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MC – We’ve had a question – “Why do England exclude Deaf people from daily briefings – no 

sign language. Scotland can manage it and so can many other countries around the world. I think 

it’s discriminatory.  

We’re doing this story now. A group of campaigners have launched legal proceedings against the 

Government about the lack of sign language interpreting at the daily Coronavirus briefings. They 

say that deaf people are being discriminated against because critical information is not being 

conveyed to them. The campaign is being supported by the Gloucestershire Deaf Association. 

Joining me now is External Relations Manager, Gemma Sills. Good morning Gemma. Thanks for 

joining us on the show.  

Let’s just clarify what we get, there is nobody standing there like there is in Scotland, but I 

suppose if you go to the BBC News channel, they do have an interpreter, but then you have to 

cross over from the normal channel on to the news channel – is that right? 

GS – yes. The biggest point there is that you’re relying on people having access to those channels 

and there are a lot of people who still have analogue televisions, so they don’t have access. 

That’s what at the very heart of this campaign.  

MC – Are there subtitles? 

GS – There are. But again, what you have to remember is that more than 87,000 Deaf people in 

the UK who use British Sign Language as their first language, not English. BSL is very different to 

English. English is very complicated in comparison. If you consider new words are being said, new 

medical terminology as a result of this crisis. That’s confusing to anyone listening to these 

updates in their first language. Subtitles are coming up in English, that’s not acceptable – it 

needs to be translated into British Sign Language.  

MC – These are the daily press briefings when a lot of important information is given out – I 

guess when you get all that information from lots of different sources – phones, radio etc., I’m 

trying to work out – I’m trying to defend the Government here, I’m not sure I’m doing very well – 

is it not possible to still get that information elsewhere in a clear way.  

GS – Everything else is in English, it’s all very detailed information. When you think about the 

letters that were sent to 1.5 million people, that was in full English, that was not accessible. It 

has to be in BSL. BSL is an officially recognised language in the UK – it’s very different and I think 

that’s the core thing that’s being missed. People assume that if they write it down, they’ll 

understand it, they won’t. This is a situation that is about life or death and if that information is 

not translated in to their first language you run the risk of putting them in danger and people 

around them. As a charity, we’re still getting people asking us “can they go to the shops” – 

because that critical information is not being relayed.  

MC – Do you have any more examples of where people have misunderstood and it’s taken them 

in to a dangerous situation.  

GS – As the only deaf charity in the county, people know we’re a source of support. We have had 

a number of people contact us asking “can I do this”, but thankfully we’ve got a relationship 



where they can contact us, but the point is that if they didn’t do that they would be going straight 

out in to society and so easily putting themselves at risk.  

MC – Do you know how we compare with other countries with what they supply?  

GS – You only have to look at Scotland and Wales who are doing it, New Zealand are doing it so 

actually we’re not fairing that well in comparison. We know other countries are providing 

interpreters in live situations. If they can do it, there’s no reason why we can’t do it either.  

MC – And you are starting legal proceedings? 

GS – The campaign is, GDA isn’t but the campaign is.  

MC – Really important point to make. Lots of our listeners have been in touch about this, so 

thank you Gemma.  


