Accessible Cinema Program Opening Address presented by Professor Ron McCallum AO at the 2009 Sydney Film Festival.

Good afternoon. My name is Jenny Neighbour and I am the programs manager of the festival and I have many messages for you. Firstly, this is the first film in our Accessible Cinema program. We are very proud to have held - hosted - this program over the last few years at the festival. It has been very popular both in the audience vote and I think with the filmmakers too. This year we’ve also introducing the first time at the State theatre rear window captioning, which is a system where via films can be captioned without the captions appearing on the screen. And if you’re in the State theatre, go and have a look in the mezzanine, you can see the system, it will be working on Prime Mover on Monday and Cherie on Friday. This film is not only the first in our Accessible cinema program, but it is also in our Foxtel Australian documentary competition. This is the first time festival has held a competition for feature length documentaries and we’re really grateful to Foxtel for the 10 000 dollar cash prize which I am sure you’ll agree is a great prize for Australian documentary makers who tend to not have very deep pockets. And to introduce the Accessible Cinema, to launch the Accessible Cinema program we have here Professor Ron McCallum who has just been appointed the Rapporteur for the UN Disabilities Convention. Professor McCallum.

Good afternoon fellow filmgoers and thank you Jenny for your introduction. Yes, I am Australia’s representative on the United Nations committee which monitors new convention, and I say new, because it came into force just over a year ago on the 3rd of May last year, convention of the right of we    persons with disabilities. There are nine treaty bodies in the UN and this disability treaty body is one of the nine and I am honoured at the moment to be the only Australian on any United Nations treaty body and more especially as a person with disability, I am honoured to represent Australia and indeed the 650 million persons on this world of ours who have physical or mental disabilities.

My first memory of films is probably the Wizard of Oz in about 1954 or 1955 when I was five or six. It was my first introduction to a film and my memory was that I could not understand it all because I could not see it and could only hear the dialogue and this is pre-television. I then remember going to westerns on a Saturday afternoon which is what school children did at six and seven years olds when there is not television, no video games etc. I never imagined as a six year old that I’d live to see technology that allows we persons with disabilities to participate fully in cinema. First, can I say that I am a little saddened that this film is being shown in the theatre, which in my view is not really wheelchair accessible and my sisters would rather agree with that. It’s not anyone’s fault in a sense that it’s symptomatic of so many public buildings in our great city and indeed in this country that are not accessible. And even for people with 2 feet like me sometimes these buildings are not very accessible at all. Leaving that important matter aside though, I want to applaud Accessible Arts and also the Sydney Film Festival, this is the 56th Sydney Film Festival, one of the great film festivals of our nation if not the greatest. And I want to applaud to teaming up of Accessible Arts with Sydney Film Festival. Last year there were 4 audio described films and one captioned film for my sisters and brothers who are deaf or hard of hearing. This year as Jenny said we are having two rear window captioned films and I am anxious to see this technology, I’m gone see it next Friday morning. As you know many filmmakers don’t like the captions the a screen, they say it interferes with their art format, this rear window captioning is a bit like personalised captioning so that you can read it yourself or use earphones to listen to the description and I am pleased to see that Cheri next Friday night will be audio described. The technology is available for every film to be audio described or rear vision captioned. There is no excuse particularly for my hard of hearing and deaf sisters and brothers why every film cannot be captioned. Audio descriptions is a little bit harder but given the technology we have, that’s what we should work towards. As well as having films that are captioned and or audio described another function of the Accessible Arts branch of the Sydney Film Festival is to portray films about we persons with disabilities and there are three this year. One is ‘Blind Loves’ which I am sorry is in Czech, … laughs… cause I think… having fallen in love and married I have my own view on this, but I read the description on it and if you get to see it, it sounds really great. And of course we  persons with disabilities, whether we’re in wheelchairs, whether we have difficulty hearing or whether we have difficulties like me can’t see at all – we are not asexual beings, we love, we dislike, we are, few of us are geniuses (laughs), some of us, few of us are real rotters and most of us are pretty much in between like rest of this audience out here. 

The other film which I also think is pretty interesting is ‘Horses Boy’ and it is true documentary again about an American couple who take their autistic child to – I think it’s Turk Stan or one of the Central Tartar republics - where little boy communes with horses and becomes much more open. That’s a wonderful film. And one this afternoon which I am excited about is ‘A Good Man’ and I want to welcome Chris and Rachel here, it’s a great honour to have you (applause). And I also want to welcome and you’ll hear from her afterwards, in few minutes, Safina Uberoi who is the director of this documentary and I hope, can I just say, I don’t want to influence anybody, but I hope it wins the prize. (laughs, applause). 

I will be telling my colleagues on the United Nations Committee about what we are doing in Australia, and what the Sydney Film Festival and Accessible Arts are doing because this is something that should be worldwide. I am now going to introduce Safina Uberoi but as she is coming up do you think you clap for very special person here the Auslan signer here for my deaf and hard of hearing sisters and brothers. She deserves a clap. (applause)

I am going to leave for Safina to say a few words and simply say it’s my great honour to be here. 

