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1.
Political Groups which tabled the resolution pursuant to Rule 123(2) of the European Parliament's Rules of procedure: EPP, S&D, ECR, ALDE, Greens/ALE, EFDD
2.
EP reference number: B8-1230/2016 / P8_TA-PROV(2016)0442
3.
Date of adoption of the resolution: 23 November 2016

4.
Subject: Sign languages and professional sign language interpreters

5.
Competent Parliamentary Committee: -

6.
Brief analysis/ assessment of the resolution and requests made in it: Based on the principle of non-discrimination and the EU's policy to promote multilingualism, the European Parliament's resolution asks Member States and EU institutions to undertake a series of actions to provide the same recognition, treatment, and accessibility to deaf and hard-of-hearing people. Acknowledging that the EU institutions have a system in place to provide sign language interpretation, the resolution asks the EU institutions to recognise officially national and regional sign languages; to grant sign language interpreters the same status as spoken language interpreters; to ensure EUROSTAT supplies statistics on deaf, deafblind and hard-of-hearing visitors to improve EU disability and language policies; and to fully implement the EU pilot project INSIGN.
7.
Reply to these requests and outlook regarding the action that the Commission has taken or intends to take:

· On qualified and professional sign language interpreters (paragraphs 1, 3)

While the official recognition of languages is the competence of Member States, the Commission encourages the use of sign languages and supports their dissemination within its competence through different means: (i) in its publication Key Data on teaching languages at school in Europe (next issue to be published in 2017), the Eurydice Network on education systems and policies in Europe reports on which Member States have granted official language status to their sign languages; (ii) providing equal treatment to sign language interpreters as to spoken languages interpreters as far as working conditions and general terms of employment are concerned, including technological support, preparatory material and documents; (iii) providing the best possible sign language quality interpretation whenever it is requested to supply this. The work of free-lance interpreters (ACIs) is governed by a convention which, inter alia, sets out the working conditions and the remuneration of all ACIs, including those providing sign-language.
The Commission's interpretation service has a general policy of promoting accessibility for participants to the meetings for which it is responsible. To this end, it strives where possible to provide sign-language interpretation as well as captioning of video messages for conferences, meetings and events in response to requests received and the needs of participants. It does not see subtitling and speech-to-text as an alternative to this, but considers that these technologies can indeed contribute positively to promoting accessibility. The Commission also provides a hearing induction loop in its main meeting rooms to improve listening to speeches or interpretation for people with a hearing aid or cochlear implant.

The Commission also supports the integration of interpreters with disabilities in a number of different ways: with a specially equipped room for visually impaired interpreters, with a braille keyboard, braille printer and text-to-speech systems. The latter is also installed on one of the computers used in another key building, and a special software is also installed on the laptops of visually impaired colleagues upon request.
In general, although it is not one of the official EU languages, interpretation is provided for international sign language and occasionally for national sign languages where these are requested. In 2016, it will have provided such interpretation for around 30 events or meetings.

· On the distinction between accessibility and reasonable accommodation (paragraphs 4, 5, 6, 7)

Accessibility is a precondition for participation in society and in the economy. The Commission's proposal for a European Accessibility Act
 recognises that, in order to cover as wide a range of groups in society as possible, "accessibility should be achieved by the removal and prevention of barriers, preferably through a universal design or 'design for all' approach". However, as already acknowledged in the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020
, the EU still has a long way to go in achieving this goal. Through its proposed Act, the Commission suggests imposing accessibility obligations on economic operators, and includes a safeguard clause related to disproportionate burden. This is why the Commission suggests establishing accessibility requirements through the gradual adoption of standards by the European Standardisation Organisation and the application of these standards to new products and services which will gradually replace existing ones.

Moreover, accessibility and accommodation are two concepts that can complement each other but that are not mutually exclusive. Indeed, the so-called Equal Treatment Directive proposal
 clearly distinguishes between obligations on accessibility and reasonable accommodation. However, it is important to reiterate that both instruments are to provide equal access. In fact, the Equal Treatment Directive proposal contains general provisions on accessibility for the implementation of the principle of equal treatment of persons with disabilities, while the European Accessibility Act aims to improve the free movement of products and services in the internal market. It harmonises the accessibility requirements of specific products and services circulating in the internal market. The two legal instruments have a different legal basis and different objectives complementing each other.
· On accessibility (paragraphs 9, 10 11)
The proposal for a European Accessibility Act includes functional accessibility requirements regarding the provision of information and communication in relation to the products and services in its scope of application. This includes the requirement that this information should be available by more than one sensory channel. The exact solution (sign language interpretation, subtitling, speech-to-text and/ or alternative forms of communication) is left to the economic operators who will take into account the products or services they are providing. Moreover, Directive (EU) 2016/2102 on the accessibility of the websites and mobile applications of public sector bodies aims to make such websites and mobile applications more accessible to users, in particular to persons with disabilities. The Directive requires these websites and mobile applications to be perceivable, operable, understandable and robust. In the absence of harmonised standards – the references to which have been published by the Commission in the Official Journal in accordance with Regulation (EU) No 1025/2012 – presumption of conformity with the Directive is provided on the basis of the European standard EN 301 549 V1.1.2 (2015-04), which does not require sign language interpretation to be provided for pre-recorded or live audio content.

The Commission also continues to improve the accessibility of its public consultations. On the occasion of the public consultation on the mid-term review of the European Disability Strategy 2010-2020, respondents had the possibility to complete the questionnaire online or offline via an accessible Word version of it. An Easy-to-Read version was also available. To promote the public consultation, a video which included international sign language interpretation and subtitles in English was prepared. The video and the questionnaire were disseminated through the dedicated websites of the Commission, social media and among the stakeholders.
· On employment, education and training (paragraphs 18, 20, 21, 22, 23, 25, 26, 27, 28)

The Commission is in charge of following up on the implementation of the Council Directive 2000/78/EC that prohibits discrimination on the grounds of disability, age, sexual orientation and religion or belief in employment and occupation.
 When appropriate, the Commission ensures the launching of infringement procedures. Article 5 of the Directive provides for reasonable accommodation for disabled persons. Employers shall take appropriate measures to enable a person with a disability to have access to, participate in, or advance in employment, or to undergo training. However, these measures should not impose a disproportionate burden on the employer.

The EU provides funding to support cohesion, employment, social inclusion and education. Specifically vulnerable people are among the top priorities. The European Structural and Investment Funds have a total allocation of EUR 351.8 billion. From this amount around EUR 86 billion are available for the European Social Fund and at least 20% of this amount has to be allocated to social inclusion, an important dimension of which is early intervention programmes for children.
On the basis of the operational programmes of Member States as they were approved by the Commission, it is possible to estimate that in 2014-2020 the funds (EU part) could provide around EUR 34.5 billion for education and training
. The European Social Fund share in this amount is around €27 billion
.
The Commission does not have competence over curricula or curricular material. Nonetheless, the Commission contributes to raising awareness concerning sign language usage and to the teaching of these languages to deaf and hard-of-hearing people, their family members, teachers and other learners. The Erasmus+ programme finances a number of projects promoting sign language learning
 . Moreover, sign languages can benefit from Erasmus+ funding on the same basis as all spoken languages. Erasmus+ also provides full coverage of additional costs directly related to participants with disabilities and accompanying persons (i.e. costs of interpreters for deaf and hard-of-hearing people).
The EU Disability Card project is a pilot action among eight Member States: Belgium, Cyprus, Estonia, Finland, Italy, Malta, Slovenia and Romania. It will ensure equal access to certain benefits, mainly in the areas of culture, leisure, sport and transport. The Card will be mutually recognised between EU countries participating in the system, on a voluntary basis. The Card, however, does not change national eligibility criteria or rules; Member States retain their discretion to decide who is eligible to receive the Card, using their national definition of disability. They will also determine which benefits and services will be available to nationals and residents of other countries participating in the project.

· On European union institutions (paragraphs 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34, 35)

Statistics on sensory functional limitations in the population aged 15 and over is produced by Eurostat on a five-year basis via the European Health Interview Survey (EHIS). This survey includes internationally agreed questions
 for measuring different domains of functioning, including hearing and seeing. Results from the most recent wave of EHIS (2013-2015) – as regards the degree of difficulty in functioning for these domains – will be disseminated in the beginning of 2017. The next wave of EHIS will take place around 2019.
The production of statistics strictly referring to deaf and/ or blind people is not possible via population surveys, including EHIS, because of the limitations of the sample size. For instance, the percentage of both blind and deaf people in the EHIS national samples is below 0.1% in 22 Member States. This low representation in the samples does not allow for the production of reliable data for this population group. Collecting these statistics via the population census is also not possible as the current trend is to move from pen and pencil traditional censuses to administrative data-based censuses; countries do not have access to administrative data on population sensory functional limitations. However, although the content of the 2021 census has already been fixed, it would be worth revisiting the possibility of such statistics for future censuses.

The purpose of the INSIGN Pilot Project was to develop an ICT platform to minimise the costs of hiring and physically bringing interpreters or captioners to meetings involving face-to-face communication and interviews, in terms of salary, allowances, travel and accommodation. The Pilot Project was successful with regard to the sustainability of the platform. The results of the Pilot Project can be used for a real-time sign language application.
In this context, please also see explanations given for paragraphs 1 and 3 above.
�	European Commission proposal of 2 December 2015 for a Directive on the approximation of the laws, regulations and administrative provisions of the Member States as regards the accessibility requirements for products and services (2015/0278 (COD)).


�	European Commission Communication of 15 November 2010 on a European Disability Strategy 2010-2020: A Renewed Commitment to a Barrier-Free Europe (COM(2010) 636 final).


�	European Commission Proposal of 2 July 2008 for a Council Directive on implementing the principle of equal treatment between persons irrespective of religion or belief, disability, age or sexual orientation (COM(2008) 426 final).


�	COUNCIL DIRECTIVE 2000/78/EC of 27 November 2000 establishing a general framework for equal treatment in employment and occupation


�	� HYPERLINK "https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/themes" �https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/themes�


�	� HYPERLINK "https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/funds/esf" �https://cohesiondata.ec.europa.eu/funds/esf#� 


�	Information about these projects can be found in the online database of Erasmus+ funded projects: � HYPERLINK "http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/projects/" �http://ec.europa.eu/programmes/erasmus-plus/projects/�


�	Washington Group on Disability Statistics (� HYPERLINK "http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/" �http://www.washingtongroup-disability.com/�)
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