For Immediate Release: May 22, 2007                                                                 
Contact: Sen. John Gleason, 517-373-0142
                                                                       
       
Gleason Legislation to Protect Civil Rights of Deaf Community Approved by Senate:   Bill Increases Access to Certified Sign Language Interpreters

LANSING-The Michigan State Senate voted today to pass Senate Bill 25,
sponsored by Senator John Gleason (D-Flushing), which will require the
use of certified sign language interpreters to provide equal
communication in important life situations, and establish universal
standards for sign interpreters.

“These are first-class people, not second-class citizens, and they
should be afforded every right that every other Michigan citizen has,”
said Gleason. “This is a life and death situation in some cases, and
this bill will ensure that appropriately strong standards are
applied.” 

The Michigan Division on Deaf and Hard of Hearing (DODHH) has been
advising the Legislature since 1994 to develop legislation on sign
language interpreter quality and availability. The need for legislation
arose because more and more unqualified sign interpreters have been
hired to work in schools, banks, doctor’s and lawyer’s offices. SB
25 passed the Senate with unanimous support, and will move on to the
House along with its Senate-amended companion legislation, House Bill
4208, which previously passed through the House floor with a vote of
108-0.

In an overflowing committee room on April 17th, many members of the
deaf and hard of hearing community testified before the Senate Judiciary
Committee in support of this legislation. One example relayed shared the
experience of a deaf man who allowed his son to act as his interpreter
during some financial proceedings. The father cosigned on a $100,000
loan for his son. When his son was delinquent on his payments, the deaf
man’s home was repossessed, much to his surprise. The father did not
know his house was listed as collateral to the loan, and this is just
one situation that this legislation could help prevent.

“In important legal, medical, and financial proceedings, there’s
nothing more crippling than an inability to communicate,” said Chris
Hunter, former DODHH director. “I recently retired after almost
twenty-seven years with the State, and it’s heartening to know that
Senator Gleason and I finally succeeded in establishing equal rights for
the deaf community.”

Gleason has been an advocate for the rights of the deaf and hard of
hearing since his days in the State House. He is the founder of the
Disability Caucus, and in addition to sponsoring this legislation,
Gleason also worked closely with DODHH to bring sign interpreters to the
Governor’s 2007 State of the State address.

In fact, at the annual day at the Capitol for deaf and hard of hearing
people on May 16th, the Michigan Deaf Association and Hearing Loss
Association of Michigan presented Gleason with its 2007 Legislator of
the Year award. He was honored for his legislative efforts to improve
the lives of those who are deaf or hard of hearing. More than one
hundred representatives from the deaf community also attended
Wednesday’s Senate session, watching from the gallery as Gleason
and his colleagues worked on the sign language interpreter legislation.
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