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AVLIC’s Support Of Implementing Video Relay Services In Canada 

 
 
To whom it may concern, 
 
The Association of Visual Language Interpreters of Canada (AVLIC), the national membership 
organization for professional signed language interpreters in Canada, would like to provide comment 
on File Numbers: 8665-C12-201303536 and 8665-C12-200807943. AVLIC fully supports the 
implementation of permanent Video Relay Services (VRS) in Canada. Following the public 
proceeding in October 2013, we urge the Canadian Radio-television and Telecommunications 
Commission (CRTC) to implement VRS in Canada without delay. 
 
On September 21, 2012, the Canadian Association of the Deaf (CAD) and the British Columbia Video 
Relay Services (BCVRS) Committee organized a VRS Awareness Day at CRTC and Industry Canada 
offices in 9 provinces across Canada to express appreciation for the CRTC’s work towards improving 
accessibility including Closed Captioning (CC), TTY, 9-1-1 TTY and IP Text Relay. AVLIC supported 
these events with many of our own members attending in solidarity. 
 
We are pleased to learn that the CRTC has announced the Telecom Notice of Consultation 2013-155, 
where a public proceeding on VRS is now scheduled for October 21, 2013, in Gatineau, Québec. Our 
association agrees VRS is urgently needed in order to continue progress towards true accessibility for 
Deaf and hard of hearing people in Canada. 
 
There are numerous reasons for supporting the implementation of the VRS in Canada. We will outline 
below some of the main reasons why AVLIC supports this important initiative: 
 
Adherence to the Canadian Constitution Act, 1982, Part I: Canadian Charter of Rights and 
Freedoms: 
 

Deaf, hard of hearing, and all persons living in Canada who use a signed language as their primary 
mode of communication should be able to use a telecommunications system in an equitable manner 
as is afforded to the majority of Canadians. In our opinion, VRS provides this equality by allowing 
users of a signed language the ability to communicate effectively and efficiently using their preferred 
language rather than forcing the use of text-based relay services. The Canadian majority would not 
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be asked to text relay all of their telecommunications, yet this is the current practice and expectation 
in Canada for Deaf and hard of hearing people, thus creating inequality in service.  
 
The Charter guarantees “every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the 
equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without 
discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical 
disability.”2 (While AVLIC is reluctant to label people who are Deaf or hard of hearing as ‘disabled’, 
for the sake of the conventions and legislation quoted herein, we will concede this is current 
terminology used.) 
 
When text-based relay service was introduced in 19853, it was the most equitable system available. 
However, with advances in technology this is no longer the case and it is now an antiquated system. 
In the CRTC’s own report published in 2009 it was noted that “parties … representing the interests of 
persons with hearing and speech disabilities … the provision of TTY Relay alone is no longer the 
best method for persons with hearing and speech disabilities to access telephone services... and 
Video Relay offer[s] significant improvements over TTY Relay.”4 In the same study the CRTC also 
notes “in this regard the Commission considers that persons with disabilities generally are not able 
to influence the market sufficiently to obtain accessible telecommunications products and services”5 
so change is not going to happen without regulation by the CRTC on service providers.  
 
Countries like Sweden (1996), USA (2002), United Kingdom (2004), France (2008) and Norway 
(2008) have moved to the most equitable system available - VRS. As a leader in human rights, 
Canada should no longer be treating a segment of our population to sub-par services and VRS 
should be implemented. 
 
Furthermore, with Canada as a signatory to the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities6, we should not be subjecting Deaf and hard of hearing people to “attitudinal and 
environmental barriers that hinders their full and effective participation in society on an equal basis 
with others.”7  

 
Elimination of Barriers Related to Use of a Second Language  
 

For many Deaf and hard of hearing people in Canada, American Sign Language (ASL) or Langue 
des signes québécoise (LSQ) is their first language. English or French, for these Canadians, is a 
second language. Innate with second language issues is the level of fluency, particularly in written 
form. As a result, for some Deaf and hard of hearing Canadians the current text-based relay service 
is prohibitive. Deaf and hard of hearing people have the right “to recognition and support of their 
specific cultural and linguistic identity, including sign languages and deaf culture.”8 Requiring all calls 
to be made in a second language, and in a text-based form, creates barriers that can be eliminated 
by establishing VRS. 
 
Moreover, the current text-based relay services available are laborious, excessively time-consuming 
“and not very demonstrative, because non-verbal cues are not transmitted. Conversely, a video relay 
service would bring more fluidity and emotion to communications.”9 

 
Greater Access to 9-1-1 Services 
 

Further to the idea presented above, for Deaf and hard of hearing people in Canada whose fluency 
in written English or French may be marginal, the idea of accessing emergency services via 9-1-1 
may not be an option. If, at the best of times, communicating through a text-based relay service is 
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considered a barrier, adding in the inherent panic and fear when placing a call to a 9-1-1 operator 
through the current system creates an increased barrier to this vital service.  
 
In the 1997 Eldridge v. British Columbia10 case, the Supreme Court of Canada handed down the 
decision that “failure to provide sign language interpreters – who are, in fact, necessary for effective 
communication for the procurement of medical services – is a violation of equality rights under 
s. 15(1) of the Charter.” 11 In that case, “any health care service, facility, or good that receives federal 
funding, whether directly or indirectly, must provide accessibility to those services, facilities, and 
goods for people who are deaf, hard of hearing, or otherwise disabled or handicapped.”12  
 
By extension, for those using 9-1-1 services (federally funded through the CRTC) for medical issues, 
not having access to a VRS operator (a trained signed language interpreter) could be seen as a 
violation of the Charter.  Further to that, access to any government phone service receiving federal 
funding could be seen as inaccessible to those whose written language skills are insufficient to hold 
a text-based conversation. 
 
The UN supports this in the Convention’s Article 25, to “provide persons with disabilities with the 
same range, quality and standard of free or affordable health care and programmes as provided to 
other persons … population-based public health programmes” 13 

 
Improved Employment Opportunities 
 

The Canadian Association of the Deaf notes, “VRS is an investment that will generate the full, 
productive participation of Deaf Canadians in social, economic, political and cultural aspects of this 
country.”14 VRS is crucial for breaking down employment barriers and enhancing access to all 
services for Deaf and hard of hearing people.  
 
Increasing telecommunication access will have a correlative effect on employment opportunities 
because Deaf and hard of hearing individuals could be more readily placed in positions where 
telephone calls are routinely required. With the current text-based relay services, such positions are 
not an option for most Deaf and hard of hearing workers. 

 
The UN echoes this sentiment: 

“To enable persons with disabilities to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of 
life, States Parties shall take appropriate measures to ensure to persons with disabilities 
access, on an equal basis with others...to information and communications, including 
information and communications technologies and systems... Provide forms of live assistance 
and intermediaries, including guides, readers and professional sign language interpreters, to 
facilitate accessibility…”15 

 
Equality for Deaf and Hard of Hearing Children 
 

A forgotten group in this argument are Deaf and hard of hearing children. The discussions focus on 
equality for adults, but for children, whose language skills in English or French are still developing, 
access to current text-based relay services are unreachable.  
 
The ability to make a 9-1-1 call would not be an option for many Deaf and hard of hearing children, 
despite being available to the majority of children in Canada. And non-emergency calls, such as to 
children’s help lines or to family and friends are likewise unavailable to many Deaf and hard of 
hearing children.  
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The UN recommends, “children with disabilities should have full enjoyment of all human rights and 
fundamental freedoms on an equal basis with other children…”16 As a result of the current text-
based relay system in Canada, Deaf and hard of hearing children are not afforded the same right to 
communication as the majority of Canadian children. 

 
AVLIC would be remiss in commenting that the majority of trained signed language interpreters would 
very likely be members of our Association. This could question the impartiality by AVLIC when 
supporting the implementation of VRS in Canada. We would like to assure the Commission that our 
main reason for support is, and always has been, in solidarity with Canadians who are Deaf and hard of 
hearing. 
 
While it is true that many AVLIC members could be employed as VRS operators, we feel this is a way 
to extend the service we already provide to the community. We know that concerns by the CRTC, as 
noted in the 2013 Report on the Technical Feasibility of Implementing a VRS in Canada, about 
operators being “privy to all conversations with which they assist. [This will result in] very stringent 
policies… put in place to prevent operators from disclosing information to other parties who were not 
involved in the conversation.”17 The CRTC can be assured all AVLIC members are qualified 
interpreters. AVLIC has strict membership eligibility requirements to ensure our members provide 
exceptional standards of practice and AVLIC members adhere to a Code of Ethics and Guidelines for 
Professional Conduct18. 
 
Without reservation, AVLIC supports the immediate implementation of VRS in Canada following the 
public proceeding in October 2013.  With recommendation from the feasibility report commissioned by 
the CRTC, “implementing a video relay service in Canada is completely feasible from a technical 
standpoint ”19. From a human rights standpoint, it seems like an appropriate move to adhere to section 
15(1) of the Charter. We urge the CRTC to move forward with affirmative action to implement video 
relay services in Canada. 
 
Respectfully submitted,  
 

 
Christie Reaume 
AVLIC President, 2010 - 2014 
 
CLR:jp 
 
cc: 
Canadian Association of the Deaf  
Doug Momotiuk, CAD President  
Frank Folino, CAD Vice-President  
Canadian Cultural Society of the Deaf 
Vincent Chauvet, CCSD President 
BC VRS Committee  
Ontario VRS Committee 
 
                                                
1 https://services.crtc.gc.ca/pub/Intervention/Submission-Soumission.aspx?lang=e&EN=2013-155&ET=N - SE0 
2 http://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/Const/page-15.html 
3 http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/archive/1985/dt85-29.htm 
4 CRTC 2009-430: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/archive/2009/2009-430.htm 
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5 CRTC 2009-430: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/archive/2009/2009-430.htm 
6 http://www.un.org/disabilities/countries.asp?navid=17&pid=166 - C 
7 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Preamble: http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 
8 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 30: http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 
9 Report on the Technical Feasibility of Implementing a VRS in Canada, p. 1: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/rp130307.pdf 
10 Eldridge v. British Columbia (Attorney General) [1997] 3. S.C.R. 624 
11 http://publications.gc.ca/collections/Collection-R/LoPBdP/EB/prb012-e.htm 
12http://www.cad.ca/health_care.php 
13 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 25: http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 
14 CAD Open Letter to the CRTC, September 19, 2012: http://www.cad.ca/news_events_en.php?newsID=138 
15 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Article 9: http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 
16 UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, Preamble: http://www.un.org/disabilities/convention/conventionfull.shtml 
17 Report: Technical Feasibility of Implementing a VRS in Canada, page 32: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/rp130307.pdf 
18 AVLIC Code of Ethics and Guidelines for Professional Conduct: http://www.avlic.ca/ethics-and-guidelines 
19 Report on the Technical Feasibility of Implementing a VRS in Canada, page 57: http://www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/rp130307.pdf 


