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Introduction
ISL is used by approximately 5,000 Deaf people in the Republic of Ireland and it is estimated up to 40,000 people
use ISL (such as family members, interpreters, co-workers etc. (Irish Deaf Society 2021).
A historical milestone was reached in December 2020 with the commencement of the Irish Sign Language Act
2017 (ISL Act). The ISL Act has important implications in particular for the Deaf Community, Irish Sign Language
(ISL) Interpreters and Public Bodies.

Irish Sign Language Act 2017
The Irish Sign Language Act 2017 recognises ISL as an official language of the State. The State recognises the
right of Irish Sign Language users to use ISL as their native language and the corresponding duty on all public
bodies to provide ISL users with free interpretation when availing of or seeking to access statutory entitlements and
services.
The ISL Act places an obligation on all courts and public bodies to provide ISL users with free interpretation when
accessing public bodies.
The Act also makes reference to funds being provided to enable access in ISL to ‘social, educational and cultural
events and services (including medical) and other activities’ (ISL Act Section 9).

Steps towards implementing the ISL Act 2017
Two major pieces of work have been underway to support the implementation of the ISL Act. These are the
Register of Sign Language Interpreters and the development of guidance to support public bodies in fulfilling their
obligations.

1

Register of Sign Language Interpreters

This scheme is currently being developed by Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS) and Citizens Information
Board (CIB).
The Act places an obligation on a court or public body to only use ISL Interpreters whose competence has been
verified. This led to the establishment of the Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI).
The new Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RISLI) was established in December 2020, in time for the
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commencement of the ISL Act.

Section 7 ISL Act 2017
‘A court or public body, in compliance with its obligations under this Act, shall not engage the services of a
person providing Irish Sign Language interpretation unless the person’s qualifications have been verified
under an accreditation scheme funded by the Minister for Social Protection.

A court or public body can only engage interpreters who have met the registration criteria and been verified by the
Register of Irish Sign Language Interpreters (RSLI).
RISLI is governed by a Registration Panel of up to 11 members, who serve in a voluntary capacity to maintain the
voluntary professional register. SLIS provides secretarial support to RISLI and administers the decisions of the
Registration Panel.
RISLI aims to:
protect users of interpreting services through a standards-based registration system
set and ensure adherence to standards for the provision of ISL by public bodies
support public bodies to facilitate the use of professional ISL services so the Deaf community can exercise
their rights and entitlements
support professional ISL interpreters to meet and maintain standards
promote social inclusion of ISL users including access to public bodies
There are a total of 86 interpreters, including 5 Deaf interpreters registered with RISLI. Deaf Interpreters are Deaf
or hard-of-hearing professionals who possess fluency in ISL and in-depth knowledge of Deaf culture and the Deaf
community. Deaf interpreters usually work alongside a ‘hearing’ interpreter colleague in situations such as where
the Deaf client is not a native user of ISL or has special needs or in mental health settings.
Registered interpreters are required to complete a set number of continuous professional training and work practice
hours annually. Registered interpreters are also obliged to act in accordance with the professional Code of
Conduct. RISLI operates a Complaints and Mediation policy, where complaints can be made against a registered
interpreter for failing to abide by the Code of Conduct.

More information
A directory of registered interpreters and Guidelines for working with interpreters is available from www.risli.ie
Contact RISLI at: Email: admin@risli.ie Mobile: 086 138 0180

2.

The Development of Guidance for Public Bodies

A research partnership between UCC (School of Applied Social Studies & Institute for Social Sciences in the 21st
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Century), Cork Deaf Association and Kerry Deaf Resource Centre carried out a project with the aim of addressing
inadequate access provision in public bodies for Deaf ISL users, which had been evidenced in previous Irish
research (e.g. Citizens Information Board, 2018). Funded by the Irish Human Rights and Equality
Commission's Grant Scheme 2018, this collaborative project has resulted in the development of guidance
intended to support public bodies in fulfilling their obligations in accordance with the Irish Sign Language Act 2017
(Section 6) and the Irish Human Rights and Equality Commission Act 2014 (Section 42).
The guidance is directly informed by input from members of the Deaf community in Ireland, based on their
experiences of public bodies. Under the guidance, to achieve positive and meaningful engagement with ISL users,
public bodies, including courts, should:
Ensure funding and clear policies are in place for the booking, sanctioning and payment of sign language
interpreting access (to include in-person interpretation and remote web-based video services).
Create and maintain accessible communication systems to ensure that ISL users can communicate
independently and autonomously with public bodies.
Foster positive, inclusive attitudes and demonstrate commitment to providing equitable, non-discriminatory
access to ISL users.
The guidance was launched by Senator Mark Daly (Cathaoirleach of Seanad Éireann) at an online event on 29th
January 2021, at which Dr John Bosco Conama (Centre for Deaf Studies, TCD and Irish Deaf Society) delivered a
keynote focussed on the implementation of the ISL Act 2017.
A pdf of the guidance, together with further information on the project, is available via the following link:
https://www.ucc.ie/en/iss21/researchprojects/researchprojects/islaccesspublicbodies/
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Fig 1. Image of providing access to Deaf ISL users guidelines for public bodies

3.

The Role of the National Disability Authority (NDA) with regard to the Irish
4/6

Sign Language Act 2017
In addition to the measures described above, the National Disability Authority (NDA) has been given the
responsibility to report to Government on the operation of the ISL Act 2017 on behalf of the Minister for Children,
Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth.
To understand and report on how well the Act is working for ISL users, the NDA wants to hear about their
experiences of accessing public services through ISL and their rights under the ISL Act. Public online meetings in
early March, an online survey launching in March, and direct submissions are planned. For the survey link email
HCOLeary@nda.ie noting you would like to be emailed about the ISL Act Survey or use the following
link https://www.surveymonkey.com/r/TR7Y73F
Visit www.nda.ie/isl for more information.
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