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Introduction  

 

The multilingualism and the official recognition by the EU of 24 spoken languages is one of the 

most distinctive features of the European Union. Even though the EU itself has not yet 

recognised its national sign languages as the official languages in the EU, all the EU Member 

States did, and all 30 national sign languages are officially recognised at national level in the 

countries of the European Union.1 Multilingualism at the EU level is not only seen at the EU 

institutions, it is often also promoted among the European non-governmental organisations 

too, as during the meetings organised by the European non-governmental organisations, it is 

often the case that more than one spoken language is being used.  

 

The EU's multilingualism has three goals (i) to encourage language learning and promote 

linguistic diversity, (ii) to give citizens access to EU legislation, procedures, and information in 

their own languages and make it possible for Europeans to participate in public debates and 

consultations and (iii) to promote a multilingual economy. The EU’s multilingualism however 

is not fully inclusive as it neglects the officially recognised 30 national sign languages in the EU 

and only focuses on spoken languages. Similarly, EU level non-governmental organisations not 

always consider the multilingualism of the deaf community and only focus on providing with 

accessibility via International Sign.  

 

When ensuring language learning and promotion of linguistic diversity in the EU, little 

attention is paid to promotion, use and learning of national sign languages. Most importantly 

for this position paper, when ensuring access to legislation, procedures, and information and 

participation in public debates and consultations for deaf citizens in the EU, the EU does not 

guarantee accessibility of information and communication in national sign languages but 

often opts for option of ensuring accessibility in International Sign. Similarly, EU level non-

governmental organisations also mainly focus on providing with accessibility of information 

and communication in International Sign only.  

 

When it comes to ensuring with accessibility of information and communication for deaf 

persons in the EU during the EU level events, conferences and meetings, often only one-fit-

for all approach is being considered and many institutions and non-governmental 

organisations only focus on ensuring accessibility in International Sign, neglecting, and leaving 

national sign languages behind.  

 

Whereas EUD recognises that accessibility in all national sign languages is not yet possible in 

all cases, the position paper will explain the reasons why the priority to national sign languages 

should be given when ensuring accessibility of information and communication and will 

provide with examples of such situations.  

 

An understanding accessibility based upon the implementation of the national sign languages 

as far as possible, will ensure that both, the people using the source language, and the people 

receiving the message in the target language will benefit. The people sending the message 

 
1	EUD	notes	that	the	official	recognition	of	a	national	sign	language	can	be	done	in	various	forms:	(i)	in	

Constitution	(ii)	in	general	language	law	(iii)	in	a	separate	sign	language	law	(iv)	in	sectoral	legislation.		
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will be sure that their message is easier to understand, and the deaf people will be able to 

comprehend the information better.  

 

Objectives of the position paper 

 

Considering the constantly increasing use of International Sign interpreting to ensure 

accessibility for deaf persons at the European level, this position paper aims: 

 

• To inform all the relevant actors that multilingualism of the deaf community and 

national sign languages in the EU must be respected and their use must be promoted 

on an equal footing with spoken languages as it is the EU’s obligations under the 

United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN CRPD).  

 

• To showcase that more accessibility in national sign languages of the EU is necessary. 

 

• To inform all the relevant actors from the EU institutions, European non-

governmental organisations, and other stakeholders in the EU about the appropriate 

means of ensuring accessibility through interpreting for deaf persons in specific 

situations during the events, conferences, strategic dialogues, meetings, public 

hearings, and other events organised by the European non-governmental 

organisations or the European institutions.  

 

Furthermore, while International Sign remains a valuable tool in particular settings, this 

position paper also aims: 

 

• To highlight that it is not always the most effective and cost-efficient way to ensure 

accessibility for deaf persons. This position paper also aims to explain why and offer 

alternatives. EUD stands firmly that accessibility in the EU in national sign languages 

of the EU must be increased. 

 

• To combat the fallacy that International Sign is universal language used and 

understood by all deaf people. 

 

• To combat the fallacy that interpreting in/from International Sign is always the most 

suitable option to ensure accessibility for deaf persons at events, conferences, 

meetings at the European level. 

 

• To highlight that (i) deaf participants are often excluded from the events, meetings, 

conferences due to the lack of available International Sign Interpreters (ii) deaf 

participants are often excluded from the events, meetings, conferences due to the 

unreasonably high costs of International Sign interpreters (iii) deaf persons are not 

meaningfully included when ensuring accessibility for them, which breaches the 

fundamental principle ‘nothing about us without us.’  

 



___________________________________________________________________________________ 

President : Markku Jokinen – Executive Director : Mark Wheatley 

European Union of the Deaf – Rue de la Loi/Wetstraat 26/15 – 1040 Brussels – Belgium 

www .eud.eu 

5 

• To highlight that quality of interpreting in International Sign is not regulated. 

Currently, there are no quality control mechanisms in place and as a result it is not 

guaranteed that such high-cost service is of a high quality.  

 

• To highlight that mechanism to ensure accountability of International Sign 

interpreters in case of the breach of their obligations and conduct is not existing. 

 

• To provide with specific examples of how to ensure accessibility for deaf persons via 

interpreting in specific situations. 

 

• To highlight the fact that having interpreters often depends on interpreter's 

availability, more than free competition on price and quality. 

 

 

Multilingualism of the deaf community and national sign languages in the EU must 

be respected and their use must be promoted on an equal footing with spoken 

languages 

 

In relation to Article 21 CRPD, in 2015 the CRPD Committee was concerned that across the 

European Union, deaf persons in the EU do not always have access to information and 

communication in sign languages and recommended the EU to promote official recognition 

of sign languages in the EU. Since 2015 all the EU Member States have officially recognised 

their national sign languages in their respective national laws, in different manners. The EU 

itself, however, has not done so, which creates many barriers for deaf sign language users 

when communicating with or receiving information from the EU. The constant use of 

International Sign instead of national sign languages further increases the lack of accessibility 

of information and communication in national sign languages in the EU.  

 

Lack of accessibility of information and communication in national sign languages 

discriminates against deaf sign languages users and excludes them from many events, press 

conferences, meetings, live streams, and conferences organised at the EU level.   

 

According to Article 21 CRPD2, the use of national sign languages in the EU must be accepted 

and facilitated and the EU must recognise and promote national sign languages, however to 

date even though some progress is seen more action at the EU level is needed. The CRPD 

obliges the EU to promote, protect, recognise, and facilitate the use of national sign languages 

however almost no action has been taken in this regard. EUD notes that the EU institutions 

however provide with interpretation in International Sign on ad hoc basis, however 

accessibility in national sign languages is not guaranteed at the EU at all. 

 

Article 21 UN CRPD Freedom of expression and opinion, and access to information  

 

States Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that persons with disabilities 

can exercise the right to freedom of expression and opinion, including the freedom to seek, 

receive and impart information and ideas on an equal basis with others and through all 

 
2 https://www.un.org/disabilities/documents/convention/convoptprot-e.pdf  
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forms of communication of their choice, as defined in article 2 of the present Convention, 

including by: (a) Providing information intended for the general public to persons with 

disabilities in accessible formats and technologies appropriate to different kinds of 

disabilities in a timely manner and without additional cost; (b) Accepting and facilitating 

the use of sign languages, Braille, augmentative and alternative communication, and all 

other accessible means, modes and formats of communication of their choice by persons 

with disabilities in official interactions; (c) Urging private entities that provide services to 

the general public, including through the Internet, to provide information and services in 

accessible and usable formats for persons with disabilities; (d) Encouraging the mass media, 

including providers of information through the Internet, to make their services accessible to 

persons with disabilities; (e) Recognizing and promoting the use of sign languages.  

 

 

EUD is of a position that EU should start seeing national sign languages as part of European 

multilingualism and sign language users in the EU must be able to use their mother tongue 

when communicating with or receiving information from the EU.  

 

Issues faced by deaf persons at the EU level in relation to International Sign and 

interpreting in/from International Sign  

 

Common misunderstanding that International Sign is universal language used and 

understood by all deaf people  

 

There are a few theories what International Sign exactly is.3 Essentially, International Sign is a 

set of signs from the signer's national sign language mixed with highly iconic signs that a large 

international audience can understand. International Sign is not as complex as national sign 

languages and has a limited lexicon which not always transmits the message as accurately as 

interpreting in a national sign language would.  

 

Often, EUD witnesses that International Sign is understood to be ‘universal language’ which is 

false. International Sign was developed by deaf people to be used among deaf people at 

international events and conferences. International Sign is a communication tool used by deaf 

sign language users who know one, but preferably a few national sign languages at the 

international events and conferences where participants do not share one common sign 

language. However nowadays EUD witnesses that International Sign is being understood, 

called and used as a ‘’universal language’’ for deaf people at the events, where spoken 

language of the event is English. Often, International Sign is provided with an assumption that 

more than one deaf sign language users will attend the event and that their level of 

International Sign is sufficient to follow the discussion.  

 

It is imperative to remind that International Sign is not a universal language, especially among 

those who have never encountered the members of the deaf community as it is often 

misunderstood that deaf people use one universal sign language, which is false. Another 

 
3	Some	argue	it’s	a	pidgin	language,	e.g.	Supalla,	T.	and	Webb,	R.	(1995).	"The	grammar	of	international	sign:	

A	new	look	at	pidgin	languages."	In:	Emmorey,	Karen	/	Reilly,	Judy	S.	(eds):	Language,	gesture,	and	space.	

(International	Conference	on	Theoretical	Issues	in	Sign	Language	Research)	Hillsdale,	N.J.	:	Erlbaum	(p.	

347).	
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common fallacy is that International Sign is understood by everyone in the deaf community 

and can be an option to replace national sign languages, especially when it comes to 

interpreting at the EU lever or during the international events, which is again, false.  

 

Therefore, the position of EUD is that International Sign should never be understood as the 

universal language, and it is not used and understood by most deaf people. National sign 

languages are the languages of deaf persons in the EU, and interpreting in/from International 

Sign, while indeed in some cases useful, is never a better or preferred option compared to 

interpreting in/from a national sign language. Only in a few instances International Sign is the 

suitable option, however this will be evaluated more in depth in the chapters below.  

 

International Sign does not guarantee the highest level of accessibility for deaf 

participants at the events organised at the EU level  

 

Often, at the European level it is often assumed that all deaf sign language users can sign in 

International Sign, understand it and interpreting in International Sign is an ultimate and the 

most suitable way to ensure the accessibility for deaf participants at all instances during 

conferences, events and meetings that take place at the European level, which is not always 

the case.  

 

International Sign is not as complex as national sign languages and has a limited lexicon which 

not always transmits the message as accurately as interpreting in a national sign language 

would. National sign languages, however, transmit the message accurately as national sign 

languages are natural languages with the same linguistic properties as spoken languages and 

have equal status to spoken languages.4 They are fully-fledged languages that have evolved 

over the years in the different deaf communities worldwide and in Europe. All the EU Member 

States and the UK, Iceland, and Norway currently recognise their national sign languages.5 Just 

as spoken languages, sign languages vary significantly between countries and ethnic groups.6 

It is the position of EUD that International Sign as a communication tool does not have the 

same capacity to transmit the message as accurately as national sign languages do.  

 

Moreover, it is essential to note that not all deaf people are confident International Sign users. 

Some deaf participants may be able to watch and understand it but would not be able to 

express themselves in it. Other participants may lack the International Sign skills necessary to 

access the gist of the presentations given during these international situations. Moreover, 

International Sign users at the European level must also be familiar with the certain 

vocabulary and the European jargon to be able to follow the interpreting.  

Similar logic applies for International Sign interpreters – accuracy of the interpreting of 

International Sign interpreters heavily depends on how well the interpreters know the person 

whom they interpret for and the experience they have interpreting for that person. Often 

when International Sign interpreters interpret for a signer who’s signing style, they are not 

familiar with, it prevents the interpreters from transmitting the message accurately, which 

 
4	CRPD	Art	2.		
5	Annex	I	of	the	position	paper.	
6	Some	countries	have	more	than	one	sign	language	or	the	dialect.	Countries	with	the	same	spoken	language	

do	not	necessarily	have	the	same	sign	language.		
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sometimes leads to completely wrong interpreting.7 It can not only make the interpreter look 

unprofessional, but also can harm the reputation of a deaf person.  

Therefore, the position of EUD is that each situation when the interpreting is required should 

be individually assessed to see which interpreting – in International Sign or in/from national 

sign languages should be ensured. Options for interpreting in/from national sign languages 

must always be considered first. Interpreting in/from a national sign language is in most cases 

is preferred unless the event is followed by a few or more deaf people who use different 

national sign languages and are fluent in International Sign in the European context. Concrete 

examples of the situations will be provided in the last chapter of this position paper.  

 

Lack of available interpreters, which often leads to exclusion of deaf participants  

 

At the EU level, booking International Sign interpreters is difficult. There is a big lack of 

available interpreters as the pool is extremely small.8 The International Sign interpreters are 

accredited through the accreditation system established by the World Federation of the Deaf 

(WFD) and the World Association of the Sign Language Interpreters (WASLI). A total of 38 

individuals worldwide have been awarded the official status of WFD-WASLI accredited 

International Sign Interpreter after being assessed, through closed applications, by a panel of 

experts. Out of 38 International Sign interpreters less than a half of the International Sign 

interpreters are familiar with the European context, know the European jargon and undertake 

then assignments at the European level regularly. Considering that the same interpreters also 

work at the international level, this often makes it extremely hard for the EU institutions and 

EU non-governmental organisations and EUD to find the available International Sign 

interpreters.  

 

Moreover, the tiny pool of interpreters and high demand especially during busy periods9 

means that the International Sign interpreters are often not available for organisations of 

persons with disabilities, as interpreters choose to work at the high-level assignments 

organised by international organisations, for instance the United Nations.  

 

EUD highlights that when ensuring accessibility for the deaf participants, it is essential to 

explore other options, e.g. capacity of the national sign language interpreters to work at the 

EU level and create the lists of the available interpreters that can work from various spoken 

languages to various national sign languages.  

 

Unreasonably high costs of International Sign interpreters  

 

The burden of costs of hiring International Sign Interpreters is also a critical factor to discuss 

as the costs for hiring such interpreters are unreasonably extremely high. It is also essential 

to highlight that the cost of the International Sign interpreter is similar and almost the same 

for the European non-governmental organisations and the EU institutions, whereas the 

budges of the ENGOs and EU institutions vary significantly.  

 
7	E.g.	during	the	meetings	of	High	Level	Group	on	Disability.	
8	Interpreters	listed	in	Wasli	list.	https://wasli.org/is-interpreter?cn-reloaded=1		
9	E.g.	when	the	events	co-inside	with	UN	CRPD	Committee	sessions	that	also	require	International	Sign	

interpreters.		
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It is critical to highlight that there is no mechanism to regulate the prices nor there are caps 

for the costs, and so the prices are uncontrolled. An interpreter has a complete freedom to 

add costs and set the prices. As the demand increases, the costs of the interpreters increase 

too and as a result, at this point EUD considers the costs of the International Sign interpreters 

unreasonably high. 

 

Due to unreasonably high costs of International Sign interpreters, deaf participants are likely 

not to be included in many events at the European level. Whereas EUD does agree that 

planning for accessibility budgets is important and not having funds to ensure accessibility 

cannot be a justification by the organisations or the institutions, EUD is of a position that such 

costs must be reasonable. However, EUD highlights that the current costs of International Sign 

interpreters are unreasonably high and unjustified.  

 

No accountability and quality control mechanisms for International Sign interpreters  

 

Even if the organisers (ENGOs or EU institutions) provide with the International Sign 

interpreters, it is still not guaranteed that a deaf person can participate in the event equally 

as it can be easily decided by the interpreter not to fulfil her/his professional task and leave a 

deaf person behind, as there is no accountability mechanism put in place to supervise the 

situations where the interpreter refuses to interpret.  

Moreover, there are no mechanisms in place to ensure the quality of interpreting in/from 

International Sign. For instance, when interpreting for and voicing over for a deaf signer, in 

many cases interpreters simply read the text prepared by a deaf participant and do not 

actually interpret from International Sign to spoken English. This practice limits deaf 

participants significantly. This pressures deaf participants to have their interventions prepared 

prior the events so they can send them to the interpreters for preparation, which does not 

often allow to make spontaneous interventions tailored to the discussion in real time. If the 

interventions are not prepared in a written format, interpreters often struggle to interpret 

accurately which once again often harms the reputation of a deaf person.  

EUD emphasises that it is important to create an accountability mechanism for interpreters who 

breach their obligations, quality control mechanism to supervise the quality of International Sign 

interpreting and create a model contract that is applicable to all International Sign Interpreters 

where it would state, their obligations, responsibilities, accountability, and what happens in case 

of breaching the contract as currently in situations as such, International Sign interpreters bear 

no consequences. Moreover, the quality control mechanism should supervise the work of 

International Sign interpreters and identify which interpreters require more training. 

 

Alternatives that must be explored when ensuring the accessibility of the event 

 

As the above-mentioned issues often hinder the process of ensuring accessibility for deaf 

persons at the events at the European level, EUD’ position is that when organising an event, 

conference, public hearing, webinar, strategic dialogue, or any other event or meeting at the 

European level – it is always essential to carefully assess the situation in question and to find 
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the best and individually tailored solution. When it comes to interpreting in the EU – there is 

no one solution and one answer to all situations. It is always important to: 

 

1. Find out how many deaf sign language users will attend the event in question 

2. Which national sign languages deaf participants use  

3. Select the interpreting option most suitable for the event in question.   

 

In the next session EUD provides with recommendations for (i) the European non-

governmental organisations and (ii) EU institutions how to ensure the accessibility in certain 

situations.  

 

European level non-governmental organisations 

 

Private event/meeting that is conducted in spoken English: events, webinars, 

workshops, seminars that will not be recorded with an intention to be published for 

the future use 

 

For example:  

 

• ENGOs meeting organised by the European Disability Forum  

• Consultation with EUD staff 

• Private meetings on specific topics 

• Briefings on certain policy initiatives or processes. 

 

EUD recommends to:  

 

1. Find out how many deaf participants (one or more) are attending the event and 

which national sign languages a participant (or participants) is using.  

2. If the participant or participants are sign language users of the national sign 

languages that directly translate into spoken English (e.g. BSL, ISL), national sign 

language interpreters can be booked to interpret from a national sign language that 

directly translates to spoken English, to spoken English. This is the preferred option 

compared to interpreting in/from International Sign, as information in a national sign 

language is more accessible than information interpreted via communication tool.  

3. If the participants are the users of any other national sign language that does not 

directly translate into spoken English, explore the option of booking interpreters who 

work in pair (one hearing and one deaf interpreter) that can interpreter from spoken 

English to a national sign language that directly translate into spoken English (e.g. ISL, 

BSL) (hearing interpreter) and from a national sign language that directly translate 

into spoken English (e.g. ISL, BSL) to a national sign language of the participant or 

International Sign (deaf interpreter).  

4. If none of the above options are suitable, consider booking International Sign 

interpreters.  
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Events/webinars/workshops/seminars in spoken English only for public that will be 

recorded with an intention to be disseminated later among those who cannot attend 

 

For example:  

 

• Webinars organised by a ENGO that will be published on the website for later use  

 

1. It is assumed that multiple deaf people who use different national sign languages will 

watch such event (that is conducted in spoken English only), therefore in such 

circumstances it is appropriate to ensure interpreting in International Sign.  

2. Explore the option of booking interpreters who work in pair (one hearing and one 

deaf interpreter) that can interpreter from spoken English to a national sign language 

that directly translate into spoken English (e.g. ISL, BSL) (hearing interpreter) and from 

a national sign language that directly translate into spoken English (e.g. ISL, BSL) to a 

national sign language of the participant or International Sign (deaf interpreter).  

3. If such pairs of interpreters are not available, consider booking hearing International 

Sign interpreters.  
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Events/webinars/workshops/seminars in more than one language (e.g. in spoken 

English, French, Spanish and other spoken languages)  

 

1. Find out how many deaf participants (one or more) are attending the event and which 

national sign languages a participant (or participants) is/are using.  

2. If there is one deaf participant only, who uses a national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event, book national sign language interpreters. (e.g. 

the event is available in spoken French and deaf participant is the user of French 

Belgian Sign Language or French Sign Language).  

3. If there are more than one deaf participant in the event, explore which national sign 

languages they use, and if they all use common national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event, book national sign language interpreters.  

4. If there are more than one deaf participant who use different national sign languages, 

explore the option of booking interpreters who work in pair (one hearing and one 

deaf interpreter) that can interpreter (i) from a spoken language of the event (e.g. 

spoken French, spoken Spanish) to national sign languages (e.g. French Sign Language, 

Spanish Sign Language), and (ii) from a national sign language (e.g. French Sign 

Language, Spanish Sign Language) to a national sign language of the participant or in 

International Sign. 

5. If none of the above options are suitable, consider booking International Sign 

interpreters.  
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EU institutions  

The EU is multilingual, and its motto is that the EU is ‘united in diversity’ which symbolises the 

respect for and the importance of languages of the EU. At present, the EU has 24 official 

languages, but disregards EU’s national sign languages that are currently recognised by all the 

EU Member States, but not by the EU itself.  

Therefore, when ensuring accessibility for deaf persons who interreact with the EU 

Institutions, the EU must start ensuring accessibility in national sign languages for its deaf 

citizens.  

According to the CRPD, which the EU has ratified and is committed to implement, the use of 

national sign languages in the EU must be accepted and facilitated and the EU must recognise 

and promote national sign languages as well as ensure access to professional sign language 

interpreters10, however to date even though some progress is seen11 more action at the EU 

level is needed. The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities is 

the first international human rights instrument that recognised sign languages being equal to 

spoken languages12, and obliges its States Parties, including the EU to promote, protect, 

recognise and facilitate the use of national sign languages.13 EUD notes that the EU institutions 

however provide with interpretation in International Sign on ad hoc basis, however 

accessibility in national sign languages is not guaranteed at the EU. 

EUD emphasises that the EU institutions must take action to live up to the obligations under 

CRPD Articles 2, 9, 21 and 30, and ensure that national sign languages of the EU are recognised 

 
10	Articles	9	and	21	CRPD.			
11	https://www.eud.eu/news/peti-committee-eud-petition/		
12	Article	2	CRPD.		
13	Article	21	CRPD.		
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and promoted at the EU level as fully fledged languages and considered as part of the EU’s 

multilingualism and the right to use national sign languages when communicating with the EU 

institutions or receiving information from them is ensured and promoted. Such action should 

start when ensuring accessibility for deaf persons who interact with the EU institutions. EUD 

identifies five types of situations:  

Private events, meetings, strategic dialogues for specific target group that take place 

in spoken English only  

 

For example:  

• Strategic dialogues organised by the EU Commission on various topics  

• Thematic meetings and consultations with the EU Commission on various topics 

• Private meetings with the officials from the EU institutions14 

 

1. Find out how many deaf participants (one or more) are attending the event and which 

national sign languages a participant (or participants) is using.  

2. If the participant or participants are using a national sign language that directly 

translate into spoken English, national sign language interpreters can be booked to 

interpret from a national sign language, that directly translates into spoken English to 

spoken English. This is the preferred option compared to interpreting in/from 

International Sign, as information in a national sign language is more accessible than 

information interpreted in International Sign. 

3. If the participants are the users of any other national sign language that does not 

directly translate into spoken English, explore the option of booking interpreters who 

work in pair (one hearing and one deaf interpreter) that can (i) interpreter from 

spoken English to a national sign language that directly translates into spoken English 

and (ii) then interpret from that national language to a national sign language of the 

participant or International Sign.  

4. If none of the above options are suitable, consider booking International Sign 

interpreters.  

 

 
14 E.g. if deaf individuals aim to arrange a meeting with a Member of the European Parliament, the 

Members of the EU Parliament cannot book the interpreter themselves.  
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Private events or meetings for specific target group that take place in a few or in all 

EU spoken languages  

 

For example:  

• Meetings of the European Disability Platform  

 

1. Find out how many deaf participants (one or more) are attending the event and which 

national sign languages a participant (or participants) is using.  

2. If there is one deaf participant only, who uses a national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event, book national sign language interpreters. (e.g. 

the event is available in spoken French and deaf participant is the user of French 

Belgian Sign Language or French Sign Language).  

3. If there are more than one deaf participant in the event, explore which national sign 

languages they use, and if they all use common national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event, book national sign language interpreters.  

4. If there are more than one deaf participant who use different national sign languages, 

explore the option of booking interpreters who work in pair (one hearing and one 

deaf interpreter) that can interpreter (i) from a spoken language of the event (e.g. 

spoken French, spoken Spanish) to national sign languages (e.g. French Sign Language, 

Spanish Sign Language), and (ii) from a national sign language (e.g. French Sign 

Language, Spanish Sign Language) to a national sign language of the participant or in 

International Sign. 
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5. If none of the above options are suitable, consider booking International Sign 

interpreters.  

 

 

Public events, meetings, conferences accessible by public in spoken English only  

 

For example:  

• European Development Days  

 

1. It is assumed that multiple deaf people who use different national sign languages will 

attend/watch such event (that is conducted in spoken English only), therefore in such 

circumstances it is appropriate to ensure interpreting in International Sign.  

2. Explore the option of booking interpreters who work in pair (one hearing and one 

deaf interpreter) that can interpreter from spoken English to British Sign Language 

(hearing interpreter) and from British Sign Language to International Sign or from 

spoken English to Irish Sign Language (deaf interpreter) and from Irish Sign Language 

to International Sign. 

3. If such pairs of interpreters are not available, consider booking hearing International 

Sign interpreters.  
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Public events, meetings, conferences accessible by public in a few or in all spoken EU 

languages  

 

For example:  

• European Day of Persons with Disabilities conference 

• Conference on the Future of Europe  

• Events organised by the European Economic Social Committee 

• Events organised by the European Parliament’s Disability Intergroup  

 

1. Find out how many deaf participants (one or more) are attending the event or a 

meeting and which national sign languages a participant (or participants) are using.  

2. If there is one deaf participant only, who uses a national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event or a meeting, book national sign language 

interpreters. For example, the event or a meeting is available in spoken French and 

deaf participant is the user of French Belgian Sign Language or French Sign Language. 

3. If there are more than one deaf participant in the event, explore which national sign 

languages they use, and if they all use common national sign language that directly 

translates into a language of the event, book national sign language interpreters.  

4. If there are more than one deaf participant who use different national sign languages, 

explore the option of booking interpreters who work in pair (one hearing and one 

deaf interpreter) that can interpreter (i) from a spoken language of the event (e.g. 

spoken French, spoken Spanish) to national sign languages (e.g. French Sign Language, 

Spanish Sign Language), and (ii) from a national sign language (e.g. French Sign 

Language, Spanish Sign Language) to a national sign language of the participants 

(commonly used) or in International Sign. 

5. If none of the above options are suitable, consider booking International Sign 

interpreters.  

 

 

 

Meetings, events, press conferences accessible by public in all spoken EU languages 

 

For example   

• State of Union speech of the President of the EU Commission  

• Plenary meetings of the European Parliament 
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• Committee meetings of the European Parliament   

 

1. The EU must ensure accessibility in all national sign languages, at least on request. 

This would require the EU to have the established list of national sign language 

interpreters who the EU could contact in case such request is made by a deaf EU 

citizen.  

2. International Sign should not be seen as the universally accessible ‘’language to all 

deaf persons’’ in the EU and the EU must increase its efforts to implement its 

obligations under Articles 2, 9, 21, 30 CRPD.  

 

 

 

Conclusion and main findings  

 

Considering all the above, EUD highlights the following points. At the EU level, International 

Sign should not be understood as a universal language. National sign languages are the 

languages of deaf persons in the EU, and when ensuring accessibility of information and 

communication and respecting the multilingualism of the deaf community in the EU, 

interpreting in International Sign is never better compared to interpreting in/from a national 

sign language (30 national sign languages in the EU), therefore in many cases, the priority 

should be given to interpreting in/from national sign languages and not International Sign.  

 

The use of national sign languages in the EU must be accepted and facilitated and the EU must 

recognise and promote national sign languages as well as ensure access to professional sign 

language interpreters. Each situation when the interpreting is required should be individually 

assessed to see which interpreting – in International Sign or in/from national sign languages 

should be ensured. Options for interpreting in/from national sign languages must always be 

considered first. If the situation requires interpreting in/from International Sign, deaf 

interpreters should be considered first.  

 

Interpreting in/from a national sign language is in most cases preferred unless the event is 

followed by a few or more deaf people who use different national sign languages and are 
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fluent in International Sign in the European context and such event is not available in all 

national sign languages of the EU.  

 

EUD also notes, that it is essential to explore the availability of national sign language 

interpreters who can work at the European level. It is necessary to create the lists of the 

available national sign language interpreters that can work from various spoken languages to 

various national sign languages and who could potentially work at the EU level.  

 

Regarding the issues related to International Sign interpreting, EUD notes that costs of 

International Sign interpreters are unreasonably high and unjustified and must be adjusted. 

Accountability mechanism and quality control mechanism to supervise the quality of 

International Sign interpreting must be established. The model contract for International Sign 

interpreters must be developed. Most importantly, EUD highlights that deaf people and 

organisations representing deaf people must be at all times consulted when ensuring the 

accessibility via interpreting.   

 

Annex I  

 

 

Name of Countries Date/Year of Recognition Name of legislation 

Austria 2005 Austrian Constitution, constitutional 

Amendment: §8 (3) Die Österreichische 

Gebärdensprache ist als eigenständige 

Sprache anerkannt. Das Nähere bestimmen 

die Gesetze. 

Belgium Flanders 

 

2006 

 

Parliamentary Decree, Decreet houdende de 

erkenning van de Vlaamse Gebarentaal. 

Belgium Wallonia 2003 Parliamentary Decree, Décret relatif à la 

reconnaissance de la langue des signes. 

Bulgaria 2021 Bulgarian Sign Language Act. 

Croatia 2015 Croatian Sign Language Law, Law on the 

Croatian Sign Language and Other 

Communication Systems of Deaf and Deaf-

blind Persons in the Republic of Croatia. 

Cyprus 2006 Act on the Recognition of Cyprus Sign 

Language 66(I) 2006. 

Czech Republic 1998 Sign Language Act 155/1998. 

Denmark 2014 Law 61 amending the law on the Danish 

Language Council (Dansk Sprognævn). 

Estonia 2007 The Language Act, Chapter I Article2; 

Chapter2; Chapter Article 8. 

Finland 1995 and 2015 Finnish Constitution, Suomen perustuslaki 

(1995) & Sign Language Act (359/2015).  

France 2005 Education Law (Code de l’éducation) in 

article L312-9-1. 

Germany 2002 Disability Equality Act (Gesetz zur 

Gleichstellung von Menschen mit 

Behinderungen, BGG).  

Greece 2017 Law 4488/2017, Article 65 (2).  
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Hungary 2009 and 2011 and 2020 Hungarian Constitution, Article H(3) & Act on 

the Hungarian Sign Language and the use of 

Hungarian Sign Language (CXXV CXXV2009 

and amendments in 2020).  

Ireland 2017 The Irish Sign Language Act. 

Italy 2021 Sostegni Decree. 

Latvia 2000 The Official Language Law, Section 3(3).  

Lithuania 1995 The Act of Social Integration of Persons with 

Disabilities, Article 4.   

Luxembourg 2018 Sign Language Law. 

Malta 2016 Maltese Sign Language Recognition Bill No 

88. 

The Netherlands 2020 Law recognition Sign Language of the 

Netherlands, Wet erkenning Nederlandse 

Gebarentaal. 

Poland 2011 Act on Sign Language and Other Means of 

Communication (Ustawa o języku migowym i 

innych środkach komunikowania się). 

Portugal 1997 Portugese Constitution, Article 74.  

Romania 2020 Law of Romanian Sign Language.  

Slovakia 1995 Law on the Sign Language of the Deaf (Zakón 

o posunkovej reči nepočujúcich osôb). 

Slovenia 2020 and 2021 Law on the Use of Slovenian Sign Language 

(Zakon o uporabi slovenskega znakovnega 

jezika) & Constitutional amendment 62(a) 

2021.  

Spain 2007 The Law 27/2007.  

Sweden 2009 The Language Act (Språklag). 

  

Name of Countries Sign language(s) 

Austria Austrian Sign Language  

Belgium  Flemish Sign Language  

French Belgian Sign Language 

Bulgaria Bulgarian Sign Language 

Croatia Croatian Sign Language  

Cyprus Cypriot Sign Language 

Czech Republic Czech Sign Language 

Denmark Danish Sign Language  

Estonia Estonian Sign Language  

Russian Sign Language  

Finland Finnish Sign Language  

Finnish-Swedish Sign Language 

France French Sign Language  

Germany German Sign Language  

Greece Greek Sign Language  

Hungary Hungarian Sign Language  

Ireland Irish Sign Language  

Italy Italian Sign Language  

Latvia Latvian Sign Language  

Lithuania Lithuanian Sing Language  

Luxembourg German Sign Language  
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Malta Maltese Sign Language  

The Netherlands Dutch Sign Language   

Poland Polish Sign Language 

Portugal Portuguese Sign Language  

Romania Romanian Sign Language  

Slovakia Slovakian Sign Language  

Slovenia Slovenian Sign Language  

Spain Spanish Sign Language  

Catalan Sign Language 

Sweden Swedish Sign Language  

 

 

 


