Sign Language Users meet the Prime Minister to call for greater support for British Sign Language
A delegation of sign language users, accompanied by members of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Deafness, met with the Prime Minister on 6 February to ask the Government to give British Sign Language the legal status enjoyed by other indigenous British languages, such as Welsh and Cornish; to improve access to services, employment and cultural activities for sign language users by training more interpreters and making better use of technology; and to provide support for families to enable them to communicate better with their deaf children.

Thanking the Prime Minister for agreeing to the meeting, Malcolm Bruce MP, Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Deafness, said: “There are many things we could say about British Sign Language but we want to focus today on the most important issues. British Sign Language is an indigenous language of Britain used by about 50,000 people as their first or preferred language and by a further 200,000 people in everyday communication, however it dos not have the same legal status as other indigenous languages such as Welsh and Cornish and as a result deaf people feel very frustrated.”

Members of the delegation then explained to the Prime Minister the changes that would contribute to sign language users being able to fully participate in society. 

Jeff McWhinney told the Prime Minister of the daily frustrations experienced by sign language users because of the difficulties in accessing public services, saying “When public service providers consult on access issues the consultation process is not accessible to deaf people because of the lack of interpreters so as a result the services they provide are inappropriate for the deaf community. In health services, for example, often deaf people do not understand their GP and can end up taking the wrong medication.” And went on to recommend that, along with increasing the number of interpreters, better use must be made of technology: “The appropriate use of technology is also very important, interpreters can be provided by video link and this is a very efficient use of resources.”

Susan Daniels thanked the Government for working with NDCS and RNID to produce data on the achievements of deaf pupils and called for greater support for families with deaf children: “It is well recognized that families are the primary educators of their children and this is just not possible if the parents cannot communicate with their deaf child. The British Sign Language teaching that is currently available is not appropriate for family communication and what is needed is for the families of deaf children to have free access to training in sign language using an appropriate family curriculum. Deaf children are the deaf adults of the future and it is essential that they get the very best education and language support.”

Francis Murphy called for the Government to create the legal framework that would enable all the issues to be addressed: “The provision of more interpreters is a part of the solution, also very important is the mechanism by which the solutions are achieved. Welsh people have the Welsh Language Act through which their language is promoted and Cornish also has legal protection. It is important to look at these models because the training of more interpreters and the other solutions needed cannot be achieved without the appropriate legal framework and the funding needed.”

Members of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Deafness supported the delegation. Rosie Cooper MP said: “I want to say how I totally support this. British Sign Language is my first language, I grew up in a deaf family, and yet 50 years on I am still having to act as my dad’s interpreter and that is simply not acceptable. Deaf people are left out and discriminated against because of the lack of communication in sign language. The ability for parents to be able to communicate with their children and equally for children to be able to communicate with their parents is vitally important.” And Tom Levitt MP explained why existing legislation was not achieving appropriate access to services, saying “Before I became an MP I worked as a Disability Access Consultant and know from that experience that the provision of interpreters is simply not enough and as a result the reasonable adjustment required by the DDA is not possible.”

The Prime Minister then asked Andrew Adonis, Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Schools and Learners, the Minister responsible for collecting the data on the achievements of deaf pupils, to also look at the issues raised by the delegation, including reviewing the progress made in Wales to increase the provision of interpreters.

Further details of the meeting can be found on the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Deafness website at 
www.appg-deafness.org.uk

The delegation of sign language users was: Susan Daniels, Chief Executive of NDCS and Chair of UK Council on Deafness. Jeff McWhinney, Director of Significan’t. Francis Murphy, Chair of the British Deaf Association. They were accompanied by: Malcolm Bruce MP (LD), Chair of the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Deafness, three of the Vice-Chairs of the All-Party Group: Rosie Cooper MP (L), Tom Levitt MP (L), Tim Loughton MP (C) and the clerk of the All-Party Group, Jonathan Isaac.

