –  
www.tagcomm.org.uk.

2,000 Typetalk 
callers raised 
nearly £45,000 
pounds for BBC’s 
Children in Need 
appeal last year.  

Back-to-back 
text users:  
are you missing 
out on a rebate?

BT users who 
don’t go through 
BT TextDirect 
(18001) for their 
text-to-text calls 
are charged full 
rate for their 
call.
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Broadcasting news 
Ruth Myers, TAG Chair

Countdown to digital
Analogue television, which most of us are 
still using, will be switched off between 
2008 and 2012 and replaced with digital. 
TAG has a presence on several committees 
to lobby to ensure that no-one will be 
disadvantaged or unable to receive TV 
broadcasts when digital takes over. 

Calling digital viewers
If you already have digital TV, we would 
like to hear what you think of it. Please 
send your comments which should include 
details of the make, type and age of the TV 
set you are using and set top box.
Although in theory everything should work 
well, there is such a variety of equipment 
and combinations of equipment that can 
be used to access digital programmes 
that it is impossible to know how they all 
interact with each other. 
We will pass all feedback to the 
relevant broadcasters and equipment 
manufacturers. Please send comments to:
      r.myers@merula.co.uk 
      Fax   01923 283127

Subscript subtitles
Some mobile phones and laptop 
computers can now be used to receive TV 
programmes.
There shouldn’t be a problem receiving 
subtitling and signing on laptops, but it is 
hard to imagine how you would be able to 
watch a subtitled programme on a small 
mobile handset! 
A solution will require some creative 
thought and clever alternatives! Meantime 
TAG is reminding service providers about 
the general access requirement.

Real-time subtitles
Have you noticed that GMTV and ITV 
are using real-time subtitling from 6am to 
12.30pm? The synchronisation between 
the picture, subtitle and dialogue is much 
improved and the content is less heavily 

edited. Earlier feedback had indicated 
that many people did not watch ITV live 
programmes because they found the lack 
of synchronisation confusing and wanted to 
receive the full dialogue.
TAG would like to see this improved 
subtitling service rolled out to all ITV 
live programmes to help make sure that 
deaf people have a real choice of live 
broadcasts.

Video relay service 
RNID is running 
a fl edgling Video 
Relay Service 
and wants it 
to become an 
integral part of the 
UK deaf telecoms 
scene. 
Using a video-
phone, a set-
top box or a web cam, BSL (British 
Sign Language) users can sign to an 
interpreter who relays the message 
in speech to a hearing person on an 
ordinary phone. 
The service enables BSL users to 
communicate with hearing people in 
their own language, rather than using 
English text. It also increases access 
to interpreters and uses their services 
much more effi ciently because travelling 
between assignments is minimised. 
“With broadband becoming widespread 
and equipment prices going down, 
there are no technical or economic 
reasons for not providing equivalent 
access to services for deaf people,” 
said Guido Gybels, Director of New 
Technologies at RNID. “In the US and 
Australia, sign language relay services 
have already been made available 
at the same cost as a voice call. By 
failing to provide and fund a video relay 
service for sign-language users, the UK 
telecommunications sector is effectively 
discriminating against an already 
disenfranchised group. RNID urges 
Ofcom to address this issue forthwith.”
BSL users wanting to use the service 
should email ict@rnid.org.uk.

“airlines won’t 
benefi t till oil 
falls to $36 a  
bathroom”
subtitle in a 
news broadcast
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To mark TAG’s 
extended remit 
of electronic 
communications, 
we have 
a new logo: 

a new website 
address: 

www.tagcomm.org.uk

and the next 
issue of 
Sequel will be 
redesigned to 
help us bring you 
even more news.
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News in brief
Mobiles and texting news

Mobile phone access to 
RNID Typetalk
Vodafone has enabled deaf mobile phone 
users to access RNID Typetalk via BT 
TextDirect for about a year now, and 
recently Orange has followed suit.  

By being able to dial the TextDirect 
prefixes, deaf Vodafone and Orange 
users can claim text rebates and access 
other numbers like premium rate and 
international numbers through TextDirect.

As far as we know, O2, T-Mobile, and 3 
will enable calls via TextDirect later this 
year.

All mobile phone companies in the UK 
are now required to give access to a relay 
service by an Ofcom regulation (Condition 
GC15), but some have been quicker to 
respond than others.

For information on Vodafone and Orange  
services relating to deaf people, see:

www.vodafone.co.uk  
and search for “hearing problems”
www.orange.co.uk/disability services

Big-font phone 
disappears
With the move towards more lines per 
screen on mobile phone, users with visual 
impairments are having a tough time 
choosing suitable products. 

At a recent TAG 
meeting Marylin 
Kilsby of Sense 
pointed out that 
some networks 
seem to be 
discontinuing 
to supply her 
favourite large-
font phone – the Nokia 3510-i. Nokia 
appears not to be introducing another 
large-font phone to replace it. 

“It’s very disappointing,” says Marylin, 
“Lots of people with Ushers’ Syndrome 
and similar conditions want to keep up 
with technology, but very few designers 
take our needs into account. All the new 
phones seem to have small fonts so that 
lots of lines can be fitted onscreen, but we 
can’t read them!”

Fixed line texting
Magic Messenger lets you send and receive text mes-
sages from a fixed line phone. It has a small qwerty 
keyboard and costs £20 or less. It’s very compact (about 
6 inches square) and is simple to connect to your phone 
or phone socket.

You need to subscribe to Caller Display for the Magic 
Messenger to work (up to £1.75 per month – or maybe 
you can add it as another service to your Calling Feature 
package for free). Each text message costs about 10p to 
send.

Magic Messenger has other features too. For instance, it has a phonebook memory of 
up to 95 names and numbers and it can record numbers and names (if already entered 
in the Phonebook), time and date of the last 40 incoming telephone calls. For more 
details, see www.magicmessenger.co.uk

An alternative fixed line texting device is the BT Relate SMS telephone, retailing at 
about £25. It doesn’t have a qwerty keyboard, but it is also a regular fixed line phone.
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Events

NDCS Family Fun 
Day and Exhibition
(excellent range of 
technology exhibits)
18 June 2005
Heart of England Centre, 
Fillongley, nr Coventry
www.ndcs.org.uk/confex
(This year the Conference 
will be held separately 
from the Exhibition.)


