Title: Strategies for Full Participation and Equality 
Name of the Author: Ms. TSUCHIYA, Michiko

I feel very honoured to speak here today at the Plenary Session on behalf of the Deaf Community. Currently over 350,000 persons are estimated to be deaf or hard of hearing in Japan. As Japanese society ages further, the number of the elderly with hearing problems will increase accordingly.

I would like to discuss strategies that the Deaf Community in Japan has exercised to meet its needs for full participation and equality as well as to fight for human rights.

The Deaf Community has confronted a number of obstacles in all aspects of life because of deafness; we have been discriminated in education, employment, law enforcement and many areas.  Especially our Sign Language has been oppressed.

Recognition of Sign Language has been a paramount goal of the Deaf Communities around the world.  Uganda and other countries have constitutions that officially recognize Sign Language as the language of Deaf people.

To overcome the obstacles and advocate human rights of deaf individuals in Japan, the Deaf Community has developed effective strategies in order to promote public awareness of its needs; the use of Sign Language.

Since the founding of deaf education in Japan in 1876, the Deaf Community has been subjected to paternalism, much dependent on the mercy of hearing people while being protected by them. Thus we were taught to behave well so that our lives would be safe and happy, even though there was prejudice against the Deaf Community.


However, the 1960's saw that the Deaf Community became aware of social justice, human rights, and the importance of organizational work to promote social understanding of its needs.

At the time, a deaf person drove a car on business, even without a driving license. He was arrested by the police and later released after paying the fare. He did it again and again. This led the Deaf Community to act against the discrimination and to support the rights of deaf people to drive a car. It resulted in the partial revision of the Traffic and Road Regulations to allow deaf people to obtain a driving license under certain condition.

Another case is related to the courts. A deaf man was arrested for hitting a sushi bar owner to death by accident in Tokyo. He was put into jail. There was no interpreting provided at the court, which the Deaf Community responded by protesting for the deaf man.

One of the important affairs that encouraged the Deaf Community to develop a strategy to act organizationally might be the activity of a youth group. It held a national meeting first in 1966 and they discussed what problems they had have in employment and social lives. Their outrage was so mounted that the Deaf Community started to act.

The following strategies were typical methods that the Deaf Community has taken to work effectively.

1. collecting information to help action

2. meetings and discussions

3. calling for support

4. petitions

5. negotiation with officials

6. campaigns to collect millions of signatures

7. rallying

Some of strategies required a long time-consuming process and much more effort. However, the Deaf Community has never given up and persisted in the pursuit of achieving the goals, and increased public awareness on Sign Language has been gradually promoted.

Using the strategies, the Deaf Community recently succeeded in revising the civil code relating to the will. Currently the Deaf Community is working on the revision of the law and regulations that ban deaf individuals to be certified as professionals such as pharmacists, engineers, medical staffs and so on.

Similarly, in the processes, Sign Language interpreters have played an important role in communication. In other words, interpreting has been a vital factor for the Deaf Community in achieving full participation and equality, because it guarantees accessibility to communication with non sign language users, such as politicians, leaders of other groups, advocates and others.

Our Constitution and law do not explicitly recognize Sign Language. However, the Ministry of Health and Welfare has funded Sign Language interpreting training programs, interpreting services, and Sign Language research through the publication of books on Sign Language since the 1970's. It also conducts the qualification examination to certify interpreters since the 1980's. These programs and projects may imply that the Government recognizes Sign Language as the language of the Deaf Community in Japan.

There are the United Nations documents such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, the Declaration of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and the UN Standard Rules on the Equalization of Opportunities for Persons with Disabilities and so on.  As stated in these documents, special considerations should be made for Sign Language as the language of the Deaf Community in order to achieve full participation and equality of deaf individuals, as well as to respect their human rights.

Now we must think here; why full participation and equality? We can recall that it was the slogan of the UN International Year of Disabled Persons (1981) and also of the UN Decade of Disabled Persons, 1983-1992. The establishment of the International Year of Disabled Persons was first proposed by a representative from Africa and was discussed at the United Nations General Meeting. A slogan of this event was then proposed to be "participation and equality."

However, a deaf representative from the U.S. argued with the logic that the word of "FULL" should be added to the word participation. He explained that it would not be adequate for deaf people who would participate in meetings. Deafness is a disability that is invisible.

For example, deaf people attend a meeting without any support such as interpreters. It cannot be said that they participate in the meeting, because it would be impossible for them to understand what was going on in the meeting.  They only would be present physically, with no access to communication with other members of the meeting.

It is important to emphasize that any person with a disability must be fully guaranteed to be actively involved in discussions and decision making. So, not "participation and equality," but "FULL participation and equality" has been the slogan for all the Disability Community. It also has been a key word for the Deaf Community in its efforts; a recognition of Sign Language and Sign Language interpreting.

This paper proposes that the UN documents should be used as a guideline for the Disability Community in our region to work not only to improve the current situations of life but also to enjoy full participation and equality in every country in the region.
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