

[image: ]
Irish Deaf Society Submission to the UN Committee on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities
List of Issues
Submitted on 27th June 2025
Introduction
The Irish Deaf Society is the only national Deaf-led representative organisation of the Deaf, and it serves the interests and welfare of the Deaf community. It provides educational and advocacy services, and advice delivered through Irish Sign Language (ISL) to Deaf children, adults, and their families. ISL is the language of the Deaf community and was recognised as such via the Irish Sign Language Act 2017[footnoteRef:1]. The Irish Deaf community sees itself as a linguistic and cultural minority group, in addition to belonging to the movement of persons with disabilities. [1:  https://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2017/act/40/enacted/en/print.html] 

The Irish Deaf Society is recognised as an Organisation of Persons with Disabilities (OPD). The Irish Deaf Society are members of the World Federation of the Deaf and the European Union of the Deaf and have consulted with international Deaf representative bodies in relation to a number of societal issues that impact on Deaf people.
The Irish Deaf Society leads the Irish Sign Language Act Cross Community Group, which is a group of National organisations and service providers working in the Deaf community. We consult with this group in relation to topics of interest to Deaf people including the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 and the topics discussed in this submission. This group includes the following members: Bridge Interpreting, Centre for Deaf Studies- Trinity College Dublin, Chime, Council of ISL Interpreters of Ireland, Council of ISL Teachers, Greenbow LGBTQ+, Irish Deaf Research Network, Irish Deaf Youth Association, National Deaf Women of Ireland, Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS), Deaf Reach Services and Deaf Sports Ireland.
There are no accurate statistics on the size of the Deaf community in Ireland, but it is estimated that 5,000 Deaf people communicate in ISL as their primary language[footnoteRef:2]. However, IDS estimate there are approximately 40,000 people who use ISL including family, friends and those working in the Deaf community. This the estimate follows a commonly used method where we multiply the number of Deaf signers by a ratio to account for hearing ISL users such as family members, friends, interpreters, educators etc. Internationally and in community practice, ratios between 1:4 and 1:8 (Deaf signers to hearing) are often used. The most recent data from the Central Statistics Office (2022)[footnoteRef:3] shows there are over 233,000 people who are deaf and hard of hearing in Ireland, representing 5% of the total population. However, not all communicate in ISL as their primary language, or many may not consider themselves to be part of the Deaf community. The Irish Deaf Society use the term Deaf to cover all Deaf people, regardless of the degree of hearing they have. [2:  Matthews, P. A. (1996) The Irish deaf community volume 1: Survey report, history of education, language and culture. The Linguistics Institute of Ireland.
]  [3:  https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-cpp4/census2022profile4-disabilityhealthandcarers/typeofdisability/] 















Executive Summary
The Irish Deaf Society urges the Committee to include these issues in its List of Issues for Ireland, to ensure that Deaf people's rights, particularly the recognition and promotion of ISL, are fully addressed in line with the UNCRPD. The State must be held accountable for delivering structural change that respects the linguistic and cultural identity of the Deaf community in Ireland.
Key Issues Identified
Article 4- General Obligations
There is a lack of meaningful engagement by key government departments with the Irish Deaf Society as an OPD. Additionally, there is an urgent need for sustainable, multi-annual funding and the widespread implementation of Deaf Awareness Training across public services.
Articles 9- Accessibility & Article 21- Freedom of Expression and Access to Information
Significant barriers prohibit the full implementation of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017. A severe shortage of qualified ISL interpreters continues to hinder access, compounded by widespread lack of awareness among public bodies. Emergency services in particular remain largely inaccessible to Deaf people.
Article 24- Education
Educational support for Deaf students is inadequate. Many Visiting Teachers for Deaf/Hard of Hearing children lack fluency in ISL and the ISL Home Tuition scheme suffers from insufficient support and resourcing. The ISL Scheme’s reliance on narrow medical criteria excludes many Deaf children, undermining their right to a linguistic identity and equal access to education.
Article 25- Health
Mental health services in particular are largely inaccessible and fail to consider the cultural and linguistic needs of the Irish Deaf community. There is a pressing need for the establishment of a dedicated Deaf Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service to provide appropriate, culturally competent care.
Article 27- Work and Employment
Access to ISL interpretation in the workplace is limited due to capped provisions and its classification as “communication support,” which restricts full participation and equal opportunities for Deaf employees.
Article 30- Participation in Cultural Life, Recreation, Leisure and Sport
Current restrictions in the Social Inclusion Voucher Scheme create barriers to participation for Deaf people. There is also limited access to the night-time economy and cultural events. Furthermore, targets for ISL and subtitling in public broadcasting remain low, and the quality of provision is often poor.

Issues by article
General Obligations
Article 4
Issues:
Meaningful Engagement and Co-Creation with Organisations of Persons with Disabilities
Ireland’s State Report (point 20, p. 6) mentions that the Government funded the development of the Disability Participation and Consultation Network in order to “build capacity within the disability community so that people with disabilities, their representative organisations and disability organisations can participate fully in the development of policy and legislation as required under the Convention”. Article 4.3 of the UNCRPD, further developed by its General Comment 7, states that States should engage in meaningful engagement and co-creation with OPDs in the design, implementation, delivery and review of policies and decisions that affect them and their members. However, a subsequent evaluation of the Disability Participation and Consultation Network by the National Disability Authority in 2023[footnoteRef:4] found the DPCN to be misaligned with the UNCRPD and to have funding and structural challenges. The Disability Participation and Consultation Network no longer exists, and there is now the Disabled Persons Organisation Network, known as the DPO Network, of which the Irish Deaf Society is a member. However, the DPO Network has a much smaller membership and is not receiving any funding for its network activities from the State. The Irish Deaf Society as an OPD requires multi-annual funding to ensure it has the capacity to represent Deaf people, inform policy development and monitor the implementation of the UNCRPD at local and national levels with other OPDs. OPDs must have support to develop the technical and organisational capacity required for co-creation. As part of this, funding should be allocated for Deaf Awareness Training directed at public bodies delivered by the Irish Deaf Society. The Irish Deaf Society currently do not receive any core funding from the State. Meaningful engagement and co-creation with OPDs benefit both the OPD and the State in terms of appropriate policymaking and budget allocations as it ensures effective use of State funds. Government departments themselves must also have the capacity, skills and awareness to meaningfully engage with OPDs. [4:  https://nda.ie/uploads/publications/Independent-Evaluation-of-the-Disability-Participation-and-Consultation-Network-December-2023-final.pdf] 

The Irish Deaf Society is particularly concerned with the lack of consistent meaningful engagement by Government departments. Engagement has ranged from tokenistic to no engagement and as such we are not aware if there are structures of engagement that do not include us, or if those structures simply do not exist. Departments that provide services directly to Deaf people are of particular concern, including the Department of Social Protection and the Department of Education with whom engagement has been tokenistic. Each of these departments has in recent years made a series of decisions with little or no consultation with the Irish Deaf Society as an OPD. This has negatively impacted the delivery and quality of services to the Deaf community. While the Irish Deaf Society respond to relevant public consultations by Department of Social Protection, there has been no targeted engagement with the Irish Deaf Society as an OPD to address Deaf and ISL-related issues. Our repeated requests for a meeting since February of 2024 have been ignored. Under this department, ISL interpreting services are being delivered on a welfare basis as opposed to a rights-basis and meaningful engagement to discuss a better way forward would deliver better results for all parties. Similarly, the Department of Education launched the ISL Scheme in 2023 with no prior consultation with the Irish Deaf Society. The criteria for this scheme are highly medical in nature, undermining UNCPRD principles of respect for the linguistic and cultural identity of Deaf people. This particular issue is discussed in detail under Article 24 (Education).
Suggested questions:
· How have State bodies, including the Department of Social Protection and the Department of Education meaningfully engaged with the Irish Deaf Society about services and co-created Deaf and ISL-related policies with the relevant representative organisation of Deaf people, in line with Article 4.3?
· What concrete steps is the State taking to provide sustainable, multi-annual funding to Deaf-led OPDs to ensure they have the technical and organisational capacity to participate in policy co-creation and support the implementation of the UNCRPD in Ireland?

Specific Articles
Article 9 (Accessibility) and Article 21 (Freedom of Expression and Access to Information)
Issues:
Access to emergency services
There are serious accessibility issues with the current Emergency Call Answering Service SMS/Text service. The Emergency Call Answering Service handles emergency calls made to 112 and 999 to access police, ambulance or fire services. As telephone calls are not accessible to Deaf people, the Emergency Call Answering Service operates an SMS/Text service. However, there are serious issues including unclear pre-registration requirements, slow response times, lack of ISL translations and reliance on written English which disadvantages many Deaf ISL users. This is not aligned with Article 9.1(b) that states the State must identify and eliminate obstacles and barriers to accessibility in relation to “information, communications and other services, including electronic services and emergency services”. Article 11 (Situations of risk and humanitarian emergencies) is also relevant here. There is an urgent need for improvements such as ISL video relay services and real-time communication options. These elements are in line with the European Accessibility Act where “one of the most important elements of the Act is the obligation to answer communications to the single European emergency number 112 by using the most appropriate Public Safety Answering Point (PSAP). In practice this means that PSAPs must be able to reply to emergency communications with synchronised voice and real-time text, and where video is provided, synchronisation of these components as Total Conversation” (Placencia Porrero 2021, p. 56)[footnoteRef:5]. In 2024, the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications conducted a “requirements gathering” survey for people with disabilities, however, no progress has yet been reported. This issue is also absent from Ireland’s State Report 2021. [5:  Placencia Porerro, I. (2021) The importance of an ambitious transposition of the European Accessibility Act for deaf people in the EU in De Clerck, G.A.M. (Ed.) UNCRPD Implementation in Europe- a deaf perspective. EUD. Available:https://www.eud.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/UNCRPD_Book_V3.pdf] 

Suggested questions:
· What steps is the State taking to ensure that the Emergency Call Answering Service (ECAS) is fully accessible to Deaf people, including the provision of ISL video relay, real-time communication options and alternatives to written English, in line with Article 9 of the Convention and the requirements of the European Accessibility Act?

Awareness of public bodies to supply ISL interpreters for access to statutory entitlements or services
Ireland’s State Report (point 88, p. 15) outlines the duty of public bodies to provide ISL interpreters for access to statutory entitlements or services. However, the 2021 National Disability Authority Report on the Operation of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017[footnoteRef:6] found that of the 77% of public bodies that responded to the National Disability Authority’s public body survey, only 36% considered themselves to be fully compliant with the Act. 50% of the public bodies that responded to the survey indicated they were either unaware of the Act (31%) or unaware of their responsibilities under the Act (20%). Public bodies should be obliged to develop and implement Irish Sign Language Action Plans. The plan should outline how these bodies are putting the Act in place. These bodies should also have an obligation to report on their duties under the Act at defined intervals. [6:  https://nda.ie/publications/report-on-the-operation-of-the-irish-sign-language-act-2017-december-2021] 

Suggested questions:
· What measures is the State taking to ensure that all public bodies are fully aware of and comply with their legal duty to provide professional Irish Sign Language interpreters for access to statutory entitlements and services?
Supply of professional ISL Interpreters
The Irish Sign Language Act was passed in December 2017 and commenced in December 2020. However, there are serious barriers to its full implementation, mainly the critical shortage of professional ISL interpreters. As public bodies now have a duty to provide ISL interpreters, demand for professional ISL Interpreters has increased exponentially. The supply of ISL Interpreters falls far short in terms of being able to accommodate all requests for interpreting for access to public and private services (as reported in the National Disability Authority Report on the Operation of the Irish Sign Language Act (2021). Currently, full implementation of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 is hindered due to this supply issue and Deaf ISL users are unable to claim their rights. Ireland’s State Report 2021 (point 266 & 267, p. 38-39) states that Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS) will be resourced to increase the number of interpreters, establish a quality-assurance and registration scheme and provide ongoing professional training and development. A review of a pilot on-demand ISL interpreting mobile application was to take place to inform a potential permanent model.  The National Disability Authority Report on the Operation of the Irish Sign Language Act (2021) cites “reviewing and developing an action plan to increase the supply of ISL interpreters” as a high-priority recommendation with responsibility lying with the Department of Children, Equality and Disability, Department of Social Protection and Department of Further and Higher Education, Research, Innovation and Science.
Suggested questions:
· What concrete and time-bound actions is the State taking to address the critical shortage of professional Irish ISL interpreters, which is currently preventing the full implementation of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017and denying Deaf people equal access to public services, despite clear recommendations from the National Disability Authority and commitments made in the State Report?

The Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI)[footnoteRef:7] [7:  https://www.risli.ie/] 

Ireland’s State Report (point 268(a) and 268(c), p. 39 & point 426, p. 60) mentions the establishment of the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI) as mandated by Section 7 of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 and associated responsibilities of RISLI- “Ongoing professional training is required in order to maintain registration. RISLI is governed by a Register Panel, which oversees registration applications, complaints and appeals, as well as CPD and Mentor Training for interpreters” (point 426, p. 60). However, RISLI later received legal advice in 2024 indicating that its mandate is limited strictly to accrediting interpreters' competence. As such, it was deemed outside RISLI’s authority to issue a Code of Conduct or to manage complaints. Following this guidance, the Code was retracted, and complaint handling was discontinued. This has created a significant and problematic gap- interpreters accredited and listed on the official register are currently not bound by any code of professional conduct or practice, and there is no mechanism to address complaints or breaches. In addition to this, funding was also withdrawn for structured and ongoing Continuing Professional Development (CPD). This is especially important in specialised areas such as medical, legal and education interpretation. Addressing this regulatory gap may require an amendment to the Irish Sign Language Act 2017.
Suggested questions:
· What plans do the State have to amend the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 to address the regulatory and oversight gaps in the accreditation and professional practice of Irish Sign Language interpreters, including the absence of a complaints mechanism, lack of a Code of Conduct, and the withdrawal of funding for Continuing Professional Development, particularly in light of the responsibilities attributed to the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters in the State’s report?

The status of ISL
Ireland’s State Report (point 265, p. 38) states “The Irish Sign Language Act was signed into law in 2017 and was commenced in December 2020, making ISL an official language of Ireland”. Ireland’s State Report (Introduction point 4, p. 4) also states “The Irish Sign Language Act 2017 conferred official language status on Irish Sign Language (ISL)”. Overstating by claiming that ISL is an official language must be avoided by the State as ISL does not have the same legal standing as the two official languages, Irish and English, under the Constitution. More appropriate and accurate phrasing would be “officially recognised” as it reflects legal acknowledgment and State commitment. Reporting ISL as an official language portrays a false representation of ISL as being allocated the same State resources and investment and its users having the same rights as Irish/English speakers.
Suggested questions:
· What measures are in place to ensure that ISL users have equitable access to public services and are not disadvantaged in comparison to speakers of Irish and English, given the different types of recognition these languages have?
· Do the State have plans to introduce a constitutional amendment to place ISL on an equal footing with Irish and English?


Media- television broadcasting
Regarding access to media, specifically television broadcasting, there are serious issues around both quantity and quality of ISL and subtitling. The national broadcaster, Raidio Teilifís Éireann (RTE), currently has targets of 6% for ISL and 96% for subtitling for 2025 which is worryingly low. It is worth noting that even if 96% of output contains subtitles, we know from feedback from our members through advocacy consultations that a far lower percentage of this would be considered high-quality and to an acceptable standard for Deaf and Hard of Hearing people to be able to access and enjoy. It must be noted that subtitles alone do not constitute full access as subtitles are usually in English, the second language of the Deaf community. While the target should be 100% for subtitle provision, it is critical to ensure that only high-quality subtitles contribute to the benchmark target of 96%. Poor-quality subtitles, those that are inaccurate, incomplete, or not properly synchronised should not be counted toward this target. Therefore, a robust monitoring and quality assurance system must be established to ensure that all high-quality subtitled content meets accessibility standards. For ISL content, internal quality control is required to monitor the output of ISL Interpreters or ISL Presenters. Recent engagement with Ireland’s media regulator (Coimisiún na Meán) revealed that quality control was limited to ensuring the interpreters are on the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters. However, robust internal quality control would involve a monitoring system whereby professional interpreters would monitor the output of ISL. We know this was not in place even in the national broadcaster, Raidio Teilifís Éireann (RTE), as they asked the Irish Deaf Society to monitor ISL quality which indicates there is no internal process of carrying this out.
Suggested questions:
· What measures is the State taking to significantly increase both the quantity and quality of ISL and subtitled content on national television, and what measures do state regulators have in place to ensure and enforce the provision of internal quality control mechanisms by broadcasters and platforms to deliver accessibility standards in accordance with Article 21(b)?

Article 24 (Education)
Issues:
Visiting Teachers for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Children (National Council for Special Education)[footnoteRef:8] [8:  https://ncse.ie/visiting-teachers] 

Ireland’s State Report (point 312(a), p 44) mentions that Visiting Teachers for Deaf/Hard of Hearing children are “specially trained”, however the Irish Deaf Society has received direct feedback from parents and Deaf community members that many Visiting Teachers do not have ISL, or if they do, their level is not of sufficient fluency. This is worrying anecdotal evidence which requires service analysis or research to clarify. Competence in ISL is only desirable as per a job advertisements by the National Council for Special Education (NCSE) in February 2021[footnoteRef:9] and March 2024[footnoteRef:10]. Visiting Teachers for Deaf/Hard of Hearing are “qualified teachers with particular skills and knowledge of the development and education of children with varying degrees of hearing loss" and “offer longitudinal support to children, their families and schools from the time of referral through to the end of post-primary education” (NCSE 2025). [9:  https://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/Information-Sheet-Advert_VT-DHH_2021.docx]  [10:  https://ncse.ie/wp-content/uploads/2024/02/VT-Competition-Booklet-Published.pdf] 

Suggested questions:
· Will the state guarantee that in further advertisements for Visiting Teachers for Deaf/Hard of Hearing children that fluency in ISL will be an essential criteria?

ISL Home Tuition Scheme (Department of Education)
Ireland’s State Report (point 312(e), p. 44) mentions the existence of the ISL Home Tuition Scheme which constitutes “a weekly tuition service whereby a tutor visits the home of a deaf/hard of hearing pre-school child or school-going pupil to provide training in ISL for the child and their family”. However, this scheme is not fit for purpose. Feedback from stakeholders including 12 ISL teachers and tutors and 8 hearing parents showed that while the Scheme played a very important role in assisting Deaf and Hard of Hearing children and families and is greatly valued by parents/guardians and schools, there are significant concerns. These stakeholders reported ongoing frustration around several key issues, including a lack of training and support for ISL tutors with no clear HR or supervisory structures in place, an absence of structured educational and language learning resources with some tutors and parents reporting little to no materials to support effective teaching, poor communication and referral systems between tutors, families, and the Dept, inefficient and bureaucratic administrative processes, including difficulties in tutor registration. There is also no access to the scheme for Deaf parents, who have expressed a strong need for it to support hearing siblings of Deaf children, as well as for clearer separation and support for ISL and English language acquisition in the home for CODAs (children of Deaf parents). The scheme requires a monitoring, training and support framework, for which the Irish Deaf Society proactively offered a proposal. No further engagement ensued from the Department of Education.
Suggested questions:
· What steps is the State taking to improve the ISL Home Tuition Scheme to ensure it is fit for purpose, including the introduction of a monitoring, training and support framework, adequate learning resources and administrative support for tutors, children, and families?

ISL Scheme (Department of Education)[footnoteRef:11] [11:  https://www.gov.ie/en/department-of-education/publications/irish-sign-language-isl-scheme/] 

Since the State Report, the Department of Education have established the ISL Scheme:
“The new scheme is targeted at children and young people attending primary, special and post 	primary school who were born without an auditory nerve or due to infection, disease, trauma, failed technology intervention (for example cochlear implants), their auditory nerve has ceased to function completely and whose primary means of communication is using Irish Sign Language.”
(Department of Education, March 2022)
Article 24 (Education) supports education in the most appropriate languages, modes and means of communication, including sign languages and recognises the importance of linguistic identity. In addition, Article 2 (Definitions) defines “language” as including national sign languages. Therefore, ISL should not be defined and presented as a communicational tool, but rather as a fully-fledged language. This supports the Irish Deaf Society’s position[footnoteRef:12] on inclusive education for Deaf learners that is of high-quality with direct instruction in sign language, access to Deaf teachers and Deaf peers who use sign language, and a bilingual curriculum that includes the study of sign language. Article 24.3(c) in particular states that the State must ensure that the education of persons, and in particular children, who are blind, deaf or deafblind, is delivered in the most appropriate languages and modes and means of communication for the individual, and in the environments which maximise academic and social development. [12:  https://irishdeafsoc.wpenginepowered.com/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Irish-Deaf-Society-Policy-Paper-on-Deaf-Education-15.09.22.pdf] 

The selection criteria for this scheme are based on a medical approach rather than an equal rights-based approach. This is concerning, as it allows for the unacceptable exclusion of most Deaf children based on their medical criteria. The medical approach paints ISL as a communication tool. ISL is a language, and therefore the criteria should be based on language use rather than medical needs. Also, the Irish Sign Language Act 2017, states that all ISL users have a right to use, develop and preserve their language, however by basing the criteria on a medical model, a high number of children whose first language is ISL will not be granted their right to use ISL. These medical criteria undermine the cultural and linguistic identity of Deaf and Hard of Hearing pupils and families and reassert a medical model of disability which is not in line with UNCRPD. Pupils and families who have opted to use ISL in preference to medical devices, for health or other reasons, in reliance on the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 and in good faith, have been discriminated against in this selection criteria. The adoption of an explicitly medical model of selection for support is directly counter to both UNCRPD and the Irish Sign Language Act 2017. There are two highly problematic implications of the medical criteria which are as follows- (1) pupils who cannot or will not use medical devices for reasons other than those set by the Scheme are not considered to have intensive support needs and (2) any needs that these pupils do have could be resolved by use of medical devices.
As can be observed here, figures provided below by the Department of Education via a written answer to a Parliamentary Question[footnoteRef:13] (2024) tell us that the majority of applications to the scheme were ineligible. The Irish Deaf Society are concerned that these students were deemed ineligible due to the highly medical nature of the criteria. [13:  https://www.kildarestreet.com/wrans/?id=2024-09-09a.1543&s=Irish+Sign+Language#g1546.r] 
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Suggested questions:
· When is the State planning to phase out the medically based eligibility criteria for the ISL Scheme which is contrary to the UNCRPD and excludes Deaf children who use ISL as their first language, and adopt new rights-based criteria in line with Article 24 of the UNCRPD and the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 to ensure all ISL-using children have equal access to education in their primary language? The Irish Deaf Society suggest the following rights-based criteria: “The new scheme is targeted at children and young people attending primary, special and post primary school whose primary language is Irish Sign Language.”
· Do the existing educational settings in Ireland fulfil the 4 minimum criteria for inclusive education for Deaf learners as outlined by the World Federation of the Deaf[footnoteRef:14]? These are: education should be bilingual, teachers must have native-level ISL proficiency and have a high level of awareness of Deaf culture, the curriculum should follow the national curriculum maximising the learning outcome of Deaf learners and Deaf learners must be surrounded by their signing peers and Deaf adult role models. [14:  https://wfdeaf.org/resources/wfd-position-paper-on-inclusive-education/] 


Article 25 (Health)
Issues:
Ireland’s Mental Health Policy- “Sharing the Vision- A Mental Health Policy for Everyone” (Department of Health 2020)[footnoteRef:15] [15:  https://assets.gov.ie/static/documents/sharing-the-vision-a-mental-health-policy-for-everyone.pdf] 

Ireland’s national mental health policy recognises the need for outreach to the Deaf community. However, persistent barriers remain in areas such as provision of accessible services in ISL, trained professionals with awareness of and competency in Deaf culture and engagement with the Irish Deaf Society as an OPD. The policy references people with “severe-to-profound deafness” as among those identified as being “high-priority” and “at risk”. This highly medical categorisation is not in line with UNCRPD principles and undermines the linguistic and cultural identity of Deaf people, as highlighted by Article 30. Members of the Deaf community, regardless of their levels of hearing, can face unique and nuanced mental health challenges due to historical oppression, oralism, language deprivation and social isolation caused by inaccessible environments. Language deprivation results from a lack of exposure to a language (signed or spoken) and can lead to grave adverse consequences in linguistic, social, psychological and cognitive developmental domains in Deaf people’s lives. National sign languages play a critical role in preventing language deprivation and ensuring optimal mental, physical and social health across the lifespan of Deaf people. The World Federation of the Deaf states that access to sign language is a health need[footnoteRef:16]. In its recommendations, Ireland’s mental health policy states that the National Specialist Mental Health Service and its model of care for the Deaf community must be evaluated to identify gaps and areas for improvement. This review has recently taken place, however the Irish Deaf Society was not consulted in the design phase of this review about how to conduct the evaluation in a manner appropriate to and respectful of Deaf culture. Based on this evaluation, a service improvement plan is to be created and implemented in phases. Mental health staff should have the necessary skills to work effectively with Deaf individuals and a training needs analysis and a comprehensive training, support and supervision plan must be carried out. [16:  https://wfdeaf.org/resources/position-paper-on-access-to-national-sign-languages-as-a-health-need/] 

The need for a specialist Deaf Mental Health Service delivered by Deaf professionals
A specialist Deaf mental health service for adults led by Deaf professionals fluent in ISL is required, including the urgent need for a Deaf Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service. Article 25 (Health) calls for equal access to healthcare, including communication in preferred languages. This includes sign languages. Deaf people face barriers in accessing mainstream mental health care and information through GPs and general healthcare services due to inadequate signposting and inaccessible materials which delay early identification and intervention. Current services rely heavily on interpretation rather than direct communication in ISL i.e. the current Liaison Mental Health Service for the Deaf Community. This service is intended for Deaf ISL users aged 18-65. ISL interpreters and Deaf interpreters (if appropriate) are provided for consultations and the service has access to a limited number of sessions from an ISL-using, trained psychotherapist. Referrals to this service are taken from family doctors or community-based adult mental health teams. Awareness of Deaf culture is foundational to appropriate service provision and many professionals lack knowledge of Deaf culture, ISL and oppression-related trauma. Mental health professionals should reflect the diversity of the communities they serve. 
Further, coercion in mental healthcare must be urgently addressed and eliminated. Deaf people are especially at risk due to communication barriers, which can lead to misdiagnosis, lack of informed consent and exclusion from decisions about their care. The absence of accessible, culturally and linguistically appropriate services increases the likelihood of coercion. Deaf people must be able to communicate directly in ISL with mental health professionals and participate fully in all aspects of their treatment and care.
Suggested questions:
· What steps is the State taking to ensure that mental health services for the Deaf community are fully accessible, culturally and linguistically appropriate and rights-based, including the provision of ISL-accessible services, training for professionals in Deaf culture and language and the removal of medicalised classifications that undermine Deaf people’s linguistic and cultural identity?

Article 27 (Work and Employment)
Issues:
Work and Access Scheme
Ireland’s State Report (point 403(c), p. 56) mentions the Reasonable Accommodation Fund (RAF) which has since been replaced by the Work and Access Scheme. This scheme is “a set of supports to help people with a disability get a job or stay in work. The supports aim to remove or reduce barriers in the workplace for people with a disability”. For Deaf and Hard of Hearing people, the type of support available is “communication support”. The scheme contradicts Ireland’s obligations under the UNCRPD Article 27 (which ensures the right to work, prohibits discrimination in employment and addresses the need for reasonable accommodations) and the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 as was highlighted in recent research[footnoteRef:17]. First, access to ISL interpreters is classified as ‘communication support’. This leads to a perception that deaf people need “help” with communication and that ISL is a “tool” rather than a language. Secondly, there is a cap on hours for ISL interpretation (10 hours for a Workplace Needs Assessment and 30 hours for In-Work Support) per year which is clearly insufficient for full workplace participation. [17:  O’Connell, N., Conama, J.B. & Leeson, L. (2025) ‘Responding to the Irish Government’s announcement on the new Access and Work scheme- human rights approach’, Disability & Society, DOI: 10.1080/09687599.2025.2478057. Available: https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/09687599.2025.2478057?src=] 

Suggested questions:
· How does the State plan to transition from the framing of ISL interpretation under the Work and Access Scheme as ‘communication support’ to full provision of linguistic rights to ISL as means of reasonable accommodation, in line with Article 27  and Article 5 of the UNCRPD as well as the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 to ensure full and equal workplace participation for Deaf employees who use ISL as their first language?
· When will the state remove the 30-hour cap on ISL interpretation for in-work support?

Article 30 (Participation in Cultural Life, Recreation, Leisure and Sport)
Issues:
The Social Inclusion “Voucher” Scheme (as mandated by Section 9 of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017)
Ireland’s State Report (point 427, p. 60) mentions access to social, educational and cultural events and services for Deaf people by means of a “voucher scheme” (Social Inclusion Voucher Scheme), which provides a limited number of “vouchers” per person for ISL interpretation for access to social, educational and cultural events and private services including medical and legal. The scheme is administered by Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS). At the time of Ireland’s State Report 2021, this scheme was operating as a pilot for a period of 3 months. As this scheme is now in permanent operation, it requires sufficient funding to meet the needs of the Deaf community as outlined in Section 9 of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017. This scheme must not limit access to a strict number of vouchers per person (5 per annum) or limit vouchers by age restriction (currently 18+) or other such factors as it currently does. In addition, Sign Language Interpreting Service must be provided with adequate funding for the necessary staff resources to deliver and grow the service effectively.
Suggested questions:
· What measures is the State taking to ensure the Social Inclusion Voucher Scheme is adequately funded and accessible to all Deaf people, including Deaf children and teenagers, and that limits on the number of vouchers do not restrict their right to participate equally in social, educational, cultural and medical activities, as required under the Irish Sign Language Act 2017 and Article 30 of the UNCRPD?
Night-time economy
Access to cultural and social events during evening hours is severely limited due to the lack of ISL interpretation. While the Social Inclusion Voucher Scheme (outlined above) enables some access, it is restricted to five “vouchers” per year per person, requires two weeks’ notice, and is only available to adults. This makes spontaneous or regular participation impossible and undermines the right to equal cultural participation. There is also a reliance on subtitles where they are often presented as a substitute for interpretation, despite English being a second language for many Deaf people. Subtitling does not constitute full or equal access. When ISL interpretation is provided, it is frequently undermined by poor visibility, inconsistent camera coverage (e.g., at large sporting events) and inadequate lighting or seating arrangements that affect the visibility of the interpreter. Events that have ISL interpretation are often poorly advertised to the Deaf community, leading to low attendance and further marginalisation. Organisers seldom engage with Deaf-led organisations to ensure accessible and culturally relevant outreach. There are no minimum accessibility requirements for private venues operating in the night-time economy. This leaves accessibility to individual discretion, leading to widespread exclusion of Deaf ISL users. Broader, sustainable public investment is required to support the systemic provision of ISL interpretation and Deaf-inclusive practices across cultural and night-time events.
Suggested questions:
· What steps is the State taking to ensure full and equal access to the night-time economy for Deaf ISL users, including provision of ISL interpretation at cultural and social events and the establishment of accessibility standards for private venues, in compliance with Articles 9 and 30 of the UNCRPD?

N.B. Ireland’s State Report (point 426, p. 60) mentions the establishment of the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI) as mandated by Section 7 of the Irish Sign Language Act 2017. It is unclear as to the reason RISLI is being reported on under Article 30 (Participation in Cultural Life, Recreation, Leisure and Sport), as RISLI oversee the regulation of ISL interpreters across all domains. The reporting on the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters should occur under Article 21 (Freedom of Expression and Access to Information). Therefore, please see Article 21 for issues related to the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters.

Conclusion
The Irish Deaf Society urges the Committee to critically examine the significant gaps between the Irish State’s commitments under the UNCRPD and the lived experiences of Deaf people in Ireland. While progress has been made in certain areas, this submission has outlined persistent and systemic barriers that continue to undermine the rights of Deaf people across multiple domains including education, health, employment, cultural participation and access to public services.
The lack of multi-annual funding for Deaf-led OPDs, the critical shortage of professional ISL interpreters, and the barriers to accessing emergency services, education, health, employment and cultural life reflect a persistent marginalisation of ISL users. Policies and practices that rely on a medical model, rather than a rights-based approach, continue to dominate critical areas such as education and mental health, leading to exclusion, discrimination, and denial of linguistic and cultural rights. Further, public bodies remain largely unaware of their duties under existing legislation.
[bookmark: _Int_hUbh0l4q]ISL is the first and/or preferred language of the Deaf community in Ireland and must be recognised and supported through appropriately resourced public services, inclusive policies and a commitment to equality in practice as well as in principle. The issues raised in this submission point to a need for structural reform, adequate resourcing and State-led measures that reflect a genuine commitment to the values and obligations set out in the UNCRPD.
We call on the Committee to hold the Irish State accountable to its obligations under the UNCRPD and to urge immediate, concrete and time-bound actions to ensure that Deaf people can fully exercise their rights without discrimination and on an equal basis with others.
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Registered office: Thomas Mahon Building, Deaf Village Ireland, Ratoath Road, Cabra, Dublin 7, D07 W94H. Contact us: 01 860 8178, text 089 462 5290, info@irishdeafsociety.ie, www.deaf.ie. 
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