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Introduction

This report aims to provide an insight into the global availability of compact audio cassette tape media now and in the foreseeable future. During this process the availability of floppy disc (detailed in a separate report), compact disc and solid state media was also identified.

This has come about as rumours fly within our industry as to the continued availability of audio cassette media in the future.  The foreseeable supply of magnetic audio tape is becoming increasingly difficult to predict and therefore concerns have been raised within the industry as to the longevity of this treasured format.  “If manufacturers are ceasing production and we can’t get tapes, what do we do?” is a typical concern that has been voiced. 

The information within this report has been gathered from worldwide manufactures and distributors, information in the public domain as well as various international trade bodies that have over the years been able to gather reliable industry information.

This information will enable RNIB to form a national strategy for the provision of information on various storage media by: 

· providing a realistic timeline and guidelines for the availability of the compact audio cassette tape 

· enable RNIB to plan any transition necessary to digital media

· developing solutions to support industry and end users in making the transition

· implementing these solutions to help industry and end users to make the transition

It is RNIB’s intention to support organisations and this report is a step in the right direction. After reviewing the future availability of magnetic audio tape used for the production of the compact audio cassette tape, we will have a better idea of options open to us. We endeavour to provide guidance and support in the form of a road map to successfully empower organisations with the continued delivery of accessible information.  

This report covers 4 main areas:

· The environmental landscape - A global overview looking at the supply and demand chains for the availability of audio magnetic audio tape now and in the foreseeable future.

· How other key international stakeholders in other global regions, having a similar role to that of RNIB have tackled this issue. 

· A glimpse at other industries and stakeholders who use the compact audio cassette tape. 

· A look at what digital alternative might replace compact audio cassette tape. 

Executive summary

It is clear that global production and consumption of compact audio cassette tape is declining at comparable rates.  Industry bodies have forecast this decline to be in the region of 26% - 55% by 2010.  This decline can be further emphasised within the audio book industry, witnessing a 37.5% decrease on cassette units sold in 2006 and for the first time CD sales exceeded that of cassette tapes. RNIB has witnessed a decline in purchase and distribution of cassettes of approx 30% on last year. 

This decline together with the reporting by the media and trade associations that due to the lack of demand over recent years manufacturers have gone out of business with others to follow has fuelled rumours within our industry.  

This was not helped by the recent closure in July 2007 of the US’s largest audio tape manufacturer, Quantegy media business, further fuelling rumours circulating within our industry that because various manufacturers of compact cassette tape have or are going out of business, the imminent supply of cassette tapes is in jeopardy.  


This is not the case and rumours that global compact audio cassette tape manufacture has or will stop in the immediate future are unfounded. 

As of December 2007 there are at least 6 major manufacturers of magnet audio tape in the form of audio pancake used for the production of compact audio cassette tapes.  There is nothing to indicate that these manufacturers are planning to cease production in the near future, on the contrary, they plan to continue and forecast production extending for a minimum of five years. 

Whilst it is clear this is a declining market, it is misleading that industry trade bodies and associations only forecast production until at least 2010, although production will be less than half in 2010 compared to 2006. 

The thinning out of manufacturers within this industry it would seem has left enough current foreseeable demand to allow for profitability amongst those that remain. 

This positive attitude also extends into the UK market, with suppliers of the compact audio cassette tape (not manufacturers) indicating that their production forecasts also extend for five years.  This is helped in part having existing contracts for the supply of compact audio cassette tapes with organisations extending to 4 years together with the reassurances from their suppliers that the raw materials will still be available.

It is therefore reasonable to expect the supply of audio pancake and therefore supply of blank compact audio cassette tape to remain in stable decline for the next four to five years.  This is not to say compact audio cassette tape will be available indefinitely, it is a declining media and with each passing year the end comes nearer.

Looking closer to home, RNIB has received a quote from the UK supplier West Manufacturing for the supply of blank compact audio cassette tapes.  West Manufacturing sources its supply of audio pancake from RMGI in Holland, both these companies have stated they intent to supply material for the production of blank compact audio cassette tape for the next five years.

So, whilst we know compact audio cassette tape will not be around forever, there does not seem to be that impending panic and rush that we first thought there was. 
This will undoubtedly have an impact on production services and whilst this report does not cover specific production requirements, we should keep in mind that if equipment is to be used for an extended time there may be a need for re-investment in hardware and maintenance in terms of copiers and duplicators.  

There is no doubt that the 40 year old audio cassette has in terms of technology had a very successful life however, with every passing year whilst hanging on, whatever your feelings for this media it is clear that it is nearing the end of its effectiveness as a distribution media.  

Developments

What has and could replace the compact audio cassette tape? 

According to various trade association figures and forecasts, the cassette and floppy disk has to large extent been replaced by optical media in the form of the compact disk or CD as it is referred.  

It is important to note here that global production of CD media (CD-R) is decreasing, there was a 6% fall in production in 2007 compared to the previous year, and production is forecast to steadily fall by 22% in 2010.

This shift to CD is also found within other similar blind and partially sighted organisations however, it’s important to note that the decisions to switch would have been made in some cases more than five years ago when further options were not viable.  The support of the DAISY format was paramount in these decisions, which at the time was only possible on CD.  This however is not the case now, as it possible to distribute and play DAISY content using other formats such as solid state media cards and downloads formats.    

There is a global shift from the CD to portable audio players with internal and external memory capabilities.  The increase in demand and production of solid state media memory together with the falling cost is only going to propagate the shift further.

Solid state media in the form of, but not limited to, memory sticks, compact flash, SD memory cards, smart media, MMC etc can mimic the usability of the compact audio cassette tape and in doing so, provide the user with more wide ranging options and benefits than the audio cassette did and ever could offer.

The audio cassette and the player was designed to do one job, store and deliver analogue data and it did that very well. Solid state media and its players can do this job equally as well and with other benefits.  The advantages it has to offer is that it is not limited by capacity or the type of digital data it can store.  Any digital data including various media including audio, text, video, pictures can be stored and played in an increasingly array of players and functionality.   

With the right digital device together with the information in a digital form, a variety of functions and user features are possible that would not be available before.  The ability to store more information, to find information that is relevant by means of navigation, searching, book marking, the manipulation of auditory and visual information to suit particular needs is available now.  

This combined with multi device functionality combinations such as a personal recorder, MP3 player, Daisy player, Braille file reader, word processor and text file reader, RFID tag reader, access to the internet, GPS receiver…..and there are many more functions available that offer the user unprecedented opportunities. 

The global trend in player technology has been heading this way for a number of years, indeed within our industry the National Library Service (NLS) in the US waited a number of years before the cost of solid state media became affordable and now have designed and supply a cost effective solid state player.  The global demand for solid state small sized memory cards has increase from 2006 to 2007 by 40% and forecast to increase a further 42% into 2010.

Device convergence is occurring at an alarming rate as consumers are no longer content with carrying multiple devices around, a single device capable of providing communication, leisure and access to information is and has become a reality for some years now.

Recommendations

As manufacturers are continuing to produce and supply blank compact audio cassette tapes there is not the pressure in the short term from the supply drying up.  Therefore we do not appear to have the immediate rush to be forced to move way from cassette tape that was envisaged. This does not mean however that we should continue indefinitely as this media is certainly on its last legs.  

We could find ourselves with a significant window of opportunity to ‘test the water’ using suitable digital replacements along side the compact audio cassette tape.  It is recommended that the use of solid state media rather than optical disk media is explored by means of investigation. 
Being able to deliver information within a digital carrier (cassette is an analogue carrier) such as memory sticks, SD cards, compact flash, MMC etc etc provides the greatest flexibility not limiting the producer or user to any particular playing device.  This is not to say information shouldn’t be disseminated within a self contained player for some users, e.g. MP3 player, but some users will still want the ability to record personal correspondence for dissemination themselves, therefore being able to use and distribute the media only is imperative.

In the short term MP3 compression should be adopted but as new encoders and decoders become available we should not limited ourselves to this one format. Whilst the use of MP3 compression within DAISY is widespread, DAISY has the ability to support any other compression format.   Many commercial devices support various options and the ideal playing device would enable decoders to be updated.  

We should explore this digital option and introduce it to current users of the compact audio cassette tape so that feedback, informed choices and solutions can be formed. 

The following recommendations are made: 

· Explore solid state media as an equivalent/replacement for the cassette along side existing service. Taking into account standards and interoperability of media and playing devices.

· Define transition strategy, this should involve the clients in the decisions making process. The transition may need to be over a number of years, allowing all stakeholders including the transcription industry to fully understand the issues faced.

· Once strategy defined, educate RNIB so that everyone is aware, trained and committed.

· Allow existing clients to switch easily from cassette or other formats to digital media – information / benefits key to do this.  Cassette users may find that the digital equivalent in terms of usability provides greater benefits and as such prefer to make the switch themselves.

· Look at the cost implications in providing wide range of solid state media, commercially suitable digital recording/playback devices to enhance the transition for existing and new clients.

· The possible design/manufacture and distribution of recording/playback device.

The Environmental landscape

The environmental landscape in relation to the continued supply of the compact audio cassette tape and floppy disk has largely been influenced by the success of new technology and the effect this has had on prices and consequently manufacturers. 

This section will identify the current global trend in production and demand, what the projected forecast for continued supply might be.

Worldwide production and forecasts

Generally speaking the Japanese market is looked upon as the market for technology related trends and forecasts. Japanese consumers are very earlier adopters and as such indications in manufacturing trends and forecast relating to old and new media can be found there.

The following data has been derived from The Japanese Recording-Media Industries Association (JRIA).  The JRIA published a 3 year forecast for global media demand in November 2007.

Global Demand for blank audio tapes

According to this research the global demand for blank audio cassettes is forecast to decrease by another 22% in 2008 to 167 million units and by a further 26% in 2010 to 96 million units, dropping below the 100 million unit level.

Whilst this decline follows the established transition from cassettes to CD’s for a number of years now, it has been exacerbated by the shift to portable audio devices with internal and external memory and download distribution capabilities. 

Table 1 shows blank tape demand in millions of units within various world regions from 2007 estimate to 2010 forecast. Parenthesis shows percentage comparison with previous year. 
Table 1 Blank tape demand (million of units)
	
	2007 Estimate
	2008 forecast
	2009 forecast
	2010 forecast

	Japan
	43 (81%)
	34 (79%)
	27 (79%)
	21 (78%)

	North America
	45 (73%)
	33 (73%)
	24 (73%)
	18 (75%)

	Europe
	25 (69%)
	16 (64%)
	9 (56%)
	7 (78%)

	Other Areas
	100 (83%
	84 (84%)
	69 (82%)
	50 (72%)

	Global Total
	213 (78%)
	167 (78%)
	129 (77%)
	96 74%)


Global Production of Audio Cassette

Table 2 shows the global production of audio cassette and includes the demand for dubbing use, converted to quantity of C-60 equivalent units 
 for manufactures in Japan and other manufactures from 2007 estimate to 2010 forecast. 

The table is expressed in million of units, parenthesis shows percentage comparison with previous year.

Table 2 Global production of audio cassette

	
	2007 Estimate
	2008 forecast
	2009 forecast
	2010 forecast

	Japanese manufacturers
	42 (55%)
	29 (69%)
	24 (83%)
	18 (75%)

	Foreign manufacturers
	760 (89%)
	650 (86%)
	520 (80%)
	390 (75%)

	Global Total
	802 (87%)
	679 (85%)
	544 (80%)
	408 (75%)


According to the JRIA, 2007 worldwide production of compact audio cassette tape amounted to just 802 million C-60 equivalent units of which only 213 million units were used to produce blank cassettes. The rest were employed for duplicating audio programs, which according to the association remains a sizeable market, especially within the Middle East.  This decline is expected to continue decreasing substantially, falling 15% in 2008 to 679 million units.

Japanese producers accounted for only 42 million equivalents, or just 5.2 percent of total production. The production forecast for 2010 is a further fall of 25% to 408 million equivalents, with Japanese producers accounting for only 18 million units. 

How times have changed over 17 years. In 1990, the peak year for Japanese production of compact audio cassette tape, output was very close to 1.8 billion equivalents - now at 5.2% they are not considered a major manufacture. 

Magnetic Media Information Services (MMIS)

Another reliable source of trade information can be found from Magnetic Media Information Services (MMIS) Tokyo, Japan who is seen as consultants and publishers serving the recordable and recorded media industries.

Table 3 contains data derived from Magnetic Media Information Services (MMIS) and rather than expressing figures in units produced they prefer to express figures in millions of square metres coated each year, according to the association this provides a better overall position of actual tape produced.

Table 3 Actual tape produced (millions of square metres)
	
	2006
	2007
	2008
	2009
	2010
	Forecast 2006/2010

	Audiotape
	307 
	267 
	226 
	181 
	136 
	-55.7% 

	Video tape
	1377
	854 
	611 
	428 
	331 
	-76.0% 

	Cam tapes
	130
	111 
	85 
	71 
	59 
	-54.6% 

	Pro tapes
	265
	232 
	201 
	189 
	170 
	-35.8% 

	Total
	2079
	1,464 
	1,123 
	869 
	696 
	-66.3% 


The following notes and comments apply to table 3 above. ‘Audiotape’ applies mostly to compact audio cassette tape, since professional versions have virtually disappeared.

‘Videotape’ applies specifically to VHS cassette tape.
‘Cam Tapes’ are all forms of tape cassettes used in camcorders. Both 8mm and VHS-C camcorder cassettes still are in some demand, but are of very minor importance. Most of the tape used in camcorders is what is now called ‘Mini-DV’. 
‘Pro Tapes’ include both professional video cassettes and all forms of data-storage tapes. 

It can be seen from the trade association estimates and forecast that all magnetic tape production is certainly declining and audio magnetic tape used for the production of compact audio cassette tapes is no exception.  

It is clear that compact audio cassette tapes are still being manufactured in 2007 and according to their projections, compact audio cassette tape will still be produced in 2010, however less than half (55.7%) will be produced in 2010 compared to that of 2006. 

Audio tape is not an isolated casualty, all magnetic tape production is declining and expected to continue to decrease from more than a third (35.8%) for Pro tapes to more than three quarters (76%) for video tape.

The Audio book publishing industry

The commercial audio book market (spoken word audio) is in itself a substantial market and another good indicator of commercial trends.  The Audio Publishing Association (APA) is a trade body representing this industry and as such a good source of information. The APA conducted a recent research study which was published to its members in June 2007. The aim of which was to better understand the actual and potential market for audiobooks within the UK. 

Of the findings, nearly 60% of audiobooks are listened to on CD, with one third in cassette format which follows the commercial trend.  It’s interesting to note that of the 2000 adults in Great Britain sampled, representative of the general public, in principle 85% of listeners preferred a digital format in the form of CD and download, while cassette is preferred by 15%.  

The APA also collates industry statistics and whilst there are no figures published for March 2006 – 2007, we can see the same declining trend from the figures obtained over the 3 years spanning March 2003 to March 2006. 

Industry figures for 2005/2006

According to the figures released by the UK APA for March 2005 to March 2006, total sales reached £71.4 million derived from 4.9 million units sold. This is a growth on last year’s figures of just over 4% whilst it also provided an overall decline of 12.5% unit sales on last year. 


Cassette demand may be declining but its important to point out that there is still revenue to be made, total cassette sales were £26.5 million derived from 2 million units and total CD sales were £44.9 million derived from 2.9 million units.  Breaking the figures down even further, this represent a decrease of cassette sales on last year of over 20% and a 37.5% decrease on cassette units sold.

The opposite is true for CD, sales increasing on last year by 27.5% with almost a 21% increase on CD units sold. 

Whilst the trend has been a decline in compact cassette usage in the twelve-month period ending March 2006 they saw for the first time unit sales of CDs outstripped that of cassettes. The audio book industry once so firmly coupled to the audio cassette has seen a consumer shift towards digital formats.  

Industry figures for 2004/2005

Total cassette sales were £33.4m and CD sales were £35.2m, with unit sales of cassettes totalling 3.2m units and unit sales of CDs totalling 2.4m units - compared with 2003/2004 cassette sales of £42.3m and CD sales of £27.7m. CDs outsold cassettes (in terms of sales value) for the first time.

Industry figures for 2003/2004

Cassettes outsell CDs - £42.3 million cassette sales against £27.7 million CD sales but the gap is closing and the Spoken Word Publishing Association (SWPA) predicted that CD sales would outstrip cassette sales by 2006/7.

The US Audio book publishing industry

The American Audio Publishers Association (confusingly also referred to as the APA) released its 2007 APA Sales Survey in August 2007.  This survey aimed to measure the growth of the audiobook industry within the US showed a similar growth to that of the UK.  The US survey showed a 6 percent increase in 2006 over 2005 with audiobook sales now estimated at $923 million.  

In 2006, audio cassette sales continued to decrease representing only 7 percent of sales compared to 16 percent of the sales in 2005. In comparison, cassettes represented 30 percent of the revenue in 2004 and 45 percent of the revenue in 2003. 

CD sales made up 77 percent of format sales (measured by dollar volume). In comparison, CDs represented 74 percent of the revenue in 2005, 63 percent in 2004, and 45 percent in 2003.

Other methods of delivering information such as downloads continue to increase as the adoption of new technologies (MP3 players) become more widely used. Downloads represented 14 percent of sales in 2006, compared to 9 percent of sales in 2005 and 6 percent of sales in 2004.

Global Manufacturers

The last seven or eight years has been tough for magnetic audio tape manufactures with the decline in demand for compact cassette tapes and with reduced profitability many audio pancake
 manufactures have now gone out of business. 

The severe competition, low prices, and next to nothing in the way of profits for manufacturers of audio and video pancake tape has meant ‘surviving’ was the name of the game. 

In 1999 we saw a massive drop in prices as three or four leading producers of this tape dropped their price in order to attract more business. The result was completely predictable, prices literally collapsed leaving no real profits for any of them and as such many have gone out of business. 

Today is no different in that the decline in demand continues, the most recent casualty of this decline being the US based manufacturer ‘Quantegy’ in July of this year.  This has understandably fuelled the rumours that it will not be possible to purchase compact cassette tape in the very near future.  

It is however not all doom and gloom, the future is brighter than was predicted.  As the manufacturing plants have disappeared this has left room for some that have consolidated and there is some profitability to be made.  

Manufacturers can be split into two defined groups. There are those that actually manufacture the magnetic audio tape referred to as audio pancake and those that only assemble the cassette shells into which the tape is wound.  

Please note: There is a distinction to be made of those that produce audio pancake and those that produce magnet tape used for either professional mastering of audio or tape produced for data storage.

Who’s gone?

Quantegy

Quantegy, the largest US based tape manufacturer closed its doors and laid off workers on 31st December 2004 filing for company financial restructuring, but that wasn’t the end of the story.

In 2005, Discount Tape Inc. bought Quantegy and renamed it Quantegy Recording Solutions LLC. In January 2007 Quantegy announced that it was to discontinue some of the magnetic tape products that once made the company famous and was closing its media arm of the company.  Quantegy didn’t actually cease its product lines of audio, video and instrumentation magnet tape until March 2007.  Quantegy tape products were sold under the brand Ampex and they were the sole supplier of instrumentation tape as used by NASA, and the world wide military. 

RMG International (RMGI) are capitalising on this closure/demand starting production and distribution of instrumentation tape on January the 1st 2008.

In recent years Quantegy Recording Solutions LLC has achieved success with the FHD and Black Diamond family of hard drive storage solutions and plans to continue its focus with new digital technology. 

TDK now Imation

Imation the US (Minnesota) based manufacturer of removable data storage products has just completed its acquisition of the world renowned TDK recording media division.

It is not clear whether Imation will continue to offer TDK brand blank compact audio cassettes or even TDK’s famous blank VHS cassettes as TDK’s revenues from these very mature consumer media products were relatively small in 2006.  The demands for these products have been in steep decline in recent years. 

On searching Imation’s website and catalogues they do not appear to be selling audio pancake or assembled compact audio cassettes, instead they are only producing and selling magnetic tape for data storage.

Who’s left

To date there are a numerous manufactures of audio pancake around the world and this report has identified two in Korea, one in Russia, one in Holland, two in Asia and possibly still one in the US.

Of the manufacturers operating and producing audio pancake, it’s difficult to predict who is operating successfully and who might or might not ride out the financial hardship in the future, but none of them have indicated that they are planning to cease production in the near future.

SKC Corporation operating in Korea

A large diverse organisation primarily involved in the Chemical and Film business.  SKC Chemicals Group laid the cornerstone of the domestic polyurethane industry in 1990 and SKC Film Group is one of the largest proprietary polyester technology developers in the world, exporting to 150 countries and purported to be 4th largest polyester film producer in the world. They also have many off shoot companies in telecoms, networks, engineering and construction and media.

The media business manufactures various storage media formats including audio pancake that is distributed by SKM Europe in the UK.

SKM Europe Ltd

SKM Europe, based in the UK in Leighton Buzzard , is a sister satellite company to the larger SKC Corporation operating in Korea that actually manufactures the audio pancake.  There have been recent rumours that SKM Europe has ceased trading in the sale of audio pancake. This is incorrect however and according to their European manager Mr Han, they will continue to supply Philips based audio pancake to Europe for a minimum of the next five years.   They currently supply audio pancake to 5 distributors within the UK.

SAEHAN

<Saehan Media Corporation is based in Korea and is purported to be one of the world's major suppliers of magnetic tape. The Group's principal activity is manufacturing of non-sensitized recording medium. The company produces video tapes, video cassettes, audio tapes, audio pancakes, audio cassettes, mini discs, compact disc recorders (CDRs), digital versatile disc recorders (DVDRs), toners, iron oxide, anisotropic conductive films and insulation films.  It has overseas subsidiaries in the US and Japan and up until 2006 it also had a company in Ireland Saehan Media Ireland Limited producing video cassettes but this plant closed in <April 2006. 

Saehan Media have not operated without problems in the past, in 2000 they experienced significant financial difficulties and under Korean law, they were able to seek help from their creditors to recover and repay its debts.  In February 2005 it was reported that Saehan's creditors had lost patience and had offered Saehan for sale. A bid from the US private equity group Lone Star Equity Group was thought to be accepted and Saehan's assets would most likely be auctioned off and the land sold.  

This helped to fuel more rumours within the industry that business were being wiped out, however this did not happen as the creditors overseeing the sales spurned the fund. 

Saehan Media are still operating and during the year ending December 31, 2006, the sale of audio and video products accounted for approximately 76% of the company’s total 148 million US dollar revenue.  Year on year Saehan Media have seen a fall of approximately 28% in revenues. 

Whilst unable to detail the spread of revenue for 2006, in 2005,  video accounted for 64%, audio 15%; optical disk parts 9% and others 12%. The net profit was approximately $22.4 million in fiscal year 2005.

Saehan media currently supply Maxell with audio pancake for their UR branded cassettes.

GMS/ECP – USA and Russia 

Gauss Media Supply of Santa Clarita, California, includes a premium range of magnetic audio tape manufactured by Federal State Unitary Enterprise ‘Production Association Electrochemical Plant’ of the Russian Federation Ministry of Atomic Energy or ECP for short.  

GMS distribute audio pancake across the states and are purported to be the largest tape supplier in Europe.  According to GMS 

‘audiocassettes remain a pervasive consumer media format and a favourite among millions of people.’

 

However within the industry there are rumours that the Russian manufacturer ECP are about to or have ceased production of audio tape at their magnetic media production facility.  It is rumoured that due to global decline they are focusing on core business activities, the production/separation of stable and radioactive isotopes of various elements.  The rumours suggest they have not purchased any raw materials for the past year, the last news item on their web site is dated July 2006, and they have been dumping audio pancake at below cost price into the market.  

Please note these are rumours and speculation and have not been confirmed as factual.

Recordable Media Group International B.V. (RMGI)

RMG International based in Holland (formerly known as Media Products Oosterhout) has over 37 years gathered what they term ‘non-interrupted experience of magnetic tape manufacturing’. 

When the German manufacturer EMTEC closed down, RMGI acquired the manufacturing and quality assurance equipment and in February 2005 announced it would begin marketing audiotape types formerly manufactured by EMTEC Magnetics for duplicators and studios.  Today they manufacture a range of audio magnetic tape including, loaded video cassettes, professional studio tape and audio pancake tape.  They produce what was known in the industry as the EMTEC audio pancake that is based on BASF technology, it is high quality tape referred to as Ferro Plus (FE).

Their main markets are Africa and the Middle East, as well as supplying to Europe.  According to RMGI the African/Middle East markets will continue with cassette tape for the foreseeable future as they have not got the budget to switch to digital and also the sandy environment causes problems with CD’s and DVD devices.  Within this region cassettes are predominately used for distributing the Qur’an and RMGI feel this is a large sustainable market. 

The high quality Ferro Plus audio pancake is preferred in this and European market so they feel quite comfortable that lower quality producers will be unable to poach any of their business.

Press release statement from RMGI Director of Sales dated January 22, 2007 regarding the closure of the Quantegy manufacturing plant stated: 
“RMGI in the Netherlands is committed to the continued manufacture of analogue audio tape.  We do not anticipate any of the rush to horde tape as we saw two years ago when Quantegy announced their closing. Today, RMGI tape is available and in stock.”  

RMGI plan to supply audio Pancake tape for the next 5 – 15 years, they suggest that 90% of their customers are reliable and already have orders in the pipeline. The manufacture of audio pancake equates to about 30% of RMGI total business today.

RMGI currently supply audio pancake to ‘West Manufacturing’ a UK supplier of blank compact audio cassette tapes who in turn has provided a quote to supply RNIB with blank audio cassettes. Both have plans to continue producing audio pancake with minimum estimates for the next 5 years.

Sony

Sony Corporation produces a variety of consumer and professional magnetic tape products at its facilities in Dothan, Alabama. 

On June 7th 2007 the media manufacturing facility celebrated its 30th anniversary.  The Sony Dothan facility was the first in the United States to produce both VHS and 8mm videotape. 

Today, the plant continues to produce consumer and professional videotape, as well as audio voice and music grade media, along with digital data storage products.  

About 65 percent of the plant’s production meets U.S. market needs with the remainder exported to Europe, Central and South America, and Asia.  However there are no figures available to indicate what percentage of this is actual audio compact cassette production.  It is uncertain at this time to what extent Sony, once a major manufacturer of audio cassette, is producing audio pancake or blank audio cassettes. 

China Lucky Film Corporation

Based in China, they are purported to be largest photosensitive materials and magnetic recording media manufacturer in China and as part of their business they produce audio pancake, although it is of a lower quality than required in Europe. 

A manufacturer of pro studio magnetic audio tape (not producing audio pancake) suggested that the quality coming out of the Chinese region has been of concern within the industry.  This has not been verified at this time and China Lucky Film Corporation have not replied to any correspondence. 

Guangdong Aolin Magnetic Electric Industrial Co. 

Based in China, they manufacture audio pancake under the brand name ‘AOLIN’. They also supply unbranded compact cassettes or under various brand names 555, SAVORY and AOLIN. 

They export to Eastern/Western  Europe, North America, Mid East/Africa, Central/South America, Asia and Australasia.

 
No correspondence has been received to ascertain if they are still manufacturing or not, but according to a credit check made by the Beijing EC Trust, (a third party credit agency) this company was considered live with a paid up capital of 6 million Hong Kong dollar (HKD) in June 2007. 

Who’s emerging?

In the midst of companies closing manufacturing plants, a new company, ATR Magnetics LLC (ATR) based in the US has taken up the mantel of manufacturing the highest quality audio studio mastering tape possible in ½ inch, 1 inch and 2 inch widths. 

They started full production of studio tape as of September 2007 but to date have not produced audio pancake for compact cassette production.

According to ATR sales they have no plans to produce audio pancake for cassette tape,
“it is not in our production forecast”.

Situation in the UK 

Audio pancake is not manufactured in the UK, suppliers of compact audio cassette tape import audio pancake and construct the cassettes by winding the tape into blank cassette shells.

Who’s supplying

There are many suppliers and duplicators operating within the UK and whilst this report does not intend to list them all, DOCdata, Hitachi MaxelI, ICC Duplication, Infinitely Ltd and West Manufacturing would seem to be the main suppliers of relevant bodies within our industry in the UK.  

DOCdata UK

DOCdata UK, formerly Ablex Limited, have been trading since 1969 producing audio cassettes, CD's and most recently DVD's.  

DOCdata source their raw materials, empty cassette shells (C-0) and audio pancake from West Manufacturing.

In addition to recorded media, they produce blank cassettes for police and local authorities.  Recent surveys indicate that this type of evidence recording will not change for the next few years.

In terms of cassettes manufactured, DOCdata produced 1,092,523 units in 2006 and 1,030,405 units in 2007. There projected forecast for 2008 is 950,000 units.

ICC Duplication

From ICC Duplications perspective there are 3 main market sectors that are still using audio cassettes in significant quantities within the UK:

· Alternative format (Audio, Large Print & Braille for the visually impaired)

· Audio Books (in particular children’s and library resources)

· Security transcription (Police interview tapes etc)

They have indicated that they are currently 2 years into a 5 year contract with a major print management company to supply an audio cassette alternative for exam papers.

In terms of cassette manufactured, ICC Duplication produced 510,000 units in 2006 and 560,000 units in 2007. 

The average split between blank and duplicated cassettes is approx 45:55 or thereabouts – this seems to be increasing in favour of blank cassettes every year.

ICC Duplication also have contacts within the  Christian ministry across the world which suggest that there is still a big demand in developing countries for blank and recorded cassettes for music and teaching.  It appears within this market that the technology may leap straight from cassette to solid state (flash/MP3) recording and bypass the CD.  For this reason the cassette market in these areas is still strong and growing in areas of Africa.

Hitachi Maxell

Founded in Japan in 1961, Hitachi Maxell (Maxell) has enjoyed a long and successful world-wide reputation as a provider of quality products and services.  Manufacturing and selling a variety of storage media with sales in excess of £1,000m.

Based in the UK as Maxell Europe, the Maxell leading commercial brand of audio and data products does not produce cassettes any longer however they still sell them within Europe.  

They currently buy in audio pancake from Saehan and outsource 100% of the products they sell.  Maxell currently only market the UR type (ferric) in 60, 90 & 120 minute blank cassettes.
 

According to Maxell they see the market demand decreasing by 30 to 40% each year.  The UK remains Maxell's biggest market within Europe selling approximately 5,000,000 UR branded units in 2007.

Maxell Europe provided the following response when asked how long they were going to continue supplying blank compact audio cassette tape: 
“It is impossible for me to give any idea of when the product would disappear but for Maxell, the product will remain available for at least the next fiscal year, that is until April 2009. The minimum I would expect the product to last would be 2 years.”
 
Infinitely Limited

Infinitely was formed in 1986 and their primary objective was to create a highly professional media reproduction company.

They supply cassettes, videos, CD/CDR’s and DVD’s as well as cases and inlays.

Infinitely are the preferred supplier of blank compact cassette tape to Open University. 

West Manufacturing

With over 30 years of experience in the music industry, they claim to be the UK’s major supplier to bulk purchasers and professional users of CD & DVD Discs, accessories and packaging.  

Interestingly West Manufacturing doesn’t market the fact that they supply audio pancake on their web site although they clearly supply at least two major suppliers and duplicators of compact audio cassette. (DOCdata and ICC Duplication)

Production quantities

The combined cassette distribution within the UK (pre-recorded and blank cassettes) from three companies amounted to a staggering 3.6 million cassette units in 2007.  West Manufacturing supplying approximately 1,800,000 cassettes, (this does not include raw materials supplied to other suppliers), ICC Duplication supplying 560,000 cassettes, DOCdata supplying 1,092,523 cassettes and Infinitely supplying approx 200,000 cassettes units.

This does not include the fourth company Maxell Europe with 5,000,000 cassettes sold within Europe because the percentage of this for the UK is not known.

Production forecasts

Whilst these companies agreed that there was an overall decline in cassette tape demand of about 30%, all of the suppliers interviewed indicated they were planning to continue to supply cassette tape for the foreseeable future.  

Although the supply of cassette tape for all of the companies only represents about 30-40% of their business, the remaining being reserved for CD and DVD supply and duplication, each supplier has indicated that they forecast to duplicate and supply blank compact audio cassette tape for the next 5 years, as long as there is a continued supply of audio pancake.

One supplier has just committed to supply the home office with 5 million blank cassette tapes per year for the next four years. This supplier has also provided a quote to RNIB for the supply of blank compact audio cassette tapes. 

Another supplier is two years into a five year government contact to supply blank audio cassettes.

ICC Duplication’s sales manager, Tim Deaves, said: 

“We have made a commitment to be the ‘last man standing’ in cassette manufacturing in the UK, and we would envisage sufficient demand within the next 2-3 years to keep going at a similar level to that of the past 2, with a steady dropping off after that time.  I can confidently say on behalf of ICC Duplication that as long as the supplies of raw materials continue we will continue to offer a service for blank and duplicated cassettes to current and new customers on all levels.”
DOCdata’s sales and development manager, Tina Buttery said: 
“Although in the past few years the industry has seen a volume decline, we have maintained a stable work flow which has enabled us to retain our cassette knowledge and experienced staff.  

Our aim is to be the last manufacturer in the market place, and to this end we have a dedicated work force and a well maintained and up to date production facility.”
It is however important to note here that of these suppliers only two brands of audio pancake are used, RMGI and SKM.  West manufacturing buy in audio pancake from RMGI and supply both DOCdata and ICC Duplication with raw materials in terms of empty cassette shells (C-0’s) together with RMGI audio pancake.  Both West Manufacturing and DOCdata have in the past bought SKM audio pancake but favour RMGI’s product at this time. Infinitely buy in their audio pancake from SKM.

An indication of numbers of cassettes that were distributed within our industry within the UK:

· Calibre audio distributed approximately 395,000 audio cassettes last year.

· RNIB bought approximately 165,000 blank audio cassettes and distributed an estimated 185,000 cassettes in 2007.

· The Open University distributed approximately 168,000 compact audio cassette tapes in 2007.  The Open University currently order 10,000 blank audio cassettes per month from their supplier Infinitely Ltd.  They recycle 40% of the cassettes purchased.    

· BBC audio books have more than 10,000 titles available. Whilst the majority of their audio book stock is in cassette tape format, they have also seen a decline in demand in the high street for audio books on compact cassette.  This has had the effect that they have not produced new titles on tape for the past year now. Their main sales revenue is derived from high street retailers and supplying libraries.  Within the library market demand for titles on compact cassette has also declined, children’s titles on tape amount to between 10-15% of sales whilst and adult titles on tape still amount to 40% of sales.’

Commercial availability

Although it has been seen that the compact audio cassette tape media itself will be available in the UK by specialist suppliers for a projected fives years from now, it is a different story for in the commercial consumer market.  High street stores have seen sales of this media decline to such an extent that they have taken the decision to call time on it. 

This can be demonstrated within the UK as three retail high street stores have decided to stop stocking compact audio cassette tapes and cassette players. 

In 2006 both Woolworths and HMV pulled the plug on tapes after they saw public interest in the products was dwindling.  

Currys, the biggest electronics retailer in the UK in May 2007 stated that this is the last Christmas that they will be stocking cassette players in their stores.  They will continue to sell existing stocks of cassette tapes for now, but these will not be replenished giving the products a shelf life of approximately 10 months until October 2008.

In a recent interview Peter Keenan, managing director of Currys, blamed the company’s decision on 
“the rise of today's mp3 generation, which can in a few clicks of the mouse achieve what's arguably a better outcome".

The ability to -play audio cassettes is available in less than 5% of currently sold audio equipment and this is set to diminish with the high street stores decision.

Mr Keenan said:
"In a sense this decision reflects the beginning of the end for mechanical audio products."

There is a real danger that whilst we might be in a position to supply the information on compact cassette tape, there may not be the commercial availability of new playing devices to play it on. 

This decision by the retail stores will undoubtedly provide added custom for the independent retailers who supply compact audio cassette tape and players to their already established customer base.  Indeed cassette players can be found within RNIB’s current catalogue of products, offering Radioshack and Sony branded cassette players from within the catalogue and online shop.

RNIB’s supplier of the Radioshack products has confirmed that there are no plans to discontinue tape recorder products at this point in time. There also appears to be some development as Radioshack have just introduced a replacement model.

Summary

Although the well known multiple stores have taken the stance to discontinue the supply of cassette players the smaller independents are continuing with the supply.  The availability of cassette players is not seen as an immediate problem and will only become apparent as existing users who already have access to a cassette player wish or need to replace their existing devices.  

Within the UK it appears that the home office is one of the largest purchasers of blank compact audio cassette tapes.  These are mainly used within the judicial system and security services. Recent surveys indicate that this type of evidence recording will not change for the next few years. The fact they have recently awarded a four year contract to a UK supplier to supply 5 million blank compact audio cassette tapes per year would suggest they do not see the immediate end of this media.

Whilst commercial retailers may have stopped stocking both tapes and players, the reality is they are and will continue to be available from independent suppliers for some time to come.

It is difficult to predicate market forces and company balance sheets of companies supplying and duplicating audio cassettes in the UK but, with the planned continuation of global audio pancake manufacture, then it would be fare to say, of the UK suppliers interviewed, they plan and expect to supply compact audio cassette tape for the next four to five years.  
Transition to Digital media

Technical development of the cassette effectively ceased when digital recordable media such as Digital Audio Tape (DAT) and Minidisk were introduced in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Anticipating the switch from analogue to digital, major companies such as Sony shifted their focus to new media.

Today there is a growing move away from traditional media such as hard disk drives (HDD) in favour of solid state technology.   Ironically the technology and physics from magnetic tape manufacture is now being employed in the field of solid state media to release more potential capacity.

There is no doubt that benefits lie in the production of information in digital form, this is also true for most distribution methods, digital information in general terms is more adaptable.  This said, this benefit is totally proportional to the devices this digital information is to be used on.  Digital information in the wrong device can be as inaccessible as that of its analogue counterpart.

Users currently using compact cassette tape and indeed floppy disks would be more suitable to a transition to digital audio stored on solid state media (solid-state technology) than that of CD.  This is for many reasons but the most obvious being that, like compact cassette tape, solid state media is not a read only material.  

The compact audio cassette tape has many strengths, robustness, affordability, usefulness, longevity but when broken down its main strength compared to modern counterpart the CD lies in its ability to be re-recorded onto, distributed easily, and have an bookmark facility that is independent of the player it is put into. 

This is not true for the compact disk (CD), it is defined as a read only media (CD re-writeable excluded). It is distributed easy however generally bookmarking is not available or lost when the playing device is switched off and the bookmarking if any is only applicable to the player in question.  

Solid state media offers the closest match to the usability of a compact cassette than any other digital media.  It can be re-recorded onto, distributed easily, have a bookmark facility that is independent of the player it is put into and has interoperability with other players and systems. Solid state media was designed to be portable, it provides faster, and in some cases (biometrics, password enabled) more secure access. 
Demand for Audio CD’s (CD-R)

It is forecast that the global demand for audio CD-R’s in 2008 will fall 6% from 2007 to 248 million units and will decrease a further 7% to 215 million units in 2010, it is estimated that this will now be a continuous decline since peaking in 2004.  


The expansion of music downloading and portable digital devices that use hard disk drives are having a significant impact on demand on a global scale. This decline however has, contrary to past forecasts, seen a slight increase in domestic demand as audio CD-Rs are still valued for their designs, personal possession and music backup used in cars.   

The music industry

The music industry has similarities to that of the blind and partially sighted industry in terms of the technology shift it faces.  The music industry has seen a shift from vinyl records and record players/ cassette tape and cassette players to, CD and CD players and now to solid state media and downloads via internet on handheld devices.

Consumers had to make the change and indeed to some extent have instigated the current shift, embracing technology and are now driving the technological advances in terms of how they wish to access it. 

To demonstrate the use and availability of this shift to solid state media as an information carrier, in October 2006, Island Records released a music single from UK act Keane on memory stick format. The ultra thin limited edition 512Mb USB stick was sold in HMV stores for £3.99, it sold out within one day of release.  Whilst it was sold with a single and video it had the capacity to store the equivalent of 8 hours of MP3 audio.

This equates to an approximate static media cost of 50p per hour, not much more than that of the traditional compact cassette tape at approximately 30p per hour. Whilst it is a little dearer than that of the equivalent cassette tape, cost is exponentially decreasing per megabyte of storage year on year. 

In March 2007 the Fratellis released their new single and accompanying video on a USB memory stick again available in HMV stores. Lee Jenson, head of marketing at the Fratellis' record company, Island Records, said: 
"The success of the Keane single last year convinced us that music fans would welcome more audio releases on this format. If demand really does start to take off, it may well become viable to think about releasing selective albums on USB as well, especially if they were to become eligible for inclusion in the chart." 
Island records are not the only company to do this some of the bigger players are also getting in on the act namely Universal Music, EMI and Warner Music. Universal Music, the world’s biggest music company, planned to release singles on USB memory sticks at the end of 2007. Warner Music’s vice-president of digital business in Europe for Warner Music, Eric Daugan, said: 
“The CD is an old technology that has not evolved. Fortunately people still want to own a physical product, so with the extra storage, the idea is to offer a better consumer experience”. 

It is no coincidence that the music industry has looked and is testing the water with this media format.  An agreement between the music companies and the Official UK Charts Company (OCC), which runs the Top 40 has been reached and guidelines allowing the use of solid state media was released in September 2007. This means solid state media cards with a capacity of 256MB and a minimum price of £2.49 are now eligible for inclusion in the chart which now justifies making them available at the same time as a normal release.
The storage capacity of solid state media is increasing dramatically and with cost decreasing its availability is widespread, currently many colleagues will have access to 2GB media cards.  16GB cards can be bought for approximately £70 GBP, that’s over 250 hours of audio 
. 

Generally speaking you can easily store the equivalent of a good size talking book with a playing time of 14 hours (10 x C90 cassette tapes) on a single 1GB media card and still have room for other material.  

The following guidelines are a good yard stick for storing music:

· 1MB = 1 minute MP3 music (assuming 128Kbps compression)

· A 64 MB memory card would store the equivalent of one hour of music, equivalent of one C60 or one audio CD (not using all of the 76 minutes capacity)

· 1GB card could store 16 hours or MP3 audio or approximately 694 floppy disks worth of data.
What other blind and partially sighted organisations have done

In this section we will look at how other worldwide VI organisations have approached the issue of the audio cassette, if they still distribute compact audio cassette tape, have or are planning to stop and what they have introduced to replace it.

Whilst many organisations were approached for information, only a small number have been able to respond before this report was published. 

Talking News Federation (TNF)

The response from Talking News Federation (TNF) members and from the Confederation of Transcribed Information Services (COTIS) members will follow in the UK Transcription Industry report as a result of the industry survey. 

Canadian National Institute for the Blind

 
CNIB is the primary source of support, information and most importantly, hope, for all Canadians affected by vision loss.

Circulation of library materials in the Digital Accessible Information System (DAISY) format on CD began in earnest in 2003, the last 4-track cassette tape was mailed out to library clients on loan in March 2007.  Some sales and transcription services products continue to be required on 2-track cassettes.  CNIB is in the process of setting a timeline of for phasing out cassette production and duplication entirely.


There was minimal resistance to getting books on one CD instead of multiple 4-track tapes.  The resistance to switching from 4-track cassette to DAISY on CD for CNIB Library clients was largely the need to acquire a DAISY player when previously CNIB had provided a cassette player free of charge. 

    

In the DAISY model, CNIB clients would be required to own their own players, either to purchase them outright, go on a waiting list until the CNIB provincial 'division' had a funded player to donate to them, or arrange government financing for all or part of the machine (funding programs vary widely in each of the 10 Canadian provinces and 3 territories).  

Additionally, clients were encouraged to select the player or software that best met their reading needs, so there was a new requirement for evaluation, decision making and training (unlike the one size fits all tape player) that catered with varying pockets of strident resistance.  However, after a 3-year intensive transition window, by the time the last circulating cassette had left the building only a very few readers who needed to make the switch to a DAISY player had not already done so.

 

Positive impacts for clients included no longer having to manage multiple cassettes -- each book was on a single CD. 

Fewer books had to be returned due to damaged or missing units. Readers appreciated the significant improvements in sound quality, especially at increased listening speeds.  

 

The negative impacts included some initial start up problems with a packaging solution which caused delays in books being sent.  A second negative impact on client service was that many of the library's analogue holdings had not been converted to digital prior to the cessation of analogue circulation, meaning that for a several year period many in-demand books would not be available for loan.

 

Significant resources were dedicated to a DAISY transition communication plan, staff training materials, client resources, public library outreach, and ongoing calls, taped messages, e-mails and other communiqués to clients.

The vast majority of readers had made the switch long before cassette service stopped, and were very clear that they would never go back to tape.

 

The Library's 4-track users who wanted to access audio books after March 31 2007 had the option of listening to mp3 books on the secure password online service (CNIB Digital Library) or taking DAISY on CD service. (The 4-track machines required in the past by CNIB Library users were no longer available for purchase.)  

An estimated 10,000-12,000 clients made the transition from cassette to DAISY on CD, the balance of the current 15,500 CNIB DAISY on CD clients joined the service using DAISY from the start.

 

While CNIB ceased circulation of cassettes on March 31, 2007, the CNIB Library Sales Program continues to offer audio recordings on cassette to meet market demand. Cassettes are produced for two customer bases: 

· transcription services to government, corporate, or other non-profit organizations, 

· for the talking book sales program to public libraries. 

Both customer bases continue to ask for cassettes, in addition to CD’s.  CNIB produced 27,494 cassettes in fiscal year 2006, and 31,857 in fiscal year 2007. 

CNIB is currently working with its customers to establish a deadline for the discontinuation of the cassette format. 

 

Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic 

Recording for the Blind & Dyslexic (RFB&D) based in the USA, was established in 1948 to provide recorded textbooks to veterans who where blinded in World War II. The organization has been an educational resource for more than 50 years allowing people with print disabilities to gain access to opportunities in education and careers and gain self-esteem.

For RFB&D the switch from cassette tape/floppy disc took place over a five year period, they had a multi-departmental team at their HQ and consistently broadcast the transition message to members so they would be prepared for the time when tapes no longer existed. RFB&D provided an extensive five year marketing campaign, disseminating the benefits of information in the DAISY format prior to the dead line of 1st July 2007.

There was some resistance to change, some of their older customers insist they kept listening to tapes until the National Library Service (NLS) provided free players. They therefore held onto their RFB&D taped books. For some, this was a means issue despite RFB&D’s offer of a free player with the payment of $6.95 postage. 

Most users made the switch before the organisation stopped providing cassette tapes/floppy disc in July 2007.  The impact on customers has been positive with the majority of existing customers thrilled with the outcome.     

RFB&D don't distribute tapes within the US, so it is fare to say that they instigated the switch to the new format. However RFB&D do distributed tapes outside of the USA, to a few hundred members outside the USA due to existing copyright limitations.

 

All 180,000 users have switched to from cassette tape/floppy to another format.

 

RFB&D no longer sell tape players, this is because the machines are available free of charge to NLS patrons.  Many smaller distributors such as Independent living Aids (www.independentliving.com) still stock several models.

Vision Australia

‘A leading provider of blindness and low vision services in Australia, enabling more than 41,000 children and adult clients to live the lives they choose.’
Vision Australia stopped producing audio cassettes for their Library in July 2007 and they are not repairing or replacing any audio cassettes that are damaged.  This change it is believed came about for two main reasons, the first was due to the benefits that a digital service provided especially DAISY and the second, was due to the cost and unavailability of replacement copying and duplication equipment and tape. 
However, they are still using cassette for their regional talking newspaper service.  They have about 300 Talking News Stations (TNS) around Australia still using cassette, both duplicating and distributing locally and producing 150,000 cassettes per year.

There is a meeting scheduled at the end of this year to discuss this service and the alternatives but they expect TN’s to distribute audio cassettes for the next couple of years yet. 

Existing audio tape users have essentially been forced to switch to DAISY books on CD, currently there are 155,000 CDs.

The transition was carefully managed with a long ‘marketing’ campaign, producing information brochures and client newsletters, speaking at client meetings, and importantly involving the clients in the decisions making process regarding the transition.  They tried to ensure everyone was fully informed.  
Vision Australia have tried to minimise the impact to existing customers by providing DAISY players to all clients, together with customised user guides for players, training and support.  All staff were educated and trained to be able to answer/support others.  However, not all existing clients have received players yet.  They are providing these based on a first in first out waiting list and there is currently a two month wait for a player at present.  This is not having an impact as there are enough cassette books in circulation (library has 250,000 cassettes) to meet that demand.

When asked if there was any resistance to the change:
”There was a little, but as soon as people had a DAISY player in their hands, it was not an issue.  We banked on their being a slow take up of DAISY, but it has escalated much faster than expected.”

Currently around 4000 out of our 15000 clients have switched to from cassette tape/floppy to DAISY.
 
Vision Australia do not send anything out on floppy disk and haven’t for many years. 

ONCE

The Foundation for Cooperation and the Social Integration of People with Disabilities (ONCE) in Spain, has brought together a number of small societies of and for the blind all over Spain becoming the only organisation of blind and visually impaired persons in the whole country. Its aim is to provide to its members with the widest range of services possible, from education to employment, from rehabilitation to reading services.

ONCE still distribute compact audio cassette tapes to their users. 

All their recordings are originated digitally but they distribute both DAISY CD’s and 4-track tapes of the same recordings. 

Their compact audio cassette tape distribution list is shrinking by the hour as more and more users are now switching to DAISY.

ONCE distribute via CD and provide the ability to download the books straight from ONCE’s web catalogue. 

They plan to stop analogue distribution with the next two years. 
“It might be that traditional loan on tape will probably be over before we officially close the service!”
 
Danish National Library for the Blind (DBB)

The Danish National Library for the Blind - is an institution under the Danish Ministry of Culture. DBB provides services to the blind, the visually impaired and other persons whose handicap prevent them from reading standard printed material.

DBB is phasing out the cassette tape over a period of three years 2006-2008.  In 2005 DBB conducted a pilot project where it was possible for a group of 1000 users to get digital audio books from DBB. 

As of 1 November 2007 DBB had 3,274 users of cassette tapes and 9,798 users of CDs, by mid-2008 the distribution of cassette tapes will end.

 

This relatively long period is necessary for the users to obtain the DAISY players from the municipalities and also to ease the users into the new situation.

 

Users have been thoroughly encouraged to switch from analogue to digital library service, however as of mid-2008 they will be forced to make the switch.


A normal resistance to change was experienced when confronting a user base of primarily older people with a technology change.

 

DBB primarily distributes directly to the end-users and they have gained all the advantages of the structured DAISY-books, plus they receive their books on CDs that are much easier to handle than the boxes of cassette tapes. A further advantage is that the user can keep the material or destroy and discard it, something that is made possible through a collaboration agreement between the DBB and the copyright holders (as circulation of library materials makes little sense for digital files such as downloaded e-books). Additionally the digital media allows production of very complex audio books enabling DBB to extend the library service to people in the educational system or in active employment.

 

DBB also produces some audio books for external parties and these have been contacted regarding the technology change and the products have changed smoothly from analogue to digital.

 

Around 6000 users have switched from analogue to digital, another 3-4000 have only ever been offered the DBB library service after it went digital. 

The increase in number of users is due to a change in the law that DBB had carried through so that dyslexic people could also benefit from the special library service.

 

The numbers of copies that have been distributed on cassette tapes in recent years are (in round numbers):

· In 2003: 375000 

· In 2004: 397000 

· In 2005: 376000 

· In 2006: 232000, in this period the number of users of the analogue media has decreased from approx. 10000 to 9000. 

· For 2007 the number is expected to be much lower. 

Note that the number of cassette tapes making up a copy can vary, but on average an analogue book in the DBB collection is around 8 cassette tapes.

 

There has been an intense effort to bring the message of the improvements of the digital library service to users and the networks around them. This includes involvement of the centres that authorise the applications for players, the public library sector that service the users locally and the interest groups. DBB has educated and advised these parties to facilitate the adoption of the new materials.

 

Cassette tapes and players are – and have been for years – been unavailable in general trade in Denmark but can still be bought from special providers. 

DBB still distributes floppy discs to users of the Braille Light reader and has currently no policy aimed at ending this distribution.

National Blind Association - Belgium

No input from the National Blind association directly but its interesting to note the perception from a supplier’s point of view.  

Maxell who supply the Belgian market with their UR branded cassettes also supply the National Blind Association and as such indicated the following:

“Maxell currently supply the Belgian market and are supplying their UR branded products to the National Blind Association but they are considering moving in the next year to another format like USB or SD cards.” 

What RNIB is doing
RNIB have experienced difficulty in purchasing compact audio cassette tape from their current supplier, delivery times for shipments were increasing to between 3 and 6 months until finally they said they could no longer supply cassette tapes.  This further fuelled the rumours that the cassette tape was in trouble and companies were going bust.  

This was not actually the case, the company was involved in a take over and thus the decision to cease the supply of cassettes tape had little bearing on the manufacture of the audio pancake raw material.

RNIB procure a number of different tape lengths cassette packages for example C60, C90 and C120, the most common package being the compact C90 cassette.  Last year RNIB purchased nearly 300,000 tapes, this year (Jan - Oct 2007) RNIB purchased 100,000 tapes, decline of two thirds (66%) on last year.

RNIB have since approached a new supplier in the UK (West Manufacturing) and they have provided a quote to supply cassette tape quantities needed at reasonable price (less than 0.30p per unit).  This supplier has indicated that they intend to supply compact audio cassette tape for a minimum of the next 4 years.

To date RNIB have only purchased clear cassette cases from them.

With an estimated demand for cassettes in 2008 between 30,000 – 40,000 and a stock reserve of 25,000, RNIB have approximately 9 months reserve supply. There is no plan to purchase any more cassette tapes until January 2008.

There are no recorded figures for the number of compact audio cassette tapes that were distributed in 2006 but a total of 31,593 titles were produced.  If we say an average of 8 cassettes per title (DBB in Denmark also estimated cassette produced on 8 cassettes per title), then we arrive at a figure of 252,744 cassettes for 2006.  
Production figures for the 10 month period Jan - Oct 2007 show that so far 165,919 tapes have been copied and distributed. The difference in purchased compared to copied is due to using up stock reserve rather than purchasing extra material.

CD production

It’s interesting to note here that RNIB have also followed the global trend, away from audio cassettes to digital formats.  In times gone by the audio cassette was the preferred format for audio transcribed information but now RNIB distribute far more CDs than audio cassettes.  The number of CDs purchased for Talking Books alone in 2007 was 2,251,800 units.

RNIB are nearly two years into a 3 year contract with a supplier (RAM Peripherals) for the supply of approx 3.6 million CDs.  
RNIB take delivery of approximately 200,000 CDs every other month and as of Nov 2007 they hold a stock of 500,000 and have approximately 700,000 CDs on back order.

Conclusion

The rumours that global compact audio cassette tape manufacture has or will stop in the immediate future are unfounded. 

It is true to say that this is and has been a declining market for a number of years but there is nothing to indicate that current manufacturers are planning to cease production in the near future. On the contrary, manufactures plan to continue and forecast production extending for a minimum of five years.
This provides a window of opportunity to explore strategies and ‘test the water’ with digital replacements. 

This is not to say compact audio cassette tape will be available indefinitely, it is a declining media and with each passing year the end comes nearer.
RNIB's position

RNIB is at the forefront of exploring and developing new audio technologies as we would like to offer our customers the best options available. Digital audio offers outstanding audio clarity, reliability and functionality for users, and enables RNIB to make more materials available much faster and more cost effectively. At the same time cassettes will become increasingly difficult and unreliable to source. We estimate that by 2012 cassettes will be obsolete in the UK. 

Whilst continuing to produce both digital audio formats such as DAISY and traditional cassettes, we are developing ways to ease our customer’s transition from cassettes to digital audio, and we will offer support and work with them to find solutions before cassettes finally become obsolete.  The findings and recommendations in this research will be considered in this process.  
� The Japanese Recording-Media Industries Association (JRIA).


� A C-60 equivalent is a tape 0.150-inches wide and 285 feet in length


� Audio Pancake so called because it is a single reel of audio tape that resembles a large pancake.  It is wound into empty cassette shells used for the creation of the compact audio cassette tape.


� MP3 @ 128Kbps compression and assuming 64MB = 1hour continuous playback 





[image: image2.jpg]Reg charity no. 226227




PAGE  
41
CAI-RR2A [03-2008]


