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Article 13

The World Federation of the Deaf (WFD) has provided delegates to the 4th Ad Hoc Committee (AHC) meeting with comments on Article 13. WFD has not yet, however, responded to the proposal for this Article from the 3rd AHC meeting. WFD would like to take this opportunity to do so, and also to respond to proposals put forward at the 4th AHC meeting.

WFD is of the opinion that delegates at the 3rd AHC meeting did not adequately consider proposals by the Working Group in relation to Article 13. National sign languages are not referred to as the natural languages of Deaf people in the Convention. (Please see the Working Group draft, Article 13, Footnote 40.)  The recognition of national sign languages as the natural languages of Deaf people is an essential prerequisite to the right to freedom of thought, and freedom of expression and opinion.

In document A7AC.265/2004/5 from the 3rd AHC meeting, WFD notes that Uganda proposed “13(h) Developing a national sign language.” WFD proposes that the world ‘Developing’ be replaced with ‘Recognising and promoting’.

In response to oral proposals at the 4th AHC meeting, which were not yet available in written format at the time of writing this response, WFD offers the following comments:
· Venezuela proposed that ‘sign language’ be added before ‘interpreters’ in 13.1.e. WFD agrees with this proposal.

· Thailand amended Uganda’s proposal of ‘Developing a national sign language’ to ‘Recognising a national sign language’. WFD agrees in principle with this amendment, but with the addition of ‘and promoting’ as above.

· New Zealand proposed complete replacement of their proposal at the 3rd AHC in regards to 13.1.a, b and c. WFD supports this replacement. New Zealand’s proposal includes recognition of sign languages, stating that sign languages are not a ‘means of communication’ but real languages. WFD agrees, and emphasises that the concept of language and the concept of means of communication are two different things, thus must be clearly separate in this Article and all other Articles in the Convention. WFD fully supports Deaf people’s right to use sign language as their first language, as proposed by New Zealand. 

· Kenya supported New Zealand’s proposal that sign language and means of communication must be separate. WFD also notes that Kenya proposed the amendment of Uganda’s proposal of ‘Developing a national sign language’ to ‘Promoting a national sign language’.

· Norway stated that sign languages must be recognised as the first language of Deaf people. WFD supports this.

· Eritrea also supported the recognition of sign language.

· Namibia supported the general gist of Uganda’s proposal of ‘Developing a national sign language’, but amended it to ‘Recognise and promote a national sign language’. This is in line with WFD’s own suggestion.
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· Thailand expressed support for New Zealand’s proposal that sign language and means of communication must be separate; and also suggested that ‘means of communication’ is a more appropriate phrase than ‘modes of communication’. WFD agrees with this. Thailand also emphasised strongly that sign languages are real languages, and must be recognised as such in the Convention.

· Trinidad and Tobago emphasised the importance of recognising sign languages as Deaf people’s first language, and agreed with Thailand’s proposal to amend ‘Developing a national sign language’ to ‘Recognising a national sign language’.

· Costa Rica expressed support for New Zealand’s proposal, and also emphasised that sign languages are languages, not a ‘means of communication’, and must be treated as such.

WFD believes the above proposals are mostly in line with existing UN human rights conventions (in particular, see ICESCR Part II, Article 2.2 and ICCPR, Part II, Article 2.1). These proposals, along with the work being done by the International Disability Caucus, provide a good basis from which to further develop Article 13 to ensure the right of Deaf people to freedom of thought, and freedom of expression and opinion.

---------------------------------------------------------------------------

NOTE: For clarity, WFD offers the following definitions.

Language is the systematic use of sounds, signs or written symbols to represent things, actions, ideas and states, shared and understood by members of a linguistic community. Following this definition, linguists consider sign language a natural language.

Communication is the process of exchanging information, usually via a common system of symbols such as but not limited to language. Humans communicate in order to share knowledge and experiences. 
Means of communication is not synonymous with ‘communication’. It refers to forms of human communication which include speaking, signing, writing and gesturing. Other examples of means of communication are Braille, tactile communication methods used by deafblind people and augmentative communication methods (eg. Bliss).






