Maria Miller MP, Shadow Minister for the Family:  
I am delighted to be here today to support the work of deaf parenting UK and to talk about the way we need to ensure that all families particularly those who have to deal with parental deafness should be better supported in this country.

As Sabina said in our outline before I spoken now, it is very good the see so many people here on Saturday.  I was told by a lady who runs a social networking site called mums net that the biggest problem that any parent has is exhaustion.  And, I think that to be here on a Saturday shows this is an important issue for all of us.

Deaf Parenting UK is unique, a charity run by deaf parents for deaf parents.  There is no other charity in the world like that.  And your organisations philosophy means that you can empower as well as support deaf parents to highlight to those people who are running important public services, the severe gaps in provision which can have such a profound effect for families with deaf parents.

The organisations commitment to ensuring parents have the information that they need is impressive from helping parents to understand their rights under the Disability Discrimination Act, to information for deaf women in pregnancy, to courses in sign language recognising the different needs of parents of children with different ages.

It has been a month for conferences and I am here hot foot from our conservative party conference which was just down the road in another part of Birmingham, the leader David Cameron made it clear then that at the heart of our vision for this country, is making it the most family friendly country in the world.

That's for every family and David is aware of some of the issues that people have to cope with when they are dealing with various disabilities as you maybe aware his son has a severe disability.

A shadow minister for the family it is my responsibility to turn that vision of being the most family friendly country in the world into reality through the policies that we propose.

An important part of the meetings and discussions we had here in Birmingham last week was how we could help that happen.  Therefore I am pleased to be here today to share with you some of those perhaps more general proposals that then hopefully hear back from you how specifically they need the be tailored to meet the needs of deaf parents.

I hope this will help support your conference theme of empowering, enabling and supporting deaf parent because I share your concern that every family should have the support they need to succeed and give their children the best start in life.

There are estimated to be some 9 million deaf and hard of hearing people in the UK and many will be parents facing all the pressures and strains of being a parent as well as coping with the challenges of hearing impairment.  Despite the 1995 Disability Discrimination Act many have difficulties in accessing the information we need in everyday life.  Many services as the Lord mayor outlines so well in his introductory comments still don't offer British sign language as a matter of course.  The universal language of deaf parents may not be always available despite the fact that organisations have a legal responsibility to make their services accessible to deaf parents.

All families need to know that the support is going to be there when they need it particularly at those pressure points that families face.  More has to be done to ensure that communication is not a barrier whether it is during pregnancy, as Sabina talked of earlier or the around of the time of the childs birth or indeed through parenting classes.  I think Sabina's work has showed that too many deaf parents still find it difficult to participate in the way they would like to at the childs school.  As we all know parental support for children in the early years and indeed throughout their children's school career is critical.  Yet a great many deaf parents feel that more needs to be done to help them achieve the support that they want for their children, whether it is in reading or whether it is in other aspects of their development or indeed parenting skills.  As with so many other issues it is charitable and voluntary sector organisations on the ground in our community like yours, who are the main source of support for families and it is little surprise that Sabina's work shows that deaf parents want more support groups and social net works for deaf parents to get the peer group support that they need and to help reduce that feeling of isolation that all parents feel but particularly that deaf parents feel.

The third sector has a critical role to play but all too often they are stretched thin with a short term approach to funding making it difficult to plan for the future.

One organisation that helps families in my constituency and indeed throughout Hampshire is face us, and they give support to families dealing with issues around deafness, both parental and for the children.  Yet as a result of short term approach to funding they currently face closure.  A failure by Social Services, the local primary care trust and local authority to coordinate their funding streams means that families maybe left without the service that is so badly needed.  That is why I am pleased that my parties pledge to extend the funding period for voluntary organisations to 3 years to help planning for the future, to ensure that vital services like this are not lost.

Now if we are going to make Britain the most family friendly country in the world, it is clear there is still a great deal to do to meet the needs of deaf parents but the problems run deeper than that.  We need to not anymore side step the need to promote family stability in general; to help families come together and stay together.  This is an issue that is as pertinent to deaf parents as hearing parents.

Our families and relationships with our children, with our community shape our lives and for children those relationships can mean a difference between achieving their life potential and not.  The evidence is clear, children thrive when they have their parents, both parents involved in their lives and helping to strengthen families is vital, whether it is through parenting support programmes or in other ways, we can really help children to get a better start in life.

We want Britain to be the most family friendly country in the world because supporting stronger relationships and strong families will help build a strong society.  Now that doesn't mean telling parents what to do every second of the day, or having universal definition of what makes a strong family.  It means respecting the fact that every family is different but they face similar pressure points where extra support can help and family networks which remay have relied on in the past are far more scattered.  Now it is not the role of the state to try and replicate those networks, but it does have an important role in ensuring that the right support of services are ready available where and when they are needed.

Being a deaf parent presents very real challenges and everyone in the room will have firsthand experience of how the services that are currently in place do not always meet their needs.  But pressures on families go even further than that.  Long working hours, the rising cost of living, the pressure to buy our children the latest trainers or the latest electronic game.  We can't address the needs of deaf parents by addressing the specifics of communication alone.  We also have to look at the broader systemic issues too.

I am a working mum with 3 school age children and my youngest James is just 6.  I am afraid one of the down sides of having a parent as an MP is that you work long hours.  But I am lucky I can share the pain and pleasure of parenting with my husband and I can't start to imagine how difficult parenting would be if I had to do it by myself.

It is so tragic that couples are at the greatest risk of family break down in the year immediately following the birth of a child.  A time that is filled with joy is also a time that is full of sleepless nights, financial worries and the recognition that as a parent your needs are now very much secondary.

The need to rely on outside agencies like mid wives, health visitors and others puts a particular pressure on deaf parents.  There are dedicated professionals and voluntary organisations, charities, all working tirelessly to support families.

I know that there are a wide variety of these sorts of schemes in my constituency and I am sure the same is in Birmingham too.  All too often up and down the country as I have already said it is these organisations that are stretched thin.  Fighting to survive with uncertain budgets.

Well I believe that the time has really come to say that the support that we give families, whatever challenges they face, are some of the most important mechanisms we can put in place.  We want to make sure that everyone can access those support services when they are under pressure so that rather than floundering, families have the tools they need to survive.  There are a number of specific measures that we have announced in including the expansion of the health visitors service and also the introduction of a version of the dutch system which gives them very very practical help and support to too families in the early years, but the important thing is that they are also services that are accessible to deaf parents too and I would be interested to hear feedback from your workshops this afternoon in how that can be best achieved Deaf Parenting UK rightly focuses on how to give practical support on the ground through the programmes that you have developed to bring deaf people together, helping them feel that it is not an isolated world out there, giving information and the skills they need through workshops and joint working.  But the fundamentals need to be right too.  To provide a family friendly framework in which you can operate as an organisation.  Family life and families change, the challenges faced by deaf parents are still too great.  What I have talked about today is just the start of how we want to help strengthen all families in Britain and in this changed world making Britain the most family friendly country in the world needs to be at the heart of all of our visions in the future of this country.

We need to recognise there are still significantly more work that needs to be done to ensure deaf parents get the support they need and the voluntary and charitable organisations like yours that are are best placed to meet these needs are also receiving the support that they need to thrive.

I believe that working with our health visitors, child care workers, family and relationship experts, that above all voluntary organisations that know the real issues that deaf parents face.  I know if we can work together we can turn this vision into a reality.

Thank you.

