Shortage of British Sign Language interpreters hampers access to justice and healthcare after TikTok star’s death
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The tragic death of Imogen Nunn, a TikTok star born deaf, has ignited urgent conversations around the critical need for better awareness and accessibility for individuals with hearing loss. Ms Nunn, known affectionately as Immy, passed away in Brighton on New Year's Day 2023 after reportedly ingesting a toxic substance ordered online. In light of her passing, her mother has called for an increase in "basic awareness" regarding deafness and effective communication with those affected by hearing loss.
During the inquest into her death, it became evident that a significant systemic issue exists within the UK: a severe shortage of British Sign Language (BSL) interpreters. Nurses involved in Ms Nunn’s care remarked on this glaring deficiency, highlighting a broader concern about access to essential services for the Deaf community. The inquest, conducted at West Sussex Coroner’s Court, was even postponed because the court could not secure BSL interpreters necessary for deaf witnesses, illustrating the immediate challenges faced even within judicial proceedings.
Moreover, the coroner expressed plans to communicate with the government regarding the shortage of interpreters, indicating a growing recognition of the issue's urgency. This shortage is not confined to legal settings; a recent report revealed that approximately half of UK government departments failed to produce BSL communications in the past year. The Cabinet Office’s Disability Unit underscored the need for greater promotion and facilitation of BSL across all communications, with Minister for Disabled People Tom Pursglove MP acknowledging that the government "can do more" to foster inclusivity for the Deaf community.
The implications of this shortage extend into healthcare as well. According to a report from the charity Signature, only about 800 registered BSL interpreters serve a population of 25,000 sign language users in the UK. This discrepancy can lead to dire situations where deaf individuals find themselves abandoned in critical moments, unable to effectively communicate their needs. Studies have revealed that one in ten people with hearing loss have avoided reaching out for emergency assistance, primarily due to an inability to communicate effectively in high-pressure situations. This points to a troubling reality where essential services become inaccessible to those who rely on BSL.
The call for change is growing louder, as advocates voice the need for better training, adequate resources, and more interpreters to ensure that members of the Deaf community are not sidelined in everyday life or in moments of crisis. Ms Nunn's mother’s pleas, combined with systemic calls for reform, highlight a path toward a more inclusive society where the needs of all individuals, regardless of their hearing abilities, are adequately met.
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