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LITHUANIAN DEAF ASSOCIATION ALTERNATIVE REPORT

Lithuanian Deaf Association (LDA) joins the Alternative report on the implementation of the UN Convention on rights of persons with disabilities in Lithuania, provided by the Lithuanian Forum of the Disabled (LFD). Although, it has wider notices regarding the implementation of the provisions of the convention regarding the rights of deaf people and provides its own alternative report. 

Lithuanian Deaf Association is a voluntary, independent, non-government organization for mutual aid amongst people with hearing disabilities, representing their interests and legal needs, protecting their rights and helping its members to fulfill their need in participating in the public social life.  This association’s aim is to ensure that a deaf person would have the possibility to receive information just like any other citizen of Lithuania.

There are approximately 8 000 deaf people residing in Lithuania and approximately 30 000 people with hearing disorders. The LDA activities cover the whole of the country.

The association has been established in 1938, in 1992, It has joined the World federation of the deaf (WFD) and in 2006, it became a member of the European union of the deaf (EUD).

The alternative report of the association deals with the comprehension of the situation with deaf people rights in Lithuania with the six articles of the UN convention on rights of persons with disabilities:

Article 9 Accessibility as well as Article 21 Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information;

Article 24. Education;

Article 27. Work and employment;

Article 29. Participation in political and public life;

Article 30. Participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport.

Article 9 Accessibility as well as Article 21 Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information

The primary state report fails entirely to analyse the accessibility of information for people with hearing disorders.

Informational environment adaptation for people with hearing disabilities.

The Law on the Provision of Information to the Public of Lithuania provides that public information producers and spreaders should provide so that the public information is accessible for the disabled to the extent they are capable to do so.

The Association energetically promotes activities that would ensure that as much information as possible (channel broadcasts to be subbed with a Lithuanian sign language interpreter) would be accessible to people with hearing disabilities. Lithuanian Deaf Association is in constant correspondence with various institutions, which have the right and ability to initiate the change of legal acts, regarding the adaptation of informational environment to the disabled. However, the situation does not change. People suffering from deafness related disabilities in Lithuania enjoy only approximately 3 (three) percent of broadcasting time adapted to their needs, although this number reaches 50 (fifty) percent or even more in other European countries. There is absolutely no legal act that would determine the obligatory percent of general broadcast that should be adapted to the needs of Lithuania’s deaf community. 

The Association thinks that one of the main problems in this area is the lack of specification in the wording of the laws that the legislative organs issue. The legislator uses abstract provisions, such as “according to possibility” and does not provide any specific obligations for the producers and promoters (spreaders) of information.

The Lithuanian law on radio and television, which determines the rights and obligations of the national broadcaster, obliges the broadcaster to air programs for people with hearing and vision disabilities. The part of the general programs adapted in such a way is determined by the Board, according to the financial situation of the national broadcaster.

The national translator in Lithuania is funded by the state budget and yet it is not adapted for the public with hearing disabilities. The informational program called “Today”, aired on the national translator’s TV channel should be interpreted to Lithuanian sign language. Unfortunately, more than 50 percent of all programs are interpreted not to the Lithuanian sign language but to the “calque” sign language and thus, it cannot be accounted as a fine-quality interpretation and does not correspond with the rules of the Lithuanian sign language. LDA takes actions to increase the number of programs that are interpreted in Lithuanian sign language and so that the national translator would react to the needs of the deaf community to receive an interpretation to the real Lithuanian sign language. In order to significantly increase sign language interpretations, according to the good practice of Scandinavian countries, a deaf interpreter should be present, but the national translator discards any of such suggestions. It is also important to note that there is no leverage against the mass media (including internet webpages) that would oblige them to make their services accessible for the deaf people.

The Lithuanian Deaf Association together with the Association of Lithuanian deaf youth have executed a research named “Lithuanian national television informational environment adaptation for people with hearing disabilities”, which revealed that  69,8% of all participants have chosen  Lithuanian sign language as the clearest/most understandable, to the point they could repeat received information. The results also show that hearing impaired, people with hearing deficiencies or people that mainly speak Lithuanian should be provided important information with subtitles in Lithuanian language. An astonishing 84,9% of respondents have chosen the running line titles as their preference. 

Public authorities show absolutely no interest in the raised problems and questions regarding the informational environment adaptation for people with hearing disabilities. They do not divert financing for the national translator (broadcaster), so that it could increase the air time of programs with sign language interpretation and subtitles.

People with hearing disabilities feel isolated, since the lack of accessible information cannot participate in the public, politic and cultural life.

The Lithuanian deaf Association’s suggestions:
To legally regulate the public information producers and broadcasters, so that they would interpret public information to Lithuanian sign language and subtitles not “to the best of their possibility” but in specific and easy to follow lower cap, so that not less than 50 percent of all public information should be adapted for the people with hearing disabilities.

General emergency help center (immediate help telephone No. 112 service)

The Lithuanian Deaf Association has fought for 7 years, so that the General emergency help telephone service would become accessible for the deaf people. Since deaf people lack the common sense of hearing and sometimes have problems in writing and understanding Lithuanian texts, they were unable to access the general emergency help system for a very long term.   The firefighting and rescue department of Lithuania have followed the lead of developed EU countries and have taken up the initiative to create a nation-wide mobile application in 2013. This application is named GPIS112, which can be installed personally on your telephone or tablet computer. It provides the deaf people a possibility to address the general emergency help center through the 112-telephone number. However, this application also has some serious flaws, such as:

· A disabled person whose native language is sign language cannot call for help via a video connection with an operator understanding sign language or an interpreter.

· There is no installed for the person calling for help to know when it will arrive, and no possibility to track the appropriate service to its destination over a map.

These observations have been sent to the Fire fighting and rescue department under the Ministry of Interior, but the departments have responded that it has neither the financial nor the technical possibility to re-install the system in a way, so it could accommodate the requests the fellowship has provided. This means, that deaf people whose native language is Lithuanian sign language have no way to call for help via a call to the general emergency center.
 

The Lithuanian Deaf Association brings attention to the fact that nobody takes the responsibility for saving a deaf person in case of an emergency. It also raises attention to the fact that only the members of Lithuanian Deaf Association are the experts of their social reality, who best know what is most important for them. The deaf people are the only ones who can advise on how the emergency system should be designed, so that they would be sure to be heard and understood in case of an emergency.

The Lithuanian Association’s suggestions:
To oblige national institutions to take into account the Lithuanian Deaf Association working group proposals on how to adapt the general emergency center help line 112 to the needs of people with hearing disabilities
. 

Possibility to use social and social rehabilitation services

The services provided by social or other service providers (healthcare and police institutions, banks, notaries and attorneys, labour office services, etc.) are inaccessible to deaf people because of their disability and the difference in culture and language, which limits the accessibility of information, causing a deaf person to lack quality services, which he or she may need. Services are unavailable or their receiving them is limited in the sense that the service provider frequently does not know the Lithuanian sign language, does not know the specifics of the deaf people’s culture and related existing problems. Social workers, psychologists and other specialists in municipalities, elderships, social service center are not properly educated/prepared/trained to provide social or social rehabilitation services for the people with hearing disabilities.

The National disabled people’s social integration 2013-2019 years plan implementation measures for 2013-2015 list contains an aim to ensure that people with various types of disabilities are provided with social integration services. These include but are not limited to social protection, healthcare and educational services. One of the important measures to achieve the above-mentioned aim is to finance social rehabilitation services projects for the disabled in communities according to a legally determined order. These projects are usually carried out and executed by non-government disabled people’s organizations, such as the fellowship itself as well as other similar umbrella organizations in various municipalities across Lithuania. However, there are difficulties to be met: qualified specialists leave such organizations and there is a lack of new ones because of the lack of social guarantees (small wages, fixed-term year-long employment contracts and a heavy workload forced upon them). Other difficulties include unclear annual funding, since there is no purposeful and consisting funding provided. Employee turnout promotes by the social rehabilitation service quality decrease, causing the violation of people with hearing disabilities rights of receiving services in a way that is accessible to them – the Lithuanian sign language. There are no elderly and nursing homes with their environment adapted for people with hearing disabilities and orphans with such disabilities live in childcare institutions where they are not taught Lithuanian sign language by specialists in an environment, which is not suited for people with hearing problems.

The wage of employees working in the social integration projects are calculated according to the 1993-07-08 ruling of the Government of the Republic of Lithuania No. 511 “Regarding improvement of state budget institutions and organizations employee wage payment procedure”, which approved budget institution and organization employee service wage sizes (by applying other budget institution and organization employee service wage coefficients) and according to other conditions, specified in the above-mentioned ruling. The projects provide services activities aimed at rehabilitating people with hearing disabilities, increasing their empowerment and inclusion in society and public life.

Without the increase of programmed financing and if no change will be made in project implementation worker’s wage calculation methods, the number of people receiving services from projects will decrease annually. The amount of pay that the organization is allowed to offer specialists under current financing rules makes it hard to find qualified specialists for full-time employment. This is the cause of working time shortening or part-time employments, which damages the party receiving the specialists’ services – the disabled and their close ones.

In principle, the wage of the people employed in projects should be connected with the pay that social services specialists receive and should be similar to the pay that such specialists receive in municipal institutions.

The Lithuanian Association’s suggestions:

To legally oblige the deaf people’s organizations to provide social services to the people with hearing disabilities with the help of social workers and social worker assistants. Provide adequate financing to teach Lithuanian sign language to social services specialists or to improve their current skills. Amend legal acts, so that they would ensure purposeful and long-term financing of social rehabilitation services for disabled people in their communities (five-year plan, with a possibility to receive additional financing if such a need arises). Provide adequate financing for the implementation of above-mentioned activities. Ensure adequate wage levels for specialists that work in deaf people’s organizations, who know Lithuanian sign language who completed tertiary education. To issue an obligation to change social policies to ensure that retirement and nursing home environments ensure proper care for people with hearing disabilities, including people who lack parenting care and children with hearing disabilities that are being taken care of by childcare institutions.

To connect the wage level of non-government organizations with the level of social services area specialists wage level.

Possibility to use professional sign language interpreters’ services

There are currently 103 sign language interpreters offering their services present in the Republic of Lithuania. There are five sign language interpreting centers in Vilnius, with an average 68 deaf people residing in the territory around each interpreter. The Order of the Lithuanian social security and labour Minister No. A1-62 “Regarding the approval of Lithuanian sign language interpreter services providing measure plan for 2013-2017” states that the number of deaf people per interpreter should be under 60 during this year and under 50 in 2016. However, this figure has not been reached and it will not be, unless the number of Lithuanian sign language will be increased.

Since the year of 2013 there have been no additional interpreters post, because the financing of interpreters centers has not been increased from the same time. The accessibility of interpreting services stays on the same level for a number of years, however the need in such services evenly rises, since deaf people use sign language interpreting services more actively by the day. 

The government offers sign language interpreters training in Vilnius College, but it is hard to find employment for its graduates because the sign language interpreting services cannot offer them employment. In such a way, state funding is being wasted, since the state invests in human resources, which cannot use afterwards to the good of the people.

Deaf people are more actively enrolling in studies in the Colleges and Universities of Lithuania, but sign language interpreting services are hardly available for them as of lately. Usually, the sign language interpreter interprets only a part of their daily lectures. Deaf people are beginning to get more active in, public life, participating events hosted by various institutions or by the deaf youth organizations, which themselves participate in various international or local events, but their participation is frequently inferior, since those events are held at evenings, when the interpreters centers are already not working and so the interpreting services are not provided.

Sign language recognition and promotion.

The 1995-05-04 Ruling of the  Government of the Republic of Lithuania No. 630 “Regarding acceptation of sign language as the mother tongue of deaf people” has declared the native language of deaf people of the Republic of Lithuania to be the sign language, thus giving them the opportunity choose their native language as their parenting language.

The disabled people social integration law of the Republic of Lithuania, article 4 states that sign language is the mother tongue of deaf people.

Given the present situation, it is observed that over the course of 20 years of recognizing the sign language as the deaf people’s native language, a few important changes have occurred in the field of activities surrounding the Lithuanian guest language. Three sign language use programs have been prepared and implemented in 1998 – 2012, a sign language use plan is also currently implemented in the period of time from 2013 to 2017. Lithuanian Deaf Association has established a separate institution – Public Enterprise “Surdologijos centras” in order to promote sign language, teach people how to use it and educate people and increase information accessibility with the help of sign language. This center organizes sign language trainings and prepares courses and educational materials. 

An explanatory Lithuanian sign language dictionary is in development and is being constantly updated. There are currently over 8000 Lithuanian sign language signs in this dictionary. It is prepared since 2004 as a product of cooperation between deaf and hearing specialists.

Another dictionary, this time an internet version, has been prepared and is constantly updated, can be located at spreadthesign.com. This dictionary is international, and contains signs from all of the world’s sign languages. This self-educational measure can be used freely and worldwide.

On the 9th of October, 2015, LDA has organized an international conference to commemorate the 20th anniversary of sign language. The conference has put forward the following main objectives:

· Making the sign language research transferred to a university level;

· Fully seek a more constructive and consistent sign language integration in our society, which would include integration to the children’s society by installing sign language lessons in hearing children kindergartens and schools, with training, preparing and qualification update provided for specialists working with children;

· Fully promote the acceptance and use of Lithuanian sign language in order to receive a status of a state language.

The Lithuanian deaf Association’s suggestions:

LDA calls to oblige the state to account the objectives it set up in order to promote and develop Lithuanian sign language.

Article 24. Education

The primary state report sums up a codex of laws that legally regulates the educational process in Lithuania, however, the state provided report does not analyse emerging problems.

Facilitating the learning of sign language and the promotion of the linguistic identity of the deaf community;

Ensuring 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 environments which maximize academic and social development.

· Early complex support providing to children with impaired hearing and their families.

Early deaf children upbringing is especially important, since the period from birth to three years of age is especially sensitive in regards to the development of the child.

There is no cooperation between healthcare institutions, municipalities, psychological pedagogical services and deaf (impaired hearing) upbringing institutions. The families, whenever their child is diagnosed with hearing impairment, do not receive the help of all the specialists they need (doctor, psychologist, deaf education specialist, social pedagogue, linguist). Families lack information and consultations on how to live on with this disability, how to up bring their child, proper upbringing institutions, etc. Best-case scenario, they receive some information from the medical specialist regarding a cochlear implantation, and all of the other important information is for them to be found by themselves.

· No conditions are created for specialists who work with deaf children (deaf education specialists, teachers, educators) to learn Lithuanian sign language.

No pedagogues are prepared in Lithuania that could learn the Lithuanian sign language during their main studies. Working teachers/educators are not provided with conditions to learn Lithuanian sign language (since there is nowhere they can teach). It is important to say, that while creating such a possibility it is important that the studies would be purposeful and free of charge. Social work specialists are also not provided training in Lithuanian sign language. They start working after graduation and fail to provide quality services to people with hearing impairment.

· No conditions are provided for families to up bring their children according to a bilingual deaf children upbringing method (Bilingual deaf upbringing conception, approved by the 2007-01-15 Ministry of Science and Education order No. ISAK-65 – is not implemented)

Conditions should be created for the teachers who work with children with impaired hearing, to improve their competence in Lithuanian sign language, creating premises for the bilingual deaf children upbringing. In order to reach this aim, a Lithuanian sign language course for pedagogues should be prepared and systematically implemented. It is also imperative to prepare a method/methodic recommendations for the bilingual upbringing of dead children and crease special educational measures for teaching children according to the bilingual method.

· Unequal conditions for deaf and impaired hearing educational facilities

There are five special deaf and impaired hearing educational facilities, providing basic education: the Lithuanian deaf and impaired hearing people’s education center (located in Vilnius, also providing secondary education), Kaunas deaf and impaired hearing people’s education center, Panevezys deaf and impaired hearing primary school, Klaipeda Litorinos school and Siauliai impaired hearing children’s educational center. Lithuanian deaf and impaired hearing center is a state school, other schools are municipality owned, aimed to help the deaf and impaired hearing children of the state (region). These schools are financed according to two documents: Pupil’s basket funds approach and Municipal government funding approach. Lithuanian deaf and impaired hearing education center is financed according to need. The Pupil’s basket method is not acceptable to specialized schools, since it does not cover all of the expenses, related with the upbringing, held and education provided for pupils with special hearing needs. The Municipal government funding approach has been changed in 2013 and since then, this method does not provide enough funds for the functioning of such institutions. Various municipalities use different approaches towards collecting money from parents. This causes dissatisfaction among parents of children with impaired hearing. Some of them decide to take their child to study far away from their home, to Vilnius, since the education is free there. It is quite odd that the same laws are differently applied to disabled people residing in different regions of the country. This violates one of the most important principles laid out in the mentioned and other various laws, i.e. this approach violates equal possibility and accessibility principles.

· The 2013-04-09 ruling of the Ministry of Education and science No. V-279 has approved the Lithuanian sign language use promotion measure plan for 2013-2017, which states that:

· The upbringing of deaf children is bilingual and such children are being taught according to the Bilingual education conception;

· Special education measures are being prepared. During the course of 2005-2012 a total of 17 bilingual and 19 other special educational measures have been issued, etc.;

However, the planned measures contain no information regarding on how the deaf education teachers are to be provided with conditions to learn the Lithuanian sign language.

The Lithuanian Deaf Association’s suggestions:
To apply legal regulation, so that all pedagogue and social worker preparing higher educational facilities, would be obliged to include sign language as a mandatory course.

Oblige the Ministry of Education and science to implement the bilingual upbringing integration program. Create possibilities for deaf children to grow and learn in an acceptable linguistic environment according to the provisions of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities.

To legally regulate and create equal conditions in all dead and hearing impaired educational facilities.

Article 27. Work and employment

The primary State report has summarized the situation in the Republic of Lithuania regarding the employment of disabled people. Quite a large number of disabled people employment promoting measures are applied in Lithuania.

The Employment promotion and Social enterprise laws of the Republic of Lithuania regulate the promotion of employment amongst disabled people by providing them with various subsidies.

LDA has executed EU structural funds financed project named “Darbo link” (towards employment) during the years of 2010 to 2012.  It was a project of promoting brokerage services in employing people with hearing impairments, aimed at forming a positive social view regarding such people and executing active social policies in the area of anti-discrimination. Seven new employment agencies were opened in the largest cities and employment brokers were trained and educated. These brokers managed to employ 476 people with hearing impairments during the course of the project. After the end of it, the Lithuanian Deaf Association offered The Labour market of the Republic of Lithuania to use its gained experienced and the database, collected by the brokers, but the state institution refused to cooperate.

Lithuanian labor market works in the areas of registering and employing unemployed people, however their results in employing deaf people are very low, since the labour market manages to employ only a couple of people who are deaf or suffering from hearing impairment.

Deaf people need not only to find an employment opportunity, they need constant assistance at their working place, such as communicating with the employer, colleagues, explaining tasks in sign language, resolving occurring problems.

Employment brokers who are capable of interpreting to the Lithuanian sign language could be very useful in such situations. They could be that assistant that the deaf person needs, but the lack of the state cooperation in the area of deaf people employment obstructs the integration of people to the labour market and their employment.

The Lithuanian deaf Association’s suggestions:

To apply legal regulation, so that the Lithuanian labour market would create positions for employment brokers capable of speaking Lithuanian sign language, who will in their turn help people with hearing impairment to integrate into the labour market and take a foothold in it.

Article 29. Participation in political and public life

The primary state report provides that all of Lithuanian citizens should be provided with all needed conditions to participate in all parts of the national development processes.

Most of the information provided for election campaigns and elections is unavailable for people suffering from hearing impairment. Only approximately 10 percent of all election debates are interpreted to sign language while on air. A deaf person cannot participate in elections campaigning, since he has no access to election debates and that makes his voter’s choice even more obscured.

Deaf people feel separated from actual policymaking not only during elections but also while watching and evaluating everyday politic events, since there is no actual politics program on air that would include a Lithuanian sign language interpretation. Deaf people feel separated from governing their own country and stripped of their civil rights and possibilities to participate in state development processes.

The Lithuanian Deaf Association’s suggestions:
To apply legal regulations, so that all of the election debates would be adapted to suit the needs of people with hearing disabilities.

Provide a possibility for deaf people to fully participate in state development processes.

Article 30. Participation in cultural life, recreation, leisure and sport

The primary state report provides information regarding various state programs aimed at cultural, sportive and leisure organizational activity promotion for people with hearing disabilities.

Official Lithuanian state events, such as National holidays, various commemorations and other official events are not adapted to suit the needs of people with hearing disabilities.

The most of the cultural spaces, museums and libraries are absolutely not adapted for the needs of people with hearing impairment. 

There is no possibility for them to participate in arts festivals and international projects.

Cultural and arts activities’ financing by state budget is episodic and insufficient.

The Lithuanian deaf Association’s suggestions:
To adapt official events of the Republic of Lithuania for the needs of deaf people.

To ensure state support for informal activities.

To ensure cultural spaces are accessible for people with hearing disabilities.
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