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Introduction  

This submission, by the Irish Deaf Society (IDS), is to the Joint Committee on Tourism, Culture, Arts, Sport 
and Media and covers the topic of inclusion in sport from the perspective of the Deaf Community. The IDS 
is the only national Deaf-led representative organisation of the Deaf, and it serves the interests and welfare 
of the Deaf community. It provides a number of education, personal and social services to Deaf children, 
adults, and their families.  

The Irish Deaf Society is recognised as a Disabled Peoples Organisation (DPO) under the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (CRPD). IDS are members of the World Federation of the Deaf and 
the European Union of the Deaf and have consulted with international Deaf representative bodies in 
relation to several societal issues that impact on Deaf people. 
 
The Irish Deaf Society leads the ISL Act Cross Community Group, which is a group of National organisations 
and service providers working in the Deaf community. We consult with this group in relation to topics of 
interest to Deaf people including the ISL Act 2017. This group includes the following members: Bridge 
Interpreting, Centre for Deaf Studies (CDS) TCD, Chime, Council of ISL Interpreters of Ireland (CISLI), Council 
of ISL Teachers (CISLT), Greenbow LGBTQ+, Irish Deaf Research Network (IDRN), Irish Deaf Youth 
Association (IDYA), National Deaf Women of Ireland (NDWI), Sign Language Interpreting Service (SLIS). 

Deaf Sports Ireland (DSI) is a National Council Member (NCM) of the IDS, and we have consulted with them 
in preparing this submission.  

The primary aim of this submission is to provide focus on the communicative barriers faced by Deaf and 
Hard of Hearing (HoH) athletes when they attempt to join mainstream sporting organisations or clubs. 

The secondary aim is to highlight the impact technological advances have made on the increasing 
number of deaf and hard of hearing athletes who reside in the mainstream community as opposed to the 
deaf athletes of previous generations whose pathway to sport were through traditional deaf schools and 
deaf social groups. 

- Deaf Sports Ireland (DSI) 

There are no accurate statistics on the size of the Deaf community in Ireland, but it is estimated that 5,000 
people communicate in Irish Sign Language (ISL) as their primary language together with a community of an 
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estimated 40,000 including family, friends and those working in the Deaf community. The most recent data 
from the central statistics office show there are over 103,000 people who are Deaf and hard of hearing in 
Ireland. However, not all communicate in ISL as their primary language, or many may not consider 
themselves to be part of the Deaf community. The IDS use the term Deaf to cover all Deaf people, 
regardless of the degree of hearing they have.  

This document will examine a variety of points to consider when looking at access to Sport for the Deaf 
community. 

Points to consider: 

1. Deaf athletes face significant communicative barriers when trying to integrate into 
mainstream sports. The lack of Deaf awareness in the mainstream community often leads to 
a sense of exclusion for Deaf athletes. This is especially true for younger athletes who may 
find it difficult to form friendships and bond with their new teammates and coaches. Deaf 
athletes often depend on ISL interpreters to facilitate communication. However, there is lack 
of availability in ISL interpreters, and this hugely impacts whether an interpreter is always 
provided when needed. This issue is more prevalent in more rural areas, as most ISL 
interpreters are based closer to cities/big towns. As a result of no ISL being provided, the 
athletes may feel unsure about instructions and frustrated if they cannot ask or answer 
questions, hindering their participation. 

2. The hearing community's limited promotion, resources, and understanding of Irish Sign 
Language (ISL) restrict the ability of Deaf athletes to communicate effectively with their 
team members, managers, coaches, and club officials. This not only affects the athletes 
themselves, as explained in the points above, but also limits opportunities for volunteers 
from the Deaf Community who wish to participate. 

3. The ISL Voucher Scheme, which is provided for in the ISL Act 201 has only been implemented 
on a pilot basis thus far, with no Government commitment to appropriate multi-annual 
funding. The success of the scheme is critical to support equal access and participation for 
Deaf people in community events, including sports. By providing vouchers for ISL 
interpreting services, the scheme facilitates effective communication between Deaf 
participants and event organisers, teammates, coaches, and spectators. In the context of 
sports, the SLIS Voucher Scheme supports Deaf athletes to fully engage in sporting events, 
assisting in communications so that they can receive important instructions, can effectively 
communicate with their team, and have an equal opportunity to enjoy the sport alongside 
their peers. The scheme helps break down communication barriers and fosters inclusivity 
within community events, allowing Deaf people to actively participate, contribute, and enjoy 
sports activities on an equal footing with their hearing counterparts.  
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4. Deaf Awareness Training is vital within the sports community to address the barriers faced 
by Deaf athletes. By providing training to coaches, teammates, and club officials, awareness 
can be raised about the specific needs and communication requirements of Deaf athletes. 
This training should encompass knowledge about Deaf culture, effective communication 
strategies, and the use of ISL interpreters. By promoting a more inclusive and understanding 
environment, Deaf Awareness Training can foster better integration, communication, and 
collaboration between Deaf and hearing athletes, enhancing the overall sporting experience 
for everyone involved. 

Even in an ideal environment where a sign interpreter will always be present in a 
sports club sporting phrases or colloquialisms common within a given sport in most 
cases will not have a unique sign associated to that phrase. Similarly, a word or 
phrase already in everyday use may already have been associated with a registered 
sign but in the realms of sporting colloquialisms may have a completely separate 
meaning, an example would be the word try (meaning a score in rugby or an effort 
or attempt). Work remains to be done in the development of ISL - Deaf Sports Ireland 
(DSI) 

5. Mainstreamed Deaf athletes, who have had little or no association with the Deaf 
community, encounter difficulties when attempting to join Deaf representative sports in 
their teenage years or early twenties. Identifying and reaching out to these athletes has 
become increasingly challenging for Deaf Sports Ireland due to GDPR restrictions, which 
prevent external organisations from assisting in the identification process. This denies these 
athletes the opportunities, training, and benefits provided by membership in Deaf Sports 
Ireland. 

6. A significant challenge facing Deaf Sports Ireland, the mandated national governing body 
responsible for the governance and promotion of sports for the deaf community is 
maintaining membership in a rapidly changing environment of a community adopting to the 
changes in medical technological advances. Principally, through the development of the 
cochlear implant (a sound processor that fits behind the ear that captures sound signals and 
sends them to a receiver implanted under the skin behind the ear of the user) a greater 
number of Deaf people are living independent of the Deaf community which traditionally 
was centred around schools, support groups and social clubs. While this development has 
afforded deaf people many opportunities its use can be limited in the context of sport, 
particularly contact sport where in effect once the implant is removed the athlete becomes 
isolated and is again dependent on sign language which they may or may not have learned. 
In the case of swimming the sound processor must be removed before coming in contact 
with water which restricts communication between a swimmer and a coach. A combination 
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of similar reasons serves to discourage young Deaf athletes from engaging in sports in the 
mainstream environment. 

Alternatively young Deaf athletes who have attended mainstream schools and have 
participated with mainstream clubs and have had little or no association with the Deaf 
community find it difficult to join deaf representative sports when identified in their teen 
years or early twenties. These athletes especially females are becoming increasingly hard to 
find and reach by DSI and due to the restrictions placed by GDPR the organisation is no 
longer able to rely on external organisations to identify athletes for them. This denies the 
athletes the opportunity, training and other benefits that are afforded by membership of 
DSI. 

7. The Deaf Olympics holds immense significance for the Deaf Community as it provides a 
platform for Deaf athletes to highlight their skills and compete at an international level. This 
sporting event not only promotes athletic excellence but also fosters a sense of unity, pride, 
and camaraderie among Deaf athletes worldwide. To ensure the continued success and 
growth of the Deaf Olympics, it is crucial for the government to provide support and 
recognition. Government support can manifest in various forms, including financial 
assistance, infrastructure development, and policy initiatives. By recognising the Deaf 
Olympics as a prestigious international sporting event, in the same way as the Para 
Olympics, and allocating resources to support the participation of Deaf athletes, the 
government can affirm its commitment to inclusivity, diversity, and equality in sports. 
Government support will not only enable Deaf athletes to compete at their best but also 
encourage greater participation from the Deaf Community in sports. 

8. It is crucial to emphasise the need for accessible sporting facilities that cater to the specific 
needs of Deaf athletes. These facilities should be designed with careful consideration of the 
communication requirements of Deaf athletes. Visual cues, clear signage, and accessible 
technologies should be implemented to enhance the participation and enjoyment of Deaf 
athletes in sports. By ensuring that the sporting environment is inclusive and 
accommodating, barriers to participation can be reduced, and the overall sporting 
experience can be improved for Deaf athletes. 

9. Collaboration between mainstream sporting organisations and Deaf organisations, such as 
IDS or Deaf Sports Ireland, is paramount to ensure the inclusion of Deaf athletes. It is vital to 
foster partnerships and establish channels of communication between these organisations. 
This collaboration can involve sharing best practices, providing training opportunities, and 
developing joint initiatives to improve communication and access for Deaf athletes.  

10. Sporting organisations should develop and implement inclusive policies and guidelines that 
ensure equal opportunities and access for Deaf athletes. These policies should address the 
specific communication needs of Deaf athletes, provide guidelines for interpreter provision, 
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outline reasonable accommodations, and establish anti-discrimination measures. By 
formalising these policies, sporting organisations can create a supportive framework that 
upholds the rights of Deaf athletes and promotes their full inclusion in all aspects of sports, 
including training, competitions, and leadership roles. 

11. Promoting representation and leadership opportunities for Deaf people within sporting 
organisations and committees is essential. It is important to create platforms that allow Deaf 
people to have a voice and actively participate in decision-making processes. By including 
Deaf people in leadership roles, their unique perspectives and experiences can contribute to 
the development of more inclusive policies and practices. Additionally, representation can 
serve as a powerful form of role modeling, inspiring other Deaf individuals to participate in 
sports and highlighting their abilities. 

 

Conclusion: 

In conclusion, the submission highlights the communicative barriers faced by Deaf athletes in 
mainstream sports and emphasises the barriers faced by Deaf people accessing pathways to 
participation in Sport including those who are involved in mainstream sports. It discusses the 
importance of ISL communications and interpretation, Deaf awareness training, the SLIS Voucher 
Scheme, and government support for the Deaf Olympics. It calls for accessible sporting facilities, 
collaboration between organisations, inclusive policies, and representation for Deaf individuals. By 
addressing these aspects, the aim is to create an inclusive sports environment that fosters equal 
opportunities and participation for Deaf athletes. 

 

Supporting Documents: 

1. Information on the Deaflympics: 

https://www.deaflympics.com/ 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/17430437.2011.614772?journalCode=fcss20 

2. International Committee of Sports for the Deaf: 

http://www.ciss.org/ 

 

For more information on any of the above, please contact us at advocacy@irishdeafsociety.ie. 

 


