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A Dhaoine Uaisle ar fad,
Glacaim leis mar onóir mhór cuireadh a fháil labhairt libh anseo inniu ag oscailt na comhdhála seo  - an deichiú comhdháil idirnáisiúnta atá eagraithe faoi scáth an Acadaimh Idirnáisiúnta ar Dhlí Teangacha. 

 Tuigim go raibh comhdhálacha ar nós an chinn seo ar siúl roimhe seo in imeacht na mblianta in áiteanna éagsúla ar fud an domhain - ina measc:  Montréal, Hong Cong, Pretoria, Havána, Portó Ríce agus Beijing.

 Ba mhaith liomsa tacú go mór leis an méid atá ráite faoin bhfíorchaoin fáilte atá romhaibh go hÉirinn, agus go speisialta go cathair na Gaillimhe agus chuig mo alma mater féin, Ollscoil na hÉireann, Gaillimh. 

 Tagann sibh chugainn ag am fíorthráthúil ar fad: go deimhin, ní dócha go raibh am chomh tráthúil riamh ann ó bunaíodh an stát seo le go mbeadh tionól ardghradamach, idirnáisiúnta ann le cúrsaí teanga agus dlí a phlé.

 An chúis go ndeirim é sin ná seo: mí ón lá inniu - ar an 14 Iúil - tiocfaidh gach foráil de phríomhreachtaíocht teanga na tíre seo i bhfeidhm go hiomlán. Ní fhéadfadh, dá bhrí sin, am níos fearr a bheith ann le hanailís a dhéanamh ar na dúshláin a bhaineann le hachtú agus le cur i bhfeidhm dlí agus cearta teanga. 

 Is cinnte go mbeidh roinnt áirithe le foghlaim agaibhse ó thaithí - idir dhearfach agus dhiúltach - na tíre seo, ach tá an t-uafás le foghlaim againne ón saineolas agus ón taithí idirnáisiúnta atá bailithe anseo don chomhdháil ríthábhachtach seo. 

Distinguished guests, I would like very much to echo the words of welcome already expressed to you this morning and add my hope that your visit here to the west of Ireland  for this important conference will be not only stimulating, and beneficial but also very enjoyable indeed.

New Office

The theme of your biennial, trilingual conference – “Language law and language rights- the challenges of enactment and implementation” is of particular interest to me, since my office – which is a new, independent, statutory office –  is charged with monitoring compliance with language legislation here and ensuring compliance. We are also charged with the provision of an ombudsman service in dealing with complaints of breaches of language legislation. We advise the public on issues of language rights and advise state organisations on their legal obligations in relation to language affairs.

Your conference here is indeed at a most opportune time. One month from today – on the 14th of July – all provisions of our main language legislation, the Official Languages Act, will come into force. 
Key provisions of the legislation have already been introduced on a gradual basis over the past three years but a specific clause within the Act ensures that any measure not already introduced by ministerial order  will come into force automatically on the third anniversary of its signing into law by the President. Therefore the 14th of July is for us, an important milestone.   
But perhaps, at the outset I should give you a very brief overview of language affairs in this country, in historical, constitutional, legal, political and statistical terms, suggest where we are at, at present, and perhaps more importantly suggests were we earnestly hope we are going in the future.

Overview

The Irish language is the historic, native language of Ireland –  spoken here for 2,000 years. It is the oldest written language in Europe which still survives as a living community language.

The decline of the Irish language here has its roots in the colonisation of this country.  In the 16th and 17th Centuries, the structures of powerful Gaelic society were destroyed as English rule was consolidated.  By the end of the 18th Century, almost half of the population was monolingual Irish-speaking, and consisted primarily of the rural poor.  This class was decimated by the Great Famine of 1846-9 and by subsequent emigration.  By the end of that century, monolingual Irish speakers consisted of only one percent of the population.

The Gaelic League – Conradh na Gaeilge – established in 1893, played a key role in the development of policies in favour of Irish, many of which were adopted by native government following the establishment of the Free State in 1922.  Irish was designated the "national language" in the Constitution, became a core subject of the school curriculum, and competence in it was necessary for employment in the public service up to the mid-nineteen seventies.  
In 1937, article 8 of the revised Constitution designated Irish "the first official language" because it was "the national language", while English was recognised as "a second official language". This is still the current constitutional position today.
So the constitutional position of the Irish language is clear. 

Governments down through the years since the foundation of the State have supported the language primarily through its promotion in education, broadcasting, public affairs, the arts, and in other facets of life. The new initiative which is the Official Languages Act is one further feature of that promotion.
Statistics

But perhaps before I address the area of legislation I should set out my understanding of the reality of the statistical  position of the language at the moment. While the constitution designates Irish as the first official language, the statistical position reflects a very different reality indeed. In practically every walk of life the English language is the dominant and all-pervasive language for the vast majority of the people of this country ; all in all a most unequal union.  
The most recent official figures available – the data from the 2002 census which will be updated soon by our most recent census undertaken earlier this year – suggests that out of  a population of some 4 million people here in the State 1.57 million people – aged 3 years and over - said they could speak Irish. Obviously not all of the 1.57 million who said they can speak Irish would be fluent – but they have demonstrated that they regard themselves as having Irish. 
However, the data also shows that only  marginally over one third of a million people use Irish every day. That figure would include pupils and students – some of whom might use Irish only within their educational environment. The suggestion therefore is that perhaps around 100,000 people outside the educational requirements use Irish daily.

The same census – 2002 – showed that slightly over 86,000 people, aged 3 years and over lived in areas designated as Irish speaking or Gaeltacht areas, in seven counties  predominately along the west coast - Donegal, Mayo, Galway, Kerry, Cork, Waterford and Meath. 
62,000 of the Gaeltacht population were recorded as having Irish and  the suggestion is that somewhere in the region of 20,000-30,000 of those are native daily speakers of Irish.

That is the statistical template within which we operate.

However, one must not overlook the widespread goodwill and affection for the Irish language amongst a significant proportion of the population.
It would, none the less, be misleading to suggest that everyone has a positive attitude towards the language.  It would be unnatural if some of those whose experience of attempting to learn the language was fraught with difficulty if they did not now harbour a certain amount of resentment. Despite their best efforts of blood, sweat and tears, and the strain and stress of examinations  too many may have left the education system without sufficient command of the language to make it a valuable, positive and enriching experience in their lives and it is most natural that they should have a negative or antagonistic attitude towards the language now. 

I am truly very sorry that this should have happened and those of us who are concerned about the future of the language must learn from this. We must strive to ensure that learning our native language is a positive, rewarding and enjoyable experience and we must support the teachers in every way in their quest for the resources and supports in this vitally important work.  
From the statistical picture let me move on. 

Courts

In judicial affairs, in the years since the establishment of the State the courts have, notwithstanding the statistical reality,  generally interpreted the constitutional position of Irish as placing a very specific onus on the State. 

 In 1934 the then Chief Justice – Mr Justice Kennedy – said in an important judgement  :
“None of the organs of the State, legislative, executive or judicial may derogate from the pre-eminent status of the Irish language as the national language of the State without offending against the Constitutional position…” 

In more recent years – 2001 – in a Supreme Court judicial review Mr. Justice Hardiman remarked  :

 “The modern State necessarily imposes many onerous duties on citizens in relation to various aspects of life, from tax compliance to planning law. Many of these duties are irksome, time-consuming and expensive to comply with, but compliance is properly required. Equally the State itself must comply with its obligations, particularly those enshrined in the Constitution, and can no more be heard to complain that such compliance is irksome or onerous than can the individual citizen. In particular, the State cannot be heard to complain that its non-compliance over a period of decades have now rendered present compliance even more difficult”.

The State has over the years, as I mentioned, made very many specific references to the position of the Irish language in elements of its legislation – in education, broadcasting, planning and many other areas of life. In some of those, however,  the references are of a vague or general nature, or are tempered with “escapes clauses” which limit the linguistic obligations by the use of such phrases as “as far as is practicable”, or “in accordance with resources.”
Language Act

It was not until 2003 – three years ago – that specific language legislation was enacted. This legislation, the Official Languages Act outlines certain clear language rights and places specific statutory language obligations on state organisations.
It is only one small element of the State’s support of the language, the main thrust of which is to promote Irish in education, broadcasting, the arts, Gaeltacht affairs and in public life generally.

It is an undoubted fact that, at least on an official level, a significant language support infrastructure now exists here. I have already mentioned its prime constitutional position. It will have recognition as an official language of the European Union from the 1st of January next year. 

The language can be used in either House of the Oireachtas – both houses of parliament – or before any committee, subcommittee or joint committee of either house. From next month all Acts passed by the Oireachtas will be published simultaneously in both official languages. 
It can be used in all courts at all levels and in all court documentation. 
It is taught as a core subject in all schools to children from their earliest days until they finish the secondary cycle at around 18 years of age – a total of up to 1,500 hours of tuition over 13 years. The language is taught in over 50 universities worldwide outside of Ireland. 
We have  a Government Minister and Department with specific responsibility for the language, a state language promotion agency, a full time radio service broadcasting in Irish 24 hours a day  365 days a year, a television service with a substantial daily schedule of programmes in Irish, a daily Irish language newspaper as well as a weekly newspaper in Irish. The Official Languages Act places languages obligations on 650 different state organisations and agencies.  The list goes on and on. 
Challenge

The official and theoretical infrasture is in place. The challenge is now to build on that infrastructure in a practical, pragmatic way. I believe that we have a significant window of opportunity in the 10 years ahead to move from the official and theoretical position to one where this old and beautiful language finds a space and place of its own in our brave new world. 
Ten years from now – 2016  – will see the 100th anniversary of the 1916 Easter Rising, the precursor to the foundation of the Irish State. The protection and promotion of the Irish language was an issue close to the hearts of our founding fathers. How we succeed in these current prosperous times to protect and promote the language will be reflected in how much cause we have for celebration in ten years time. 

Of course no amount of legislation can save a threatened language. And quite clearly the Official Languages Act of its own cannot save the Irish language. The Irish Government of its own cannot save the Irish language. The only group who can save the Irish language is the Irish people themselves but the State and state organistaions have a central role in the provision of the facilities which can allow the language to survive and flourish.

The Official Languages Act does not require or compel any individual citizen, or any individual public servant or civil servant to do anything in relation to the Irish language. It does however challenge the management of state organisations to put systems in place to provide certain basic levels of services through Irish for anyone who wishes to conduct their business through Irish with the State. 

The real objective of the Official Languages Act, to my mind, is to create a space for Irish in the public life of this country. It is a practical and pragmatic piece of legislation which is aimed at increasing the quantity and quality of public sector services through Irish in a gradual and coherent way. It will, through making it useful and functional, make the language more relevant outside the education system.

Shield

The provision of public services for Irish speakers should be seen as a process of normalization which will not detract from the provision of similar services already available without question through English to those who choose that language. 

The Official Languages Act  is a shield not a sword – it protects Irish language rights but does not injure in any way English language rights. And we are talking of rights here – rights not privileges.
Although the Act includes significant directly applicable language provisions and statutory language regulations, the core of the legislation is based on a agreed language schemes.  
The schemes set out the services which state organisations intend to provide through Irish only, through English only, or bilingually, and the steps which the organisation proposes to take in order to ensure that those services which are not available through Irish will be so provided.

Since each scheme is custom made for the individual state organisation taking into account its resources and the demand for service in Irish, it makes the legislation very complex indeed.

I have been at pains to say to state organisations in the support networks established to advance the language schemes that it is imperative that they take ownership of their statutory language schemes and promote them vigorously to their staff and customers. This requires leadership in state  organisation  which may need to bring people to unfamiliar destinations but as former US President JF Kennedy once said
 “Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present are certain to miss the future.”
Addressing the need for state organisations to provide additional public services through Irish is an issue of change management. And although that concept may be welcomed and advanced by many in the services of the state there may well indeed be pockets of resistance : I recall the comment of an anonymous civil servant quoted in a colleagues postgraduate thesis who said :

“Working in the same profession for many years, we resist change, doubt its value, suspect it will be short-lived and avoid it where possible. If change is to be introduced we think it should be done on a pilot basis, preferably elsewhere”.

My Office is at present developing further monitoring systems and designing audit tools to evaluate  compliance with the legislation in general and with the language schemes in particular.
Enforcement

Language legislation, like all other legislation, is an irrelevancy, simply a matter of fine words or sentiments on paper, if not vigorously enforced. 

And for me, the key to enforcement is a strong independent compliance agency with the staff and resources to ensure compliance. My Office is in the process of seeking to build such an organisation and has submitted detailed plans through the appropriate channels.  
This legislation has had a mixed press over the past number of years. The Irish language media and the more liberal elements of the English language media have been supportive. However, there has also  been criticism by some within the English language media, often based on misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the Act itself and some comments which could best be described as contradictions – partly truth and partly fiction.   

As I mentioned earlier, the 14th of July – one month from today – is a significant date for us, when this first piece of comprehensive language legislation comes fully into force. The clear and present challenge to my Office now is to be ensure compliance with the legislation and that is a duty and responsibility I take most seriously.

Charter

In advance of the 14th of July, I am delighted to announce today that my Office will publish this country’s first ever  Language Rights Charter in a fortnight’s time. This bilingual charter in poster form will be distributed widely to all state organisations, schools, libraries and other public buildings. It is my hope that in finding space for the display of  this charter in their public spaces, state organisations will create a place and space for the Irish language in their own endeavors.

It is my intention to launch this Language Rights Charter in advance of the legislation coming fully into effect and to mark the first every visit to my Office in An Spidéal here in County Galway of representatives of an all-party, joint committee of members of the Dáil and Seanad – both Houses of Parliament – concerned with Irish language issues.

As many of you will know Ireland has in recent years enjoyed a period of exceptional prosperity and growth. We live in a changing world. Although our constitution refers to Irish as the first official language and English as a second official language a recent study has shown nearly 200 languages are used here at present. A huge influx of immigrants here has changed the linguistic landscape  immensely. This phenomenon was remarked on by the President of Ireland when she visited my Office last September to perform the official opening. She said :
“The population of Ireland is changing in recent years. There is a significant increase in the number of immigrants in our midst. The new languages and new cultural features are enriching and enhancing our own culture. We are becoming more multicultural and more multilingual, year by year. This should be a matter of celebration – particularly when it helps us to value our own language”

These are sentiments with which I wholeheartedly agree.

Worldview

But of course, as many of you are all too aware, the linguistic picture on a world scale is indeed most frightening. The experts projections than many thousands of languages will become extinct over the next 100 years is indeed an appalling vista. The process of linguistic globalization and the steam-roller effect of major languages, such as English, decimating indigenous languages throughout the world is truly an alarming concept. 
For those of us who believe in the importance of the continuation of language diversity, these are indeed challenging times.

I have spoken to you this morning in the first and second official languages of this country. It is appropriate that I should make some remarks in the third official language of your conference. 

C’est au travers des conférences comme celle-ci que nous pourrons partager nos expériences et apprendre les uns des autres. De cette façon nous pourrons mieux nous préparer pour relever les challenges de demain.

Dans ce pays, en ce qui concerne ma mission immédiate, je dois m’assurer de la conformité de la nouvelle législation sur les langues et je dois également promouvoir le concept de droits des langues.

De cette manière nous pouvons espérer faire passer la langue irlandaise de la marginalité au cœur de la vie.

Je pense que c’est un fait admis par tous qu’aucune nation indépendante n’a jamais abandonné sa propre langue de son propre chef. C’est mon espoir que les mesures justes adoptées vont permettre à notre langue de toujours de retrouver sa place, toute sa place dans notre monde moderne.

Cette langue irlandaise a été transmise de génération en génération depuis plus de 2000 ans sans aucune rupture, ce qui en fait tout simplement la plus ancienne langue écrite en Europe et toujours en usage de nos jours. Ce serait un désastre inacceptable et incommensurable si cette continuité devait se briser maintenant. Pour une langue qui a su traverser toutes les périodes sombres et difficiles de son histoire il serait incompréhensible de la voir sombre pendant une période faste et prospère. Ceci doit nous interpeller. Le challenge est de nous assurer que cela n’arrivera pas.

Nous pouvons bien sûr entre confiants que le dernier pratiquant de la langue irlandaise ne soit pas encore né et nous devons nous assurer qu’il y aura toujours un nombre suffisant de pratiquants de personnes avides d’apprendre cette langue afin de la perpétuer.

En vous écoutant et en apprenant de vos différentes expériences grâce à cette conférence, j’espère que nous serons dans une position plus forte pour faire face aux tâches futures.

Je souhaite vivement le succès de cette conférence et de chaque participant et je vous remercie très sincèrement pour l’opportunité de vous adresser à l’ouverture de cet événement prestigieux.

I wish the conference and all who participate in it every success and I thank you most sincerely for the opportunity of addressing you at the opening of this prestigious event.
Go n-éirí go geal le himeachtaí na comhdhála seo agus mo bhuíochas libh as ucht éisteacht go foighneach liom ar an ócáid seo.
(ENDS/CRÍOCH/FIN)
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