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Pledges regarding the provision of state services through the medium of Irish are not always matched by deeds, according to the 2006 annual report of An Coimisinéir Teanga, which was launched today. 
The report shows that the number of complaints made to the Office of An Coimisinéir Teanga has increased significantly in the past year, up 47% on the previous year.  
This reflects an increase in public awareness of linguistic rights, rather than a decrease in services provided through Irish, according to Seán Ó Cuirreáin, An Coimisinéir Teanga. 

However, a number of selected cases highlighted in the report show a wide disparity between the perceived state support for the language and what is actually provided. 
· One such case involves the refusal of local authorities to allow members of the public to use addresses in Irish in the new register of electors which is being compiled at the moment. 
Despite assurances from the Minister for Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Dick Roche, that no local authority should refuse to accept a name or address in Irish, the Minister has conceded that only the English version of addresses are used in the compilation of the new register, with the exception of Gaeltacht areas. In correspondence with An Coimisinéir Teanga the Minister has described this approach as “sensible.” 

An Coimisinéir Teanga has suggested that such a practice undermines the concept of recognising addresses in Irish, or the use of bilingual placenames, signage or roadsigns. It would also ensure that the English version of addresses would be given further currency by their use in election literature, polling cards and for other official purposes, he argued. 

This discrepancy is all the more baffling in light of the suggested protection given to the language in the constitution and in legislation as well as its status in the European Union and the Government's 2006 vision statement on the language.
“I believe that with the availability of the excellent information technology and computer skills of which this country is justly proud, that it could not be beyond the ability of the State to deal with this issue of listing on the register of electors while giving recognition to the constitutional position of the language,” Mr. Ó Cuirreáin said. 
· The report also casts doubt on the validity of specific pieces of legislation in relation to natural heritage protection in certain Gaeltacht areas. Since March 2005, the English version of official Gaeltacht placenames no longer have any force or effect in Acts of the Oireachtas or in statutory instruments. It appears, however, that English placenames were used after this date in statutory instruments which dealt with natural heritage protection in certain Gaeltacht areas and consequently appear to be invalid. 
The report of An Coimisinéir Teanga highlights a number of such statutory instruments which his office drew to the attention of the Minister for Environment, Heritage and Local Government, Dick Roche, in February of last year. The Minister conceded that the statutory instruments were incorrect and would be reissued. However, the matter had still not been addressed by the end of 2006.
“Doubts about the validity of these statutory instruments could have major implications for matters relating to planning and development as well as the protection of natural heritage,” according to Mr. Ó Cuirreáin.     

· Another case highlighted in the report involved a significant delay in the publication of an Irish version of child protection guidelines issued by the Department of Education and Science to all post primary schools.

Despite the obvious importance of the issue involved, schools functioning through Irish were faced with the choice of discussing the implementation of the guidelines through English, delaying discussions on implementation until the official Irish version appeared, or attempting to translate the document themselves. The Irish translation of the guidelines was eventually published in June 2006 although the original English version had been made available during the 2004/05 school year.
· The report also highlights the fact that bonus marks are not being granted to pupils who provide their work through Irish in sections of the state examination system. These sections include projects and research work. This puts pressure on all-Irish schools to allow their pupils undertake these assignments through English, as many of the sources of information are available in that language only. An Coimisinéir Teanga drew this discrepancy to the attention of the Minister for Education and Science, Mary Hanafin, and she has promised that the relevant working group will report on the matter. 

· While An Coimisinéir Teanga complimented Bus Éireann on their multilingual website, which had services available in six languages, he lamented the fact that Irish was not one of them. Bus Éireann accepted this argument and updated its website during 2006 to provide certain information in Irish. 

The Office of An Coimisinéir Teanga dealt with 611 new complaints in total from members of the public during 2006, an increase of 47% from the previous year.  Almost a third of these came from Gaeltacht areas (30%), while a further third came from Dublin (38%).
Not all of the complaints, however, were in relation to specific breaches of the Official Languages Act and many were of a more general nature concerning interactions through Irish with state organisations at this introductory stage of the language legislation.

An Coimisinéir Teanga has said that the interim strategy of his Office, until the legislation has full effect, is to provide as much help as possible within the “spirit” of the legislation to those who encountered problems and difficulties in accessing state services in Irish.
The report also reflects an increase of 45% on the previous year in requests from state organisations for advice or briefings on language obligations.
The report suggests that although it would appear that there has been an enhancement in the provision of customer services through Irish in many state organisations as awareness of the provisions of the language legislation increases, there are cases where some have adopted a “minimalist” approach. This reflected an absence of any generosity of spirit in relation to customer services in the first official language of the state, according to An Coimisinéir Teanga. 
“At a time when the range and quality of customer services through Irish provided by state organisations is being enhanced, it is the evident that a more proactive approach is called for in informing customers of their option of doing at least some of their business through Irish. If customers are unaware that they have really have an option in relation to their choice of language it is difficult to foresee an increase in the demand for services in Irish.

“The perception all too often is that such services in Irish are provided reluctantly, grudgingly, or unwillingly and to avail of them will cause inconvenience or additional hassle. On the other hand, members of the public have often left their language choice and rights aside on the basis that they sense that such requests may cause discomfort, anxiety or even anger. 

However, there is no doubt that if a place and space is to be created in public administration for the Irish language then there is a need to be more proactive in the provision of customer services in Irish in order to stimulate the public demand for such services,” he said. 
(ENDS)

Note

The full provisions of the Official Languages Act, which is aimed at increasing the quantity and quality of public services through Irish over a period of time, came into effect on 14 July 2006.

Seán Ó Cuirreáin was appointed three years ago as the first Coimisinéir Teanga by the President of Ireland on the advice of the Government following a resolution passed by Dáil Éireann and Seanad Éireann recommending the appointment.

An Coimisinéir Teanga is in effect the Ombudsman for Irish language issues. His Office monitors compliance with the provisions of the Official Languages Act 2003 and investigates complaints where there are grounds to believe that a state organisation may have failed in its obligations under the Act or under any other enactment relating to the status or use of Irish.

The bilingual report is published in CD-Rom format and on the website (www.coimisineir.ie) with print copies available for non-computer users.
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