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Submission by DeafSA 

The Deaf Federation of South Africa (DeafSA) acts as the national research, information 

and community action organisation on behalf of ± 600 000 South Africans that are 

culturally and linguistically Deaf. 

DeafSA, formerly known as the South African National Council for the Deaf (SANCD), 

was founded in 1929. And in 1995 the former SANCD was transformed to a new 

democratically elected organisation, namely, Deaf Federation of South Africa (DeafSA).  

This resulted in a paradigm shift from an organisation for the Deaf to one of the Deaf. 

The changes in the constitution and attitudes also meant that decisions about the 

services and affairs of Deaf people were no longer taken by hearing people on behalf of 

Deaf people - but by the Deaf people. At present 98% of the National Executive 

Committee (NEC) of DeafSA are Deaf. 

DeafSA is of the intent to conduct its affairs in accordance with the official vision of the 

organisation and to adhere to the official Mission Statement, which clearly stipulates that 

DeafSA is to promote the interests of the Deaf and hard of hearing effectively on 

national level in South Africa. DeafSA’s national constitution and activities are, therefore, 

aimed at all people who are affected by hearing loss and speech impairment. 

DeafSA is also the coordinating, umbrella organisation that facilities services to the 

South African Deaf, Deafened and hard of hearing communities, and currently has nine 

(9) Deaf Provincial Federations (DPFs) throughout South Africa. 

DeafSA accepts the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) 

ratified by Government on the 30 November 2007 and came into full force in May 2008. 

DeafSA’s objectives are based on the principles based in UNCRPD and will base its 

activities to give an effect to UNCRPD.  

The vision of DeafSA is that the language, culture, and heritage of Deaf, Deafblind, Hard 

of hearing and deafened South Africans will be acknowledged and respected in the 

pursuit of life, liberty, and equality. 

The mission of the DeafSA is to preserve, protect and promote the civil, human and 

linguistic rights of Deaf, Deafblind, Hard of hearing and deafened people in South Africa. 

The Deaf Federation of South Africa (DeafSA) embraces diversity and inclusiveness as 

core values in achieving its mission. It is the philosophy of DeafSA that diversity 

encompasses a wide range of human abilities and perspectives. 

DeafSA is committed to building and maintaining an inclusive environment where 

differences of opinions, beliefs, and values are sought, listened to, respected, and 

valued. Through inclusiveness, DeafSA is committed to expanding membership, 

participation, and leadership that reflect the diversity of the South African Deaf 

community. 

DeafSA is grateful for this opportunity to present our recommendations to the Code and 

the draft code is vague and recommends that the regulations in terms of the following 

should be more specific: 

Subtitles  

Video Relay Services  

SASL Interpreters   
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Subtitles  

Introduction  

 

Broadcasters licensed in South Africa that are providing television access services 

(subtitling and SASL Interpreter services) should have regard to these Guidelines, 

whether or not they are subject to the Code for People with Disabilities Regulations.  

 

People using access services do not fall neatly into homogenous groups. For example, 

many people using audio description have visual impairments, but by no means are all 

completely blind, and most have had some vision at some time. By the same token, 

those using subtitles can range from those with normal hearing (using subtitles so that 

the television sound can be turned down), through those with relatively minor hearing 

loss, to those who are profoundly deaf. Some people (particularly the deafblind) may 

benefit from more than one access service. Those using access services range from the 

very young to older people, but a significant proportion of viewers using access services 

are older people, as the incidence of hearing and sight loss increases with age. Hence 

our recommendation is that the title of the draft regulation is not only for people with 

disabilities but for the General Public.  

 

Producing captions for programs varies. The outline of different captioning services 

available: 

 

Offline subtitles (pre-recorded captioning) 

 Program file that are made from scratch into STL format 

 Retime and check – files that are available and bought to match with the SOM 

timecode video file with final STL format  

 Repeat programming – re-edit of shows that has been captioned live 

 

Live Subtitles  

 Live subtitles via stenocaptioning – similar to court reporters 

 Live subtitles via re-speaking – the use of voice recognition software) 

 Near Live Subtitles (pre-prepared captions in blocks or hybrid, combination of auto 

caption and live) 

Guidelines on Standards for Subtitling 

1 GENERAL REQUIREMENT FOR SUBTITLE DISPLAY 

1.1 Basic Text Display Subtitle legibility studies result in the following requirements: 

i) Teletext characters should be displayed in double height and mixed (upper 

and lower) case. 

ii) Words within a subtitle should be separated by a single space. 

iii) Text should normally be presented in a black box. (See 2.3 Speaker 

Identification and 2.6 Sound Effects for other background colours). 

iv) To aid readability, text can be justified left, centre or right depending on 

speaker position. (See 1.4 Formatting and 1.5 Line Breaks for examples of 

justified text). 

v) The standard punctuation of printed English should be used. Punctuation gives 

valuable clues to syntactic structure and must be carefully displayed in order 

to be effective. One means of enhancing the effectiveness of punctuation is by 

the use of a single space before exclamation marks and question marks, after 

commas, colons, semi-colons and mid-subtitle full-stops, on both sides of 

dashes (but not mid-word hyphens), before opening brackets and inverted 

commas and after closing brackets and inverted commas. 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/index.asp.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2.3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2.3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_6.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_4.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_5.html
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1.2 Colour  

The teletext specification currently used in the UK is limited to the availability of seven 

different text colours, including white; and eight different background (boxing) colours, 

including black and white. For normal subtitling purposes, black background should be 

used. Some early teletext decoders do not display coloured background and instead 

default to black. Therefore, if coloured background is used, a text colour should be 

chosen which will remain legible on a black background. 

The majority of text/background colour combinations are not satisfactory for subtitling, 

being insufficiently legible. The most legible text colours on a black background are 

white, yellow, cyan and green. Use of magenta, red and blue should be avoided. 

Of the combinations with coloured background, the most legible are blue on white, white 

on blue, red on white, white on red, cyan on blue and blue on cyan. Of these, white on 

red, white on blue and cyan on blue are preferable, because certain older decoders will 

reduce these combinations to highly legible white on black, or cyan on black. 

The principal ways of using colour in television subtitling are discussed in Sections 2.3 

Speaker Identification and 2.6 Sound Effects. 

1.3 Control Characters  

The use of double-height boxed coloured text generally requires six control characters in 

the teletext line, or eight control characters if coloured background is used. Thus, the 

maximum space available for subtitle text is only 32 or 34 characters per line. 

1.4 Formatting  

 

A maximum subtitle length of two lines is recommended. Three lines may be used if the 

subtitler is confident that no important picture information will be obscured. (See Section 

1.6). 

Ideally, each subtitle should also comprise a single complete sentence. Depending on the 

speed of speech, there are exceptions to this general recommendation, as follows: 

a) Real-time subtitling (see Section 4) 

b) Short sentences may be combined into a single subtitle if the available reading time is 

limited (see Section 2.5). Additional reading time is gained in this way because the 

viewer's gaze needs to be directed to the subtitle area only once, rather than two or 

three times if two or three short sentences are displayed on consecutive subtitles. 

c) Very long sentences which are too long to fit into a single two-line subtitle. There are 

two procedures for dealing with such cases: 

Example (i) 

It may be possible to break a long sentence into two or more separate sentences and to 

display them as consecutive subtitles eg We have standing orders, and we have 

procedures which have been handed down to us over the centuries. becomes: 

 

 

We have standing orders 

and procedures. 

 

They have been handed down to us 

over the centuries. 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_6.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_6.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_6.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_4.asp#4.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_5.html
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This is especially appropriate for compound sentences, ie sentences consisting of more 

than one main clause, joined by coordinating conjunctions and, but, or; 

 

This procedure is also possible with some complex sentences, ie sentences consisting of 

a main clause and one or more subordinate clauses joined by subordinating conjunctions 

such as since, when, because, etc or by relative pronouns such as who, that: All we 

wanted was a quiet chat just you and me together, but you seemed to have other ideas. 

becomes: 

 

 

 

 

It is sometimes also possible to break single main clauses effectively into more than one 

subtitle; eg I saw a tall, thin, bearded man with the stolen shopping basket disappearing 

into the crowd. becomes: 

 

 

Example (ii) If such sentence breaking procedures are inappropriate, it might be 

necessary to allow a single long sentence to extend over more than one subtitle. In this 

case, sentences should be segmented at natural linguistic breaks such that each subtitle 

forms an integrated linguistic unit. Thus, segmentation at clause boundaries is to be 

preferred. For example: 

 

 

 

Segmentation at major phrase boundaries can also be accepted as follows: 

 

There is considerable evidence from the psycho-linguistic literature that normal reading 

is organised into word groups corresponding to syntactic clauses and phrases, and that 

linguistically coherent segmentation of text can significantly improve readability. 

 

Random segmentation such as must certainly be avoided 

. 

 

 

All we wanted was a quiet chat 

just you and me together. 

 

But you seemed to have 

other ideas. 

 

I saw a tall, thin, bearded man 

with the stolen shopping basket. 

 

He disappeared into the crowd 

 

When I jumped on the bus... 

 

..I saw the man who had taken 

the basket from the old lady. 

 

On two minor occasions 

immediately following the war,... 

 

..small numbers of people 

were seen crossing the border. 

 

On two minor occasions 

immediately following the war,... 

 

..numbers of people, etc. 
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In the examples given above, sequences of dots (three at the end of a to-be-continued 

subtitle, and two at the beginning of a continuation) are used to mark the fact that a 

segmentation is taking place. Many viewers have found this technique helpful. 

1.5 Line Breaks  

 

Similar linguistic considerations should guide the subtitler in deciding how to format a 

single multi-line subtitle. Subtitle lines should end at natural linguistic breaks, ideally at 

clause or phrase boundaries. However, since the dictates of space within a subtitle are 

more severe than between subtitles, line breaks may also take place after a verb. For 

example: 

 

Line endings that break up a closely integrated phrase should be avoided where possible. 

For example: 

 

Similarly: 

 

 

 

Line breaks within a word are especially disruptive to the reading process and 

should be avoided. Ideal formatting should therefore compromise between linguistic 

and geometric considerations but with priority given to linguistic considerations. 

 

Line breaks must be carefully considered when using left, right and centre justification 

for speaker position. Justified subtitles should balance linguistic considerations with eye 

movement: 

Example (i) 

Left, right and centre justification can be useful to identify speaker position, especially in 

cases where there are more than three speakers on screen. In such cases, line breaks 

should be inserted at linguistically coherent points, taking eye-movement into careful 

consideration. For example: 

 

 

This is left justified. The eye has least distance to travel from hope to you. 

 

 

This is centre justified. The eye now has least distance to travel from are to feeling. 

 

 

We are aiming to get 

a better television service. 

 

We are aiming to get a 

better television service. 

 

He said it would increase 

the number of shareholders. 

 

He said it would increase the 

number of shareholders. 

 

We all hope 

you are feeling much better. 

 

We all hope you are 

feeling much better. 

 

We all hope you are feeling 

much better. 
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This is right justified. The eye has least distance to travel from feeling to much. 

 

Example (ii) 

Problems occur with justification when a short sentence or phrase is followed by a longer 

one. In this case, there is a risk that the bottom line of the subtitle is read first. 

 

 

 

 

This could result in only half of the subtitle being read. Allowances would therefore have 

to be made by breaking the line at a linguistically non-coherent point: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When the subtitler is forced to make a choice between formatting a subtitle into one long 

line or breaking it into two short lines, the decision should be made on the basis of the 

background picture. In general, long and thin subtitles are less disruptive of picture 

content than are short and fat subtitles, but this is not always the case. 

 

Furthermore, in dialogue sequences it is often helpful to use horizontal displacement in 

order to distinguish between different speakers (see Section 2.3). Short and fat subtitles 

permit greater latitude for this technique. 

1.6 Positioning Subtitles on the Screen  

 

The normally accepted position for subtitles is towards the bottom of the screen, but in 

obeying this convention it is most important to avoid obscuring 'on-screen' captions, any 

part of a speaker's mouth or any other important activity. Certain special programme 

types carry a lot of information in the lower part of the screen (eg snooker, where most 

of the activity tends to centre around the black ball) and in such cases top-screen 

positioning will be a more acceptable standard. 

 

Subtitles should be displayed horizontally in the direction of the appropriate speaker, or 

source of sound effect (See 2.3 and 2.6). 

 

When consecutive subtitles have boxes of similar size and shape and the second directly 

over-writes the first, it is useful to position them slightly differently on the screen. This 

makes it easier for the viewer to perceive that the subtitle has changed. 

 

1.7 Timing and Synchronisation  

 

It is crucial that subtitles are displayed for a sufficient length of time for viewers to read 

them. The subtitle presentation rate for pre-recorded programmes should not normally 

exceed 140 words per minute. In exceptional circumstances, for example in the case of 

add-ons, the higher rate of 180 words per minute is permitted. 

 

Oh. 

He didn�t tell me you would be here. 

 

Oh. 

He didn�t tell me you would be here. 

 

Oh. 

He didn�t tell me you would be here. 

 

Oh. He didn�t tell me 
you would be here. 

 

Oh. He didn�t tell me you would be 
here. 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_3.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp#2_6.html


 
8 

Submission by DeafSA 

Presentation rates will depend upon the programme content. For example, real-time 

subtitling documentaries where the speaker is not on screen, or chat shows which have a 

higher text complexity than drama. 

 

A fundamental function of television subtitling is to reduce frustration caused to Deaf and 

hard of hearing viewers by being faced with silent moving mouths. Therefore, all obvious 

speech should have some form of subtitle accompaniment. 

 

Eye movement research shows that Deaf and hard of hearing viewers make use of visual 

cues from the faces of television speakers in order to direct their gaze to the subtitle 

area. If no subtitle is present, the resulting false alarm causes considerable frustration. 

Further research into eye movement has shown the following pattern developed by hard 

of hearing viewers: 

 

 

 

Therefore, subtitle appearance should coincide with speech onset. Subtitle disappearance 

should coincide roughly with the end of the corresponding speech segment, since 

subtitles remaining too long on the screen are likely to be re-read by the viewer, ie 

another kind of false alarm. 

The same rules of synchronisation should apply with off-camera speakers and even with 

off-screen narrators, since viewers with a certain amount of residual hearing make use 

of auditory cues to direct their attention to the subtitle area. 

1.8 Leading and Lagging  

 

The target point for synchronisation should be at naturally occurring pauses in speech-

sentence boundaries, or changes of scene. However, there are bound to be cases where 

this is either impractical or inapplicable. Recent research indicates the following: 

 

 

1.9 Shot Changes  

 

Besides the general recommendation for subtitle/speech synchronisation, there are 

certain other aspects of the television picture which influence subtitle timing. Subtitles 

that are allowed to over-run shot changes can cause considerable perceptual confusion 

and should be avoided. Eye-movement research shows that camera-cuts in the middle of 

a subtitle presentation cause the viewer to return to the beginning of a partially read 

i)  Change of subtitle detected 

ii)  Read subtitle 

iii)  Scan picture until another subtitle change is detected 

i)  Monologue Material For hard-of-hearing people viewing programmes 

which consist mainly of monologue, research has shown that perfect 

synchronisation is not an absolute necessity and delays of up to six 

seconds do not affect information retention. The same is true of 

leading subtitles (providing that the first subtitle of a long speech is in 

synchrony). It should still be recognised, however, that some viewers 

use subtitles to support heard speech and will require synchronisation. 

Therefore, the technique should not be over used. 

ii)  ii) Dramatic Scenes 

iii)  For drama and programmes with continuous changes of shot, subtitles 

which lag behind dialogue or commentary by more than two seconds 

should be avoided. 



 
9 

Submission by DeafSA 

subtitle and to start re-reading. In practice, it is recognised that the frequency and 

speed of shot changes in many programmes present serious problems for the subtitler. A 

subtitle should, therefore, be anchored over a shot change by at least one second to 

allow the reader time to adjust to the new picture. Shot changes normally reflect the 

beginning or end of speech. The subtitler should, therefore, attempt to insert a subtitle 

on a shot change when this is in synchrony with the speaker. 

General rules for dealing with camera-cuts are as follows: 

 

 

Camera fades and pans do not produce the same perceptual effect as camera-cuts, and 

accordingly need not influence the subtitler in the same way. 

Major scene changes can cause the same problems as shot changes within a scene. A 

particular difficulty arises when a speaker's last line in a scene, especially a vital punch 

line, is followed instantaneously by a scene change. In this case, the subtitle should be 

removed before the scene change to avoid visual confusion. 

Some film techniques introduce the soundtrack for the next scene before the scene 

change has occurred. If possible, the subtitler should wait for the scene change before 

displaying the subtitle. If this is not possible, the subtitle should be clearly labelled to 

explain the technique. 

 

 

SPECIAL TECHNIQUES 

2.1 Emphasis and Phrasing  

 

Text in upper case characters can indicate an increase in volume, while emphasis of an 

individual word can be achieved by a change in colour. 

 

 

 

 

A more powerful effect is achieved by the 'overlay' technique. This involves, for instance, 

i)  Avoid inserting a subtitle less than one second before a camera-cut 

and removing a subtitle less than one second after a camera-cut. 

ii)  Attempt to insert a subtitle in exact synchrony with a camera-cut. 

iii)  A decision to segment a single sentence into more than one subtitle, 

to be placed around a camera-cut, should depend on whether the 

sentence can be segmented naturally and on whether the resulting 

subtitles can be allowed sufficient display time. 

 
JOHN: And what have we here? 

i)  Overlays 

ii)  Subtle nuances of phrasing are difficult to deal with 

effectively, but special techniques can be used, for 

example: 

 

No... No... But that isn't what I 

asked for. 
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turning the above example into two subtitles, by first displaying No ... and then adding 

the second part of the utterance after the pause and without deleting the No... . This 

dynamic method of simulating speech timing and phrasing can be very effective, but 

should be reserved for time and space emergencies because multiple overlays can result 

in jerky presentation and clogged screens. 

2.2 Tone of Voice  

 

There are no adequate resources for portraying tone of voice in teletext subtitles. Deaf 

People  necessarily make use of facial cues in day-to-day communication, and this is a 

further important reason for allowing the viewer time to read each subtitle and to watch 

the associated picture. The devices mentioned in Section 2.1 for expressing emphasis 

and phrasing can provide additional help. 

Where tone of voice is particularly critical to meaning, and facial expression and body 

language are inadequate to convey the tone, the use of '(!)' and '(?)' immediately 

following speech can indicate sarcasm and irony as shown below: 

 

 

2.3 Speaker Identification  

 

People who have gained experience with teletext subtitles find that the use of colours to 

identify individual speakers is helpful. Suitable colours are recommended in Section 1.2. 

Where possible, therefore, each speaker should be identified by a single colour 

consistently throughout the programme. 

Alternatively, programmes can be treated in terms of scenes. Seldom does any single 

scene on television include more than about four speaking characters. Thus, particular 

text colours can usually be associated with separate speakers within any single scene. 

 

It is also helpful to use screen position and justification to support speaker identification. 

Each subtitle can be displaced horizontally towards the appropriate speaker. The main 

problem here is when characters move about while speaking. In such cases, the caption 

should be positioned at the discretion of the subtitler to identify the position of the 

speaker as clearly as possible. 

A blue background with white text can also be useful to indicate a different quality of 

voice such as a robot or ghost. 

2.4 Off-Screen and Off-Camera Voices  

 

When the source of off-screen/off-camera speech is not obvious from the 

visible context, special techniques should be used. The best way to determine the 

effectiveness of visible context is to watch the scene without sound and then insert 

arrows to indicate the off-camera speaker. These can be either the teletext left-pointing 

and right-pointing arrows, or the visually more effective combination of the greater than 

(>) or less than (<) symbols. 

 

When off-screen speech is employed throughout the programme, eg as in narrative 

documentaries, the common approach is to centre subtitles without symbols. 

 

Other situations where the source of speech is not immediately apparent include 

telephone voices, radios, tannoy announcements, etc. It is helpful to accompany the first 

subtitle from these sources with a labelled (See 2.9 Other Techniques). caption: 

 

No, no. You're not late (!) 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp.html#2_1
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_2.asp.html#2_9
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Character-name labels are sometimes necessary for clarification, eg for crowd scenes or 

scenes enacted in the dark. 

 

 

2.5 Dialogue Techniques  

 

All obvious speech should be accompanied by subtitle information, but under conditions 

of rapid dialogue, several short subtitles displayed in rapid sequence can result in 

staccato or machine-gun effect. There are two possible solutions for this: 

 

i) Double text 

 

Here the speech of two different speakers is displayed simultaneously. However, double-

text can be an infringement of the synchronisation recommendation: the appearance of 

each subtitle should coincide with the beginning of the corresponding speech segment. 

Using double text may also result in the extension of the black box which could obscure 

other visual information. 

 

Double text techniques 

 

Double text is normally used when more than two characters speak simultaneously and 

contradict one another: 

 

 

Both people�s speech is contained within one subtitle. 

ii) Add-ons or cumulative titles 

The second solution is to use dynamic text known as add-ons or cumulative titles. This is 

most effective when the two subtitles fit naturally together, for example in a question 

and answer sequence, or providing the punch line of a joke. In this technique the second 

part of the title is added on to the first part. Thus, the appearance of the second part, or 

add-on of the title can coincide with the onset of the second utterance, while the subtitle 

corresponding to the first utterance remains on screen. In this way, the staccato effect is 

diminished while still preserving a natural relationship between speech onset and subtitle 

presentation. 

 

A further advantage of add-ons is that they appear more natural when the two 

corresponding speakers are not shown in the same camera shot. 

However, additional reading time is gained only if the gaze of the viewer remains on the 

subtitle area throughout its presentation. If the gaze of the viewer returns to other parts 

of the picture before the add-on appears, as can occur among unusually fast readers, 

the subsequent add-on can cause some perceptual confusion. In particular, the first part 

of a cumulative title may be re-read, resulting in a frustrating false alarm. For this 

reason, cumulative titles or add-ons should be used with care. 

  

 

LOUDSPEAKER: 

Fasten your seat-belts, please. 

 

JOHN: What�s happened to the lights? 

 

Have you had lunch? 

 

Yes. No. 
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Add-on techniques 

In both double-text and add-ons, the second part should normally appear on the line 

immediately beneath the first part. If the second speaker is positioned to the screen 

right of the first speaker, then the second part of the double-text is displaced towards 

the right: 

A general guide to the use of double-text and add-ons may be stated as follows: 

 

 

2.6 Sound Effects  

 

Any relevant sound effect not immediately obvious from the visual action should be 

subtitled. This includes sound effects that become apparent in the subsequent action, eg 

the telephone ringing before it is picked up, an explosion occurring outside before 

everyone dives under the table. 

Descriptive statements are normally preferable to onomatopoeic spellings for sound 

effects. But context and genre (cartoons versus drama, for example) must be taken into 

consideration. 

 

 

Sound effect subtitles can also be used judiciously to create the background atmosphere 

for a scene: 

 

 

The use of background colour (eg white text on a red background) and upper-case text, 

provide a distinction between sound effect subtitles and speech subtitles. 

 

In general, each sound effect subtitle should be displaced towards the source of sound. 

Flashing text can be used to direct attention towards particularly important sound 

effects, but this should be done only if the subtitle is to be displayed for more than three 

or four seconds. The importance of particular sound effects can best be determined by 

watching the programme without sound. 

2.7 Music  

 

At the very minimum, the title of the music playing should be given. Where possible the 

words of a song should be included. This is especially important where the programme is 

to be viewed by younger people. Pop programmes, opera and songs connected to the 

story line are particularly important areas. 

i)  Double-text can be used when two characters or more 

speak simultaneously. 

ii)  Add-ons should normally be preferred when two or more 

characters speak consecutively and time does not allow 

individual subtitles. 

iii)  The total length of either double-text or add-on sequence 

should never exceed four lines. 

 
GUNSHOT is usually preferable to BANG!!!  

 

ROAR FROM AUDIENCE 

 

LIVELY CHATTER  
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Song lyrics should be subtitled verbatim; but, if the pace of the song is very rapid, whole 

couplets or verses may be omitted. 

The lyrics of a song should be made obvious by means of a sign. The (hash) or (sharp) 

sign is most commonly used. Where speech and song are interspersed, care should be 

taken to signpost each title correctly. 

Provision of an occasional subtitle for mood music, if it is significant to the plot, can be 

very effective: 

 

Such subtitles should be used only sparingly. 

Occasionally, consecutive scenes are enacted in pitch darkness, and scene changes are 

signalled entirely by changes of incidental music. In such cases, if time permits, the 

subtitler should use subtitles such as: 

 

 

Then, when the tempo of music changes dramatically, it is followed by: 

 

Thereby deaf viewers are made aware of the scene change. 

2.8 Silence  

 

Long speechless pauses in programmes can sometimes lead the viewer to wonder 

whether the teletext system has broken down. It can help in such cases to insert an 

explanatory caption such as:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.9 Failure of Subtitles  

 

Losing subtitles is as frustrating for the Deaf and the hard of hearing viewer as losing 

sound is for the hearing viewer. If subtitle insertion does fail, prompt transmission 

of an appropriately worded apology caption is extremely important and, if 

restoration of transmission is delayed, an early explanation is to be given.  

 

2.10 Acquired Programmes  

 

Trials in the conversion of subtitles, which have accompanied certain acquired 

programmes from the U.S.A or the UK., have been shown to produce acceptable results. 

It is possible to improve the subtitles to a satisfactory standard at reduced cost 

compared to the provision of new subtitles. The conversion process must ensure 

that the subtitles achieve the minimum standards set out in these guidelines 

except in two areas where the ITC has agreed a limited degree of flexibility, as 

follows: 

  

 

# FRENCH PROVINCIAL MUSIC 

 

 

# LIVELY DANCE BAND MUSIC 

 

 

# MOVES INTO SLOW DANCE MUSIC  

 

INTRODUCTORY MUSIC 

 

LONG PAUSE 

 

ROMANTIC MUSIC 
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2.11 Other Techniques  

 

i) Single quotes ... can indicate non-synchronous speech, eg a voice-over or thoughts or 

nothing on screen visibly connected with speech. 

ii) Unmarked text in upper and lower case indicates synchronous speech, ie the speaker 

is visible (most of the time) and titles follow. 

iii) Double quotes ... can suggest mechanically reproduced speech, eg radio, 

loudspeakers etc or a quotation from a person or book. 

iv) Text in brackets can indicate whispered speech or asides. 

v) Brackets can also be used to indicate the way in which a person speaks: 

 

 

 

vi) The source of speech can be labelled by using capital letters followed by a colon: 

 

 

 

vii) Uncommon abbreviations, such as SFX, should be avoided. 

3 SUBTITLING FOR THE INTENDED AUDIENCE INCLUDING CHILDREN 

3.1 Introduction  

The typical pace and complexity of subtitling can exclude a minority of less able readers 

within the deaf community. For many pre-lingually deaf children, preliminary 

experiments suggest that a subtitle presentation rate of 70-80 words per minute is 

appropriate. Similarly, the subtitler may consider adjusting the speed of presentation if 

the programme is primarily intended for profoundly deaf viewers. 

Care however should be taken not to give the impression of spoon feeding, as this can 

be resented. In these instances these three main editing devices should be remembered: 

1. Reduce the amount of text by reducing the reading speed and removing 

unnecessary words and sentences.  

a)  Synchronisation the requirements in section 1.7. do not 

have to apply, however gross synchronisation errors 

between dialogue and visual material must be eliminated. 

b)  Presentation rate � however excessively fast dialogue 

must, where practicable, be edited to within the maximum 

limit set in section 1.7. (i.e. 180 words per minute). 

 

(SLURRED) He wasn’t there. 

 

LOUDSPEAKER: 

Fasten your seat-belts, please. 

 

JOHN: What happened to the lights? 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_7.html
http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_1.asp#1_7.html
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2. Represent the whole meaning.  
3. Increase the use of three-line subtitles and reduce the number of add-ons. 

In case i), the subtitler must choose which sentence to present verbatim to the exclusion 

of other sentences. In case ii), the analysis of the whole meaning is made and the 

subtitler should then attempt to retain as many idea units as possible. (See Section 4.4). 

For case iii) the use of three-line captions allows the material to be on screen for a 

longer period, thus helping the development of scanning techniques. These guidelines 

represent a level of subtitling suitable for the average Deaf and hard of hearing viewer. 

 

Subtitles should accurately reflect the spoken word and as such should not be censored. 

3.2 Children's Subtitles  

 

Special care is needed for the provision of children's subtitles. Many deaf children over 

11 years benefit from subtitles as they are currently provided. Recent ITC research has 

shown, however, that children under the age of 11 years need simpler subtitles. 

The following guidelines are recommended for the subtitling of programmes targeted at 

children below the age of 11 years. 

1. There should be a match between the voice and subtitles as far as possible.  

2. A strategy should be developed where words are omitted rather than changed to 

reduce the length of sentences. 

4 REAL-TIME SUBTITLING 

The production and transmission of subtitles in real time can present considerable 

problems for both the subtitler and the viewer. Current subtitling techniques, particularly 

for live broadcasts, do not provide the same high-quality service expected from pre-

prepared scripts. Such techniques should be limited to occasions when there is 

insufficient time to prepare subtitles using other methods. 

 

The use of scrolling word-by-word captions for live news can present particular 

difficulties, especially in the area of retention of information. It is not just a problem of 

speed, but that the text placed upon moving lines is working against the readers' natural 

reading strategy. Here the relationship of the displayed text to particular screen shots is 

uncontrolled and errors can occur in separating adjectives from nouns and articles from 

nouns. 

 

 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_4.asp#4_4.html
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During an unscripted live broadcast, however, the subtitles must be composed, entered, 

formatted and transmitted in a single pass through the programme. It may be necessary 

to subtitle one or more speakers who are delivering information at speeds up to 200 

words per minute. In practice, the problems are usually less severe. For 'live' 

programmes, advance preparation may be possible. Portions which are scripted can have 

subtitles prepared in advance for manual cueing during transmission. Narrative-type 

presentations of public events and sports commentaries lend themselves particularly to 

the shortform approach. Programmes such as the News are less easy due to the large 

number of proper nouns that could be used, most of which may occur only once or twice 

in the bulletin. Background research can enable the subtitler to anticipate the likely 

subject matter, and then to take advantage of techniques such as 'shortform' 

abbreviations to speed up text input (see Section 4.3). 

 

Automatic formatting, boxing and positioning of subtitle text is almost essential during 

real-time subtitle preparation. Without such facilities, the text throughput rate is 

considerably slowed. If prepared subtitles are being manually cued, it is also essential to 

have rapid random access to any point in the subtitle list should the running order be 

altered. A means of rapid text input is also required. The remaining problems for the 

subtitler concern the choice of subtitling strategy appropriate for the type of programme. 

Under truly live conditions, this will involve real-time subtitle composition and text entry. 

During real-time programmes it is possible to employ two or more operators working 

together. The technique is known as Dual Inputting. 

 

Although not classified as 'live' subtitling, advances in newsroom technology have led to 

the development of software which allows the formation of subtitles direct from the 

newsroom computers. Any necessary editing and rearrangement of running order can be 

undertaken on a separate personal computer prior to transmission. However, it is 

difficult to achieve the high standards required by these guidelines using this form of 

inputting. It should, therefore, only be used in extreme emergencies. 

 

4.1 Text Entry 

 

Three methods of text entry have been used for real time subtitling. The first two employ 

fast-keying techniques. Such systems are designed to produce verbatim transcripts, this 

can be inappropriate for television subtitling if the word rate is very fast. The operators 

must therefore be retrained to edit the soundtrack, or to work in conjunction with an 

editing interpreter. A more serious disadvantage is that deaf viewers can be confused by 

inaccuracies in the spelling of the subtitle output. This problem is likely to reduce as the 

development of transcription systems continues. It is desirable to integrate the machine-

shorthand writer into the pre-production process, for example by making scripts 

available for preview. Lastly, of course, the technique relies on the availability of trained 

operators. 

i) Phonetic Keyboards 

The first involves a special phonetic keyboard designed for verbatim transcription, such 

as the Palantype system or the Stenograph system. A trained operator uses the 

keyboard to enter a series of phonetic codes representing speech, and a computer 

decodes this information to produce, so far as possible, a conventional transcription. Due 

to ambiguities in the phonetic coding, operator errors and spelling complexities, the 

spelling and word-boundary identification in the transcribed output is not always 

accurate. Depending on the size of the dictionary in the transcription computer, and on 

the error correction techniques available, an average output accuracy of between 75 per 

cent and 95 per cent is generally achieved, at speeds of up to about 200 words per 

minute. 

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_4.asp.html#4_3
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ii) Velotype Keyboards 

The second transcription method uses the Velotype syllabic chord keyboard, which can 

attain a speed of around 100-140 wpm with a trained operator. It is lower cost than the 

phonetic machine shorthand systems and does not require extensive dictionaries, 

although shortforms are essential where unusual spellings are likely to occur. 

iii) Qwerty Keyboards 

The third method of text entry for real time subtitling uses an ordinary Qwerty keyboard 

as an alternative to machine shorthand. The problems of non-standard spellings are 

largely overcome (except for occasional typing errors), but the maximum rate of text 

input is much reduced. A maximum subtitling rate of about 80 wpm is typical. The use of 

shortforms provides a valuable means of speeding keyboard input and reducing the 

likelihood of spelling errors. 

4.2 Advance Preparation 

Having decided that a particular live programme is to be subtitled, it is necessary to 

choose an appropriate strategy. 

The choice is based on an assessment of the likely format of the programme, the 

availability and reliability of scripts and the expected presentation speed. In most cases, 

a hybrid approach is probably necessary. This involves switching between manual cueing 

of prepared subtitles during scripted portions and live inputting. 

Flexibility is an important feature of live subtitling equipment, since switching between 

different transmission modes must be achieved rapidly and straightforwardly. 

It is helpful to draw up a running-order or programme plan based on information 

available in advance about the likely content of the broadcast. Liaison between the 

subtitling service and the programme production team is of value during the planning 

phase. Scripts available in advance can be edited and typed into the subtitling system 

for storage in memory and/or on disk. Two points are worth noting here: 

 

i) Pre-stored subtitles should be accessible in groups chosen to distinguish subject 

boundaries. This makes random access easier should the running order change during 

the broadcast. 

ii) Pre-stored subtitles should be limited to two lines, since three-line texts may obscure 

foreground detail and there is little time to reposition subtitles during subsequent live 

cueing. 

 

In addition to pre-stored subtitles produced from scripts, background research should 

enable a number of general 'fallback subtitles' to be prepared relating to the expected 

programme material. This approach involves making available a subtitled commentary 

which can be used independently of the soundtrack. Editorial discretion is required when 

integrating these standby subtitles with conventional commentary-based material. 

4.3 Choosing Shortforms 

 

An additional and important aspect of advance preparation concerns a method for 

speeding keyboard input by using abbreviations, or shortforms, in place of words or 

phrases expected to occur in the broadcast. The technique was first developed to reduce 

the burden on the operator of a conventional qwerty keyboard when working under 

pressure. 
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Prior to transmission, the subtitler assigns two or three character shortform 

abbreviations or mnemonics to selected words or phrases. Experience indicates that 

proper nouns such as the names of people, places, buildings, bridges, boats etc can 

usefully be abbreviated in this way. When subtitling sport, terms relating to the 

particular game can also be stored. 

Then, when a shortform is typed in an ordinary sentence, the subtitling computer 

automatically detects and expands it to its full form, using a predefined shortform 

dictionary. Such dictionaries can be stored on disk and recalled for later use. 

Four guidelines have been found to be valuable when using shortforms: 

 

i) The shortforms should be chosen by the person who is eventually going to use them at 

the keyboard. 

ii) Where possible, some consistent abbreviation technique should be developed, eg 

taking the first three letters of single words, and the initial letters of multiple-word 

sequences. This assists in recalling the shortform, and may enable it to be deduced if 

forgotten. 

 

iii) It is important to ensure that no shortform can also be a valid word, otherwise there 

can be an erroneous expansion when shortforms and ordinary words are mixed. iv) An 

easily visible list of shortforms and their expansions should be available to the subtitler 

during the broadcast - for example posted on the wall. This makes it possible to look up 

quickly and check an item should it be necessary. The advantage of the shortform 

technique is in its flexibility, since it is entirely up to the operator how the abbreviations 

are chosen and used. Considerable typing time is saved, and the possibilities of spelling 

error are reduced.  

The construction of subtitles for informative subjects such as news should 

convey the whole meaning of the material. This need not mean using the same 

amount of words. Research into this area has described the concept of 'idea units'; that 

is where a proposition or key information is given. These units should be distinct with 

minimal repeats, and relate to the original information. 

If the programme speech is too rapid either for the viewer or for the chosen means of 

text entry, the speech must be edited 'on the move' before entering it as a subtitle. 

Such editing must be performed very rapidly to avoid long delays between speech onset 

and the appearance of a subtitle. This is a skilled task, and its degree of success 

depends on the type of programme and the editor. 

Narrative-style programme commentaries given during major live outside broadcast 

events are relatively easy to edit in real time. The commentator is not visible, thus 

reducing synchronisation problems, and the salient points of what may be a leisurely 

commentary pace can readily be picked out and subtitled. In contrast, the subtitling of a 

live news broadcast presents severe difficulties. Information is presented in compact 

form, and the rate of delivery is usually rapid. In addition, it may be almost impossible 

to edit politically sensitive material without distorting it. Between these extremes are 

situations in which a trained editing interpreter can work with varying degrees of 

success. 

4.5 Subtitle Presentation 

 

Each real-time subtitling system suffers from the problem that both composition and text 

entry impose a delay between the start of an utterance and the appearance of the 

corresponding subtitle. The delay varies from one to three seconds for verbatim phonetic 

machine shorthand, to around five seconds for edited input using qwerty. Delays can be 
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reduced by 'scrolling' presentation methods, but in teletext this can be difficult to follow. 

This can cause difficulties to the viewer, especially if the programme soundtrack is in 

obvious synchrony with the visual material as, for example, during an on-screen 

interview. 

 

i) Word-by-Word Display 

Two methods of word-by-word displays are currently available: a screen which 

overwrites when it reaches the bottom line or a screen which scrolls, ie jumps up, 

pushing the top line of text out of the text window. 

 

Although of value for live subtitling, the use of a word-by-word display can create 

problems for the reader because of the speed of speech output and possible confusion in 

eye-movement. Its advantage, however, is in the provision of near-verbatim text. 

 

ii) Standard Format or Block Text 

The subtitles are presented in complete phrases or sentences similar to those prepared 

subtitles associated with recorded programmes. Whilst the 'on-screen' appearance of this 

form is often slower because of the longer wait for complete syntactical sentences, the 

ability of the reader to flit from pictures to words assists certain deaf viewers in 

understanding the programme. Current research indicates that both methods of live 

subtitling are accepted by approximately equal proportions of deaf viewers. 

 

4.6 Guidelines for Real-time Subtitling 

 

Early research indicates that first attempts were considered to be too fast. Although the 

rate of subtitling is driven at the rate of the presenter/journalist, there is still a need to 

focus carefully on reading variables. In such situations, although preparation time is 

limited, efforts must be made to adhere to at least the following:  

1. Subtitles should contain a reasonable percentage of the words spoken.  

2. 'Idea units' or key facts should appear as a good percentage of the spoken 

message (see Section 4.4).  

3. Avoid 'idea units' which are unnecessary or different from the original.  

4. Where possible, avoid non-linguistic line breaks (splitting verbs etc).  

5. Attempt to avoid overrunning shot changes (synchronisation).  

6. Where possible avoid dynamic displays; that is to say blocks are considered more 
acceptable than the scrolling/word-by-word format. 

The following are offered as more detailed guidelines during the preparation of subtitles 

in real time:  

1. Maintain a regular subtitle output with no long gaps (unless it is obvious from the 

picture that there is no commentary) even if this means subtitling the picture or 

providing background information rather than subtitling the commentary.  

2. Aim for continuity in subtitles by following through a train of thought where 

possible, rather than sampling the commentary at intervals.  

3. Produce complete sentences even for short comments because this makes the 

result look less staccato and hurried.  

4. Bear in mind that a subtitle specific to a particular scene can often be phrased 

sufficiently broadly to 'survive' a sudden camera cut without having to be 

abandoned. If pre-stored specific subtitles are used, ensure that they are cued at 

appropriate times.  

5. Send an apology caption following any serious mistake or a garbled subtitle; and, 

if possible, repeat the subtitle with the error corrected.  

http://www.ofcom.org.uk/static/archive/itc/itc_publications/codes_guidance/standards_for_subtitling/subtitling_4.asp.html#4_4
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6. Do not subtitle over existing video captions where avoidable (in news, this is 

often unavoidable, in which case a speaker's name can be included in the subtitle 

if available).  

7. Do not start subtitling 'cold'. A short rehearsal should be conducted just prior to 
transmission. 

When cueing prepared texts for scripted parts of the programme:  

1. Try to cue the texts so that they closely match the spoken words in terms of start 

time.  

2. Try to include speakers' names if available where in-vision captions have been 

obliterated.  

3. Do not cue texts out rapidly to catch up if you get left behind - skip some and 
continue from the correct place. 

5 DIGITAL SERVICES 

The advent of digital television offers the possibility of visual and technical enhancement 

of subtitles. One such way is the introduction of a clearer and more legible font and the 

use of symbols. The purpose of these changes is to increase the users enjoyment of 

television. They should not be introduced in a way which detracts from the prime 

purpose of the subtitling service, which is to facilitate the understanding of programmes 

by deaf and hard of hearing people. 

The guidelines set standards on converting existing subtitle files for use on Digital 

Terrestrial Television (DTT). They also begin to set best practice for subtitles specifically 

prepared for DTT. It is not intended that these guidelines should inhibit future 

enhancements, but rather to control progress so that changes that deviate radically from 

current practice should be made only after careful consideration and consultation. 

The Tiresias font shall be used for all subtitles. 

The nominal size of subtitles shall be 24 television lines for the capital V. 

For reasons of latency use of intensive four-line subtitles, to include those within add-

ons, shall be avoided. (Latency means the presentation of subtitles to the screen. 

Intensive subtitles mean those where the subtitle rows contain a considerable amount of 
text) 

Subtitles converted from existing EBU 3264 files or from pre-recorded live 335 tapes 

shall as closely as possible retain the positioning and line breaks of the original. 

The range of colours shall be limited to 12 that shall closely replicate the range 
associated with analogue teletext delivery. 

Line breaks on conventional aspect ratio receivers (4:3) and widescreen (16:9) receivers 
must retain the original emphasis of the subtitle. 

Subtitles shall be placed within the Safe Caption Area of a 14:9 display. The location of 
text across the screen, which helps the identification of speakers, should remain intact. 

The present practice of using # to indicate music shall be changed to use of two semi-
quavers as part of the Tiresias set. 
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It is proposed that the veiling of either foreground or background may be used 

to prevent completely obscuring large areas of the background picture. This is a 

particularly useful feature when it is difficult to position the subtitles without 

obscuring vital picture detail. However, the effect of reduced contrast, and 

possibly legibility, must be considered when introducing veiling. The amount of 
veiling, which might be used, is currently under review. 

An italicised form of text may be used to indicate emphasis within a subtitle. 

6 OTHER MATTERS 

6.1 National Emergencies  

Deaf and hard-of-hearing people need to be kept informed about national and local 

emergencies. 

 

When information about emergencies is being broadcast, the same information, including 

relevant telephone numbers, should be provided, preferably in open captions leaving 

sufficient time to write the details down. 

6.2 Apology Captions  

 

Where practicable an appropriate apology or explanation is to be transmitted as soon as 

possible after any loss of subtitles. A caption stating that There are no subtitles for this 

programme is not acceptable. 

 

  

http://www.google.co.za/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&uact=8&docid=A35sVFqh3KDoKM&tbnid=3mjsbfJeJQXkXM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.mncdhh.org/captioningessentials/intro_howtodolive.html&ei=BvJzU7KbKqaZ0QW-goHoAQ&bvm=bv.66699033,d.ZGU&psig=AFQjCNEUGcvhWeoycl8ATsx4f94DjHBo_A&ust=1400193617737508
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Video Relay Services  

Background 

Video Relay Service (VRS) is a form of Telecommunications Relay Service (TRS) that 

enables persons with hearing disabilities who use American Sign Language (ASL) to 

communicate with voice telephone users through video equipment, rather than through 

typed text. Video equipment links the VRS user with a TRS operator – called a 

“communications assistant” (CA) – so that the VRS user and the CA can see and 

communicate with each other in signed conversation. Because the conversation between 

the VRS user and the CA flows much more quickly than with a text-based TRS call, VRS 
has become an enormously popular form of TRS. 

How VRS Works 

VRS, like other forms of TRS, allows persons who are deaf or hard-of-hearing to 

communicate through the telephone system with hearing persons. The VRS caller, using 

a television or a computer with a video camera device and a broadband (high speed) 

Internet connection, contacts a VRS CA, who is a qualified sign language interpreter. 

They communicate with each other in sign language through a video link. The VRS CA 

then places a telephone call to the party the VRS user wishes to call. The VRS CA relays 

the conversation back and forth between the parties -- in sign language with the VRS 

user, and by voice with the called party. No typing or text is involved. A voice telephone 

user can also initiate a VRS call by calling a VRS center, usually through a toll-free 
number. 

The VRS CA can be reached through the VRS provider’s Internet site, or through video 

equipment attached to a television. Currently, around ten providers offer VRS. Like all 
TRS calls, VRS is free to the caller.  

The Benefits of VRS 

VRS offers several features not available with the text-based forms of TRS: 

 VRS allows those persons whose primary language is SASL to communicate in 

SASL, instead of having to type what they want to say. 

 Because consumers using VRS communicate in sign language, they are able to 

more fully express themselves through facial expressions and body language, 

which cannot be expressed in text.  

 A VRS call flows back and forth just like a telephone conversation between two 

hearing persons. For example, the parties can interrupt each other, which they 

cannot do with a TRS call using a TTY (where the parties have to take turns 

communicating with the CA). 

 Because the conversation flows more naturally back and forth between the 

parties, the conversation can take place much more quickly than with text-based 

TRS. As a result, the same conversation is much shorter through VRS than it 

would be through other forms of text-based TRS. 

 VRS calls may be made between SASL users and hearing persons speaking either 
English or isiZulu etc. .  
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What Consumers Should Know 

VRS is different from some of the other forms of TRS in two important ways: (1) the 

conversation between the VRS user and the CA is made through a video link and sign 

language, rather than typed text; and (2) the service relies on the Internet, rather than 

the telephone system, for the connection between the VRS user and the CA. It is a 

relatively new service and, unlike some other forms of TRS, it is not mandatory. Here 
are some things you should know: 

 VRS providers must provide VRS users with a ten-digit number, so the VRS users 

are able to make 10111 calls, and have their location information routed to the 

appropriate emergency service professionals.  

 Preferential treatment of calls is prohibited. VRS (and TRS) providers must handle 

calls in the order in which they are received. They cannot selectively answer calls 

from certain consumers or certain locations.  

 Unlike with some of the other forms of TRS, the VRS CA may not be able to offer 

or handle some call services, such as operator-assisted calls and 900 (pay-per-

call) calls.  

 However, you must pick one default provider for ten-digit numbering. No matter 

who your default TRS provider is, you can choose any VRS provider when making 

a VRS call.  

 The TRS rules do not require you to choose or use only one VRS provider. You 

can choose any of several different providers of VRS.  

 Accepting VRS equipment from one provider does not prohibit you from using 

another VRS provider on other equipment you may have.  

 Equipment distributed by a certified VRS provider must be interoperable with the 

technology of other certified VRS providers.  

 VRS (and TRS) providers may not offer you financial incentives to use their 

service or to make more or longer VRS (or TRS) calls.  

 VRS is not the same as Video Remote Interpreting (VRI). VRI is the use of an 

interpreter located at a remote location through a video connection when two 

people are together and they need an interpreter. VRS may not be used in such 

circumstances. VRS is a type of telephone call.  

Speed-of-Answer and 24/7 Requirements for VRS 

South Africa should adopt various rules to improve VRS service. VRS providers must 

answer 80 percent of all VRS calls within 120 seconds. VRS providers must also offer the 
service 24 hours a day, seven days a week. 
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South African Sign Language Interpreters 

What is Sign Language?  

Sign language comprises the use of manual gestures, facial expression and body 

language to convey meaning. South African Sign Language (SASL) is used by Deaf South 

Africans. This is a distinct language (recognised as such by the Government) with 

different syntax and vocabulary from English or any spoken language in South Africa. 

The Constitution of South Africa has enshrined equality for all and in particular it 

recognizes SASL as the language of Deaf South Africans. 

Users  

Some people who are deaf or have significant hearing loss (usually those who are 

profoundly deaf, often from birth or early in life) use SASL as their preferred form of 

communication. Young deaf children who are not yet literate in a spoken language rely 
particularly on sign language to understand and enjoy children’s programming. 

Best practice  

Language: SASL should be the default language for signed programmes.. So far as 

possible, interpretation and voice-overs of signed programmed should be synchronised 
with the original speech / sign language. 

Presentation: Signed programmes may be presented or interpreted into sign language. 

Sign language users particularly appreciate programmes presented in sign language; 

young deaf children who are learning sign language find it easier to understand and 

enjoy programmes presented in sign language, than those interpreted into sign 

language. Signed programmes, whether presented or interpreted in sign language, 

should be subtitled, to make it easier for people using both signing and subtitling to 
understand and enjoy them. 

Signers: sign language presenters, reporters and interpreters should be appropriately 

qualified, both to use sign language of native competency, and to communicate 

effectively through television. Some latitude is allowed for guests and interviewees, 

though broadcasters should ensure that are understandable. The signer should use a 

style of interpretation and wear clothing that is appropriate to the style of the 

programme. For example, sober and business-like clothing should be worn for news and 

current affairs programming, while a more colourful and informal style of dress would be 

appropriate for children’s programmes. It is important that signers’ clothing allows them 

to be seen distinctly against the picture. 

Size of image: the image of the signer superimposed upon the original programme 

should generally appear on the right hand of the screen and occupy a space no smaller 
than one sixth of the picture. 

Techniques: the signer should use appropriate techniques to indicate whose speech he or 
she is interpreting, and to draw attention to significant sound effects. 

Delivery: different methods of delivery are permissible, provided that the provision of 

sign language complies with the Guidelines, and that it is available in a form that is 

accessible to all viewers who want it, without the need to purchase special equipment or 

services. For example, broadcasters may choose to use interactive services to provide a 

signed version of a programme simultaneously with an unsigned version, provided the 
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interactive option is publicized at the beginning of the programme, is full-screen and 

complies with the standards set out in these guidelines. Broadcasters may also use 

‘closed’ signing should this become feasible.  

 

 


