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Dr. Joel Snyder is the president of a Washington, DC-area based company Audio Description Associates, LLC that writes and records audio description of television, films, museum collections and performing arts. He wrote and recorded the audio described tour of the White House on behalf of the American Council of the Blind’s Audio Description Project and has led audio description  workshops all across the world. He visited Slovenia as a guest of RTV Slovenia and the Union of Associations of Blind and Visually Impaired of Slovenia.
A popular belief in Europe is that the United States has quite a step motherly attitude toward public financing of health care and also in regards to helping individuals who are handicapped one way or another. You are a president of your own company which offers audio description services; how would you describe the relationship between private and public financing of your work?
I was employed by the federal government for 20 years. The government or the public sector in the USA tries to create conditions wherein people are encouraged to work in a desired way: you are familiar with, for instance, tax relief for contributions to non-profit organisations. There are many such organisations, of course, and they work in different areas, so there are no assurances that private subsidies would support exactly those that help people with disabilities.  Another way is via legislation, since the government can demand of the private sector that it work in a certain way.  Of course, there is also some direct financing. 

When put into practice it looks like this: if a private undertaking or company owns a place that is open to public it must respect certain laws. If we say 'public' it means that access cannot be limited to, let us say, a certain group of people. Similarly we cannot limit access to those that can only travel with accommodations - this has been prohibited since the passing of the Americans with Disabilities Act quarter of a century ago. This means, for instance,  that you cannot only have stairs but also a lift/elevator or a ramp or something like that - within reason, of course, but there are always opportunities for creative and affordable solutions.

Is this also a consequence of the success of the rights movement from the sixties?

Perhaps so. Understanding the needs of people with disabilities is a matter of citizens' rights. That battle continues - it is about the rights of people of color, the rights of the LGTB community, and others and these can be compared to the struggle for the rights of people with disabilities.  All of these struggles are interconnected in a sense, a part of the same fight for citizen’s rights. 

Another dimension of this story is probably the relationship between developments in technology, which allows plenty of things that it couldn’t be imagined a mere decade ago, and the understanding of special needs. Can we say that the level of such understanding grows with prosperity?    
A number of researchers have examined the relationship between technical capabilities and our ability for empathy. It seems clear that human behaviour changes along with technological development. 

People adapt to technological developments.  Of course, when television came people thought that that radio would vanish; some thought radio itself would result in the decline of vinyl.  Some things do disappear: audiocassettes and videotape are almost gone today, but were once heavily used in my field. 

As for computers and the internet, I think that generally they are particularly useful to people who are blind.  But some believe that the digital age will probably have an effect on the use of Braille, although there is no doubt that Braille is still indispensible for teaching blind children how to read.

Braille is regularly used only by about 10 percent of people who are blind because most people lose sight as a result of aging or due to accidents and it is much more difficult for adults to learn Braille.  But adults and children find audio description useful – it significantly enriches their perception of the world.  And with respect to empathy, understanding and citizens' rights: there is absolutely no reason why someone with a physical disability must also be culturally deprived.  This could also be a part of the answer to your first question: for many companies people who are blind can represent an untapped market.  By adapting services and accommodating people who are blind, these organizations can gain a significant number of new customers. 

You mentioned the Americans with Disabilities Act. Are there any other laws as influential as this one that significantly shaped this area?

We are currently implementing the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act passed in 2010 and mandates a certain degree of audio description on broadcast television.  This was not a simple law to pass: in 2000 our Federal Communications Commission established a rule requiring that TV stations provide audio description much the same way as they are required to provide captions for people who are deaf. TV networks challenged the rule and a federal court invalidated it.  Congress would have to legislate a mandate for audio description on broadcast television and this is what happened in 2010—it took 10 years.  

By the way,  the Americans with Disabilities Act was signed by President George Herbert Walker Bush  in 1990.  This law did dramatically change things, establishing that people have a right to access public services.  For instance, blind people with guide dogs:  until this law was passed it was common for guide dogs to not be allowed in restaurants or taxis.  Such discrimination is forbidden today; a service animal can go anywhere its master goes, although violations of the law do occur.  Such laws are standard today in many places; in the days before I arrived in Slovenia, a friend of mine who uses a guide dog and I had an unpleasant experience with a restaurant in Barcelona while Spanish law requires that service animals are allowed in restaurants.  So the restaurant in Barcelona, in the end, ended up without two customers.   With audio description on television, media outlets are expanding their customer base. 
Can we speak of a disadvantage scale: we live in a time of images, therefore sight impairment is a big disadvantage? Then we have mobility impairment, hearing disabilities... is there a hierarchy of  need in this field?
There are some surveys that focus on which sense is most important to daily life.  Inevitably, people value their sight above other senses.  But there is no “needs hierarchy.”  Most importantly, I think, is that society provide accommodation for all people with disabilities.  

By the way, we all use audio description:  for example, when we tell someone about an event he/she missed.  If you do this professionally, the whole matter is much more demanding.  Here in Europe, audio description is researched as a form of translation; I earned my Ph.D. in Spain.  Audio description needs to be studied and provided with high quality on a similar level as sign language—indeed, sign language interpreters are often certified as professionals in their field.    
What tasks await us in the future?

I am hopeful that Slovenia will adopt audio description for media, but also spread description in museums and for performing arts presentations.  I saw the exhibition Wheel: 5200 Years in the Ljubljana City Museum; many items were tactile.  It would be wonderful to add audio description. 
On the horizon, many new possibilities are arriving for smart phones:  “Parlamo.com” is an application that can provide description (as well as alternate language tracks and even increased sound clarity for people who are hard-of-hearing).  This will be a big step:  before visiting an opera, museum, the cinema, or playing a DVD, a person could load audio description to their phone and listen to it via headphones in sync with an original soundtrack.  Again we have a business opportunity for producers who could provide greater accommodation and thus open their doors to new customers. 
