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First thing first: 

What is the European Union ?



Facts on the European Union

• A political and economic Union of 27 Member 
States 

• Aims to have a single market with no barriers to 
the free movement of people, capital, services 
and goods)

• Legislative procedure through 3 main 
institutions  

• Has 452 million citizens

• Has more than a million deaf people

• Has 24 official languages 

• 29 national sign languages exist but are not 
represented before the EU





Ten years of Petition 1056/2016
Submitted in 2016 by EUD, it asks that deaf 

citizens be able to petition the European 
Parliament in a national sign language, 
independently of a written version in one of 
the 24 official languages.

The petitioner uploads a video to the petitions 
portal, which already accepts audiovisual 
files; a translator drawn from a list covering 
the 29 national sign languages renders it into 
the written national language; the 
Parliament’s translation service then 
proceeds as it would with any other petition. 
No technical obstacle was identified at any 
point 



The issue at stake



What the UN told the European Union
Concluding Observations of the CRPD Committee, 1 April 2025



What the Committee said on national sign languages

• Officialisation. Recognise the 29 national sign languages of the European Union as official EU 
languages (paras 52(a) and 53(a)).

• Rules of Procedure. Amend the Rules of Procedure of the EU institutions so that deaf people 
can take part in consultations, meetings and democratic processes in their own national sign 
language.

• Deaf culture. Recognise deaf culture as part of the cultural and linguistic landscape of the 
Union.

• Audiovisual content. Provide sign language interpretation for all EU webstreams and 
audiovisual output, whatever the subject matter.

• Participation. Make the Parliament's petitions process and the Conference on the Future of 
Europe accessible to sign language users.



Expanding the concept of officialisation

- Petition 1056/2016 of the European Parliament
- EUD Position paper on National Sign languages as official

EU languages
- Concluding Observations of the CRPD Committee to the EU
- Next steps: writing a book on sign language rights
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The concept of sign language rights has traditionally been 
viewed through the lens of the legal recognition of national sign 
languages, affirming their existence as full and autonomous 
languages. Despite increased recognition, access to European 
Union institutions in national sign languages remains limited: 
interactions with EU institutions can only take place in official 
EU languages. 
 
This book proposes a shift in perspective regarding sign 
language rights: What if the attainment of sign language rights 
should not be framed in terms of recognition, but rather in 
terms of officialisation? What if the recognition of national sign 
languages should not be seen as an end in itself, but as a means 
to achieve official status?



Part I analyses and dissects the meaning of official status, 
exploring its challenges and opportunities for national sign 
languages at the Union’s level through multidisciplinary 
perspectives from some of the most prominent experts in the 
field. 

Each of the authors puts their disciplines – respectively law, 
linguistics, sociology, communication and statistics – in 
contribution to the narrative of officialising national sign 
languges.

Part II assesses the strengths and weaknesses of current legal 
frameworks surrounding the rights to sign languages at the 
national level, including the Netherlands, offering tailored 
recommendations for legal reforms that would facilitate the 
officialisation of national sign languages.

The book is structured in two parts: 



1. There is a political evolution that took place in the last 
decade towards the officialisation of NSLs (Chapters 1 and 
2)

2. Officialisation of NSLs would allow deaf citizens to reach out 
to every service and institution of the EU in their NSLs 
(Chapter 3)

3. The current EU legal framework is hearing-centred and 
indirectly discriminates against deaf communities (Chapter 
4)

4. The officialisation of NSLs as official EU languages could 
potentially foster visibility for other linguistic minorities in 
the union (Chapter 5)

5. The officialisation of NSLs is critical for the reinforcement of 
the legitimacy of the EU through linguistic justice and 
minority rights (Chapter 6)

6. Officialisation can only take place if robust data on Sign 
Language Peoples exist, yet its design and collections are 
challenging (Chapter 7)

7. However, officialisation should happen at the national level 
before happening at the EU level due to Article 342 TFEU 
(Chapters 2 and 8)

Main findings of Part I



Part II of the book: assessment of national sign languages 
frameworks



Out of 31 countries:

1. 29 recognise their NSL as full language; 

2. 17 protect discrimination on the grounds of NSLs under 

equality and non-discrimination provisions;

3. 4 recognise the cultural and linguistic identities of deaf 

communities as part of the national heritage;

4. 24 recognise the right to be educated in NSL

5. 24 grant the right to NSL as an educational subject

6. 29 recognise the right to professional NSL interpreters 

7. 30 safeguard the right to access to information, including 

in situations of emergencies

8. 14 countries guarantee the involvement of deaf people 

in decision-making processes

Main findings of Part II





The pathway to the officialisation of NSLs must be 
undertaken at two levels. 

1. The 31 countries should reinforce their own legal 
framework to elevate their NSLs to the same level of 
protection as other official languages by using the 
recommendations from this book

2. Amending the relevant provisions of the Rules of 
Procedures of the respective EU institutions to pave the 
way to mainstream the use of NSLs in the work of EU 
institutions

3. There is a need for research on the impact of these legal 
frameworks on the actual enjoyment of deaf people of 
their sign language rights at the national level. 

What the future lies ahead



1. The book offers tailored recommendations to improve the 
legal framework surrounding national sign languages at 
the national level.

2. Incorporate those recommendations in your advocacy 
work at the national level to strengthen your legal 
framework.

3. Use the sign language recognition map as a comparison 
point for your country to increase its score.

4. If your country has the highest score, advocate for the 
meaningful implementation of the legal framework. 

How can you use the book at 
the national level?



Thank you
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