NTEU Reaches Agreement with IRS on Behalf of
Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing Employees 
Four years ago, NTEU filed a national grievance against the IRS on behalf of all deaf and hard-of-hearing IRS employees. We filed the grievance because we believed the IRS had failed to give these valued employees the same access to information, training, and promotional opportunities as it had given to their hearing co-workers.

NTEU then spent months and months wading through legal obstacles and many objections from the IRS. But we stuck to it, and now NTEU’s hard work and expertise have paid off. Deaf and hard-of-hearing employees will be pleased to learn that NTEU has reached a very favorable agreement on their behalf that will provide them with the reasonable accommodations they need to have equal access to information and job resources.  

I am proud of both the hard work by NTEU and the results of our efforts. 

This agreement spells out many rights for these employees, and it provides a process so they can file a claim to recover up to $3,000 in damages for claims that the agency failed to provide appropriate reasonable accommodations to them. They will be able to seek payment for such non-monetary losses as denial of promotion, an appraisal rating that is too low, emotional distress, physical illness, medical bills, and other damages like these.  

Employees will be receiving a notice of this settlement from the IRS, and then will have 30 calendar days from the date of that notice to tell the person named in that notice they are deaf or hard-of-hearing. Anyone who identifies herself or himself as deaf or hard-of-hearing within those 30 days will then receive a copy of the settlement agreement. That will spell out exactly how they can claim damages for any times the agency failed to provide reasonable accommodations to deaf or hard-of-hearing employees dating back to September 5, 2006.

Examples of such failures might include times the agency failed to provide qualified interpreters for any meetings or trainings they attended; the failure to provide safety information in a format they could use; the failure to provide video-phones, or TTYs, or interpreters so they could communicate with taxpayers or co-workers by telephone to the same extent as their hearing co-workers; or the failure to meet with deaf or hard-of-hearing employees to develop a career plan with them to the same extent as hearing co-workers had such meetings; etc.      

Along with the claims procedure, NTEU worked diligently to ensure the agreement addresses a number of other important issues. These include what constitutes a ‘qualified’ interpreter; identifies the types of meetings where management must provide qualified interpreters or other equivalent accommodations; specifies how deaf or hard-of-hearing employees and/or their manager will notify the agency of their need for accommodations; provides for getting training materials to them 14 days before training classes so they can preview the materials; discusses how to make training classes responsive to their specific needs, including providing CART or a note-taker, etc.; establishes a commitment to securing interpreters for on-line trainings and for working toward ensuring such online trainings will eventually be available in ASL versions; and deals with other topics important to all deaf and hard-of-hearing employees who work for the IRS.  

This settlement agreement is in addition to the recent successful agreement NTEU reached that addresses getting critical VRS equipment to deaf and hard-of-hearing employees at the IRS. Both of these agreements were hard-fought, and will provide far-reaching benefits for all deaf and hard-of-hearing employees.  

These agreements, and many others like them, reflect NTEU’s commitment to meeting the specific needs of IRS employees in their workplaces. All employees deserve equal access to information, training, promotional opportunities, and to be treated with dignity and respect. NTEU fights to ensure these rights for deaf and hard-of-hearing employees and for every IRS employee every single day. We appreciate the continuing support and steadfast vigilance of IRS employees to help us achieve these goals.
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