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Brief Description:  Concerning open motion picture captioning in motion picture theaters.

Sponsors:  Senate Committee on Law & Justice (originally sponsored by Senators Orwall, 
Dhingra, Nobles and Trudeau).

Brief Summary of Engrossed Substitute Bill

Requires motion picture theaters to provide open captioning for certain 
movie screenings.

•

Requires motion picture theaters to provide access to fully operational 
and well-maintained closed captioning technology.

•

Hearing Date:  3/25/25

Staff: John Burzynski (786-7133).

Background:

Open and Closed Captioning.
Captioning is on-screen text that displays dialogue, identifies speakers, describes audio, and 
provides other information to viewers.  In general, open captions are always on while closed 
captions can be turned on and off by the viewer.  In movie theaters, open captions are displayed 
on the main screen and closed captioning can be delivered to individual viewers through 
accessory screens or glasses.
 
Federal Legal Requirements.
Federal law provides that no individual may be discriminated against based on a disability in the 
full and equal enjoyment of the goods, services, facilities, privileges, advantages, or 
accommodations of any place of public accommodation by any person who owns, leases, or 
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operates a place of public accommodation. 
 
Federal regulations require movie theater operators to provide closed movie captioning whenever 
an operator exhibits a digital movie that is distributed with such feature.  Theater operators are 
required to provide a minimum number of captioning devices based on their number of 
auditoriums.  A captioning device is an individual device a patron may use at any seat to view 
closed movie captioning.  Captioning devices must be properly maintained to ensure each device 
is fully operational, available to patrons in a timely manner, and easily usable by patrons.  As an 
alternative to providing captioning devices, a theater may provide open captioning at all 
screenings or upon request.
 
State Legal Requirements.
The Washington Law Against Discrimination prohibits discrimination based on sensory 
disabilities and other forms of discrimination.  The law further requires places of public 
accommodation that offer closed-captioned television receivers for use in a public area to 
activate closed captioning features, subject to certain exceptions. 
 
The Human Rights Commission receives, investigates, and issues findings on claims of unlawful 
discrimination.  Any person injured by a violation of the Law Against Discrimination may bring 
a civil action in court to enjoin violations and recover actual damages and the costs of suit, 
including reasonable attorneys' fees, and any other appropriate remedy authorized by specified 
laws.

Summary of Bill:

The Washington Law Against Discrimination is amended to require motion picture theaters to 
provide open caption screenings and closed caption technology.
 
Open Captioning Requirements.
Motion picture theater companies that control, operate, own, or lease five or more theaters in 
Washington must provide open captioning for certain motion pictures with at least five 
scheduled screenings in a theater.  Within the first two weeks of a motion picture's release, 
qualifying theaters must provide at least two open caption screenings each week, and at least one 
of these open caption screenings each week must be shown during certain peak hours on a 
Friday, Saturday, or Sunday.  In subsequent weeks, qualifying theaters must provide at least one 
open caption screening per week during certain peak hours.
 
Motion picture theater companies that control, operate, own, or lease four or fewer theaters in 
Washington must provide an open caption screening within five calendar days after receiving a 
request or, alternatively, offer open caption screenings that meet all requirements for theater 
companies that control, operate, own, or lease five or more theaters in Washington.
 
The foregoing open caption screening requirements apply only when:  (1) the motion picture is 
produced with open captioning content and distributed to theaters; and (2) the theater has digital 
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projection systems that support open caption files.
 
If an open caption screening overlaps with another open caption screening of the same motion 
picture at the same theater, no more than one such screening counts towards minimum screening 
requirements unless it is not practicable to avoid such overlap. 
 
Motion picture theaters must provide contact information on their websites for the purpose of 
receiving and fulfilling requests for open caption screenings.  Motion picture theaters must also 
advertise the date and time of open caption screenings in the same manner the theater advertises 
all other screenings and indicate open caption screenings using the character symbol "OC."
 
Motion picture theaters must maintain documents demonstrating compliance with captioning 
requirements for a period of at least one year.
 
Closed Captioning Requirements.
Motion picture theaters are required to provide access to fully operational and well–maintained 
closed captioning technology for each screening of a motion picture that is produced and 
available with closed captioning as required by federal law.
 
Exceptions.
The requirements of this act do not apply to drive-in theaters.

Appropriation:  None.

Fiscal Note:  Available.  New fiscal note requested on March 21, 2025.

Effective Date:  The bill takes effect on January 1, 2026.
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