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Inaugural Report of An Coimisinéir Teanga. 

The State may not be getting an adequate return for the money it invests in the teaching of Irish according to the inaugural report issued by An Coimisinéir Teanga, Seán Ó Cuirreáin. 

The report states that pupils receive almost 1,500 hours of tuition in Irish over a period of 13 years yet many go through the educational system without attaining basic fluency in the language.

Mr Ó Cuirreáin has indicated that teaching Irish may cost as much as €500m annually although this figure would constitute a non-saveable “opportunity cost” rather than an additional cost to the State. 

Despite this significant investment, many public bodies expressed their concern to him about the lack of competency in the language among their staff.  

“This clearly raises the question: is the State getting value for money from this investment, if it is true that so many are going through the educational system without achieving a reasonable command of the language – even in the case of students who succeed in getting a high grade in Irish in their final examinations?” the report asks. 

Mr Ó Cuirreáin also said that he firmly believes that teachers should not carry all the blame for the absence of fluency in the language on the part of so many people who have come through the educational system. 

“Instead, I believe that it is necessary to look closely at every aspect of language learning- taking into account such matters as; teacher training, curriculum, textbooks, teaching methods, teaching aids, support services, inspection systems, and examinations. The aim should be to develop an integrated and progressive system which will ensure competency in the language in return for the substantial state investment in this area of education,” he said.

An Coimisinéir Teanga has said that there is an urgent need for a comprehensive and impartial review of the learning and teaching of Irish. A public debate on this very important issue is essential, he says. 

Sean Ó Cuirreáin was appointed as the first Coimisinéir Teanga on 23 February 2004 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 investigates complaints where there are grounds to believe that a state organisation (public body) may have failed in its obligations under the Official Languages Act 2003 or under any other enactment relating to the status or use of Irish.

The Inaugural Report of the Office of An Coimisinéir Teanga covers the 10 month period from the establishment of the office in the spring of 2004 to the end of that year.

304 Complaints
During the period covered by the report the Office of An Coimisinéir Teanga dealt with 304 cases in which members of the public considered they had reason to complain because of difficulties or problems associated with getting service through Irish from public bodies.

 In 93 of the cases, specific advice was provided to the complainant. In the remaining 214 cases steps were taken  to resolve the cause of complaint - often based on “the spirit of the legislation” rather than on any legal obligations arising from the legislation. Some 176 of these cases were finalised during the year, leaving 35 others to be brought forward to 2005.

The Official Languages Act is being introduced on a phased basis and is aimed at ensuring a better availability and a higher standard of public services through Irish.

The phased introduction of the Act over a three year period limited the initial scope and authority of the new office in dealing with public complaints, according to An Coimisinéir Teanga. 

“It should be remembered also that only part of the Act was in force during 2004 and only one language scheme under the Act was confirmed in the course of the year - although it is possible that  in due course a total of 650 schemes may be agreed with public bodies”, he said.

As an interim measure the new office adopted the approach that it would seek to resolves as many complaints as possible under “the spirit of the legislation” but indicated that there could be no basis or reason for maintaining that strategy in the long-term when further provisions of the Act are in force and when more schemes had been agreed.

The most common complaints included: forms being supplied in English only (16%), replies in English to correspondence in Irish (13%), lack of Irish in signage/advertisements (9%), lack of Irish on roadsigns (9%), negative or antagonistic attitude towards providing services in Irish (8%), official identity cards available in English only (8%) and problems with the use of name or address in Irish (7%).

Over a third of all complaints to the Office came from Co. Dublin (35%) with a further 41% of complaints being made by residents of  6 other counties-  Galway (15%), Kerry  (7%), Cork (7%), Donegal (5%), Clare (4%) and Waterford (3%). 

Over a quarter of all complaints came from Gaeltacht areas (26%) and the remaining 74% from non-Gaeltacht areas.  

Publications.
Twenty public bodies have been identified in the report as not complying with their statutory obligations in respect of publishing annual reports simultaneously in each of the official languages - although a number of the named organisations published Irish versions of their reports subsequent to the English versions. Three Government Departments are also identified in the report in relation to specific instances of breaches of  this simultaneous publication requirement.

On a more positive note the office of An Coimisinéir Teanga verified that 124 annual reports by public bodies were published simultaneously in Irish and English  in the first 6 months after the introduction of this statutory provision of the Act.

Irish in the Dáil and Seanad.

The use of Irish in the Houses of the Oireachtas also comes under the microscope in the report.

The Official Languages Act confirms in primary legislation for the first time the right of anyone appearing before either House of the Oireachtas, or before any committee, joint committee, or subcommittee of the Houses of the Oireachtas, to use either of the official languages.

Although a simultaneous translation system operates in both houses, less than 1% of the Dáil and Seanad debates were conducted in Irish, making them effectively monolingual institutions with over 99% of the debates in English. This does not reflect the fact that many TDs and Senators are fluent Irish speakers and frequently participate in debates in the Irish language media. 

“One expects leadership from elected representatives. If the language continues to be marginalised and sidelined like this in the most important institutions in the life of the country, it is difficult to imagine that it will not have grave implications for the future viability of the language” said Mr Ó Cuirreáin.

A complaint was made to the Office of an Coimisinéir Teanga last year about an advertisement for ‘parliamentary reporters’ which stated that while ‘competence in English’ was essential for the job, no mention was made of competency in Irish. When the matter was raised with The Debates Office it emerged that a sufficient number of staff was already available to deal with the few debates that take place through Irish. “It would be hard to dispute that argument in the light of these figures,” the report suggests. 

Criticism
The report draws attention to the concerns raised in sections of the media about the costs involved in complying with The Official Languages Act. Much of this was based on misunderstandings and exaggerated perceptions of the new legislation and the costs associated with its implementation, the report concludes. 

While the report welcomes media analysis of every aspect of the State’s language policy it suggests that such debates should be ‘founded on fact and truth rather than speculation and guesswork.’

Work
The report, which was presented to Minister for Community, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs, Éamon Ó Cuív TD on 22nd February 2005, includes a detailed account by An Coimisinéir Teanga of his work during 2004 including 29 lectures or speeches delivered on language issues, and participation in 9 public seminars and 80 media interviews.

His Office also organised 4 regional visits, launched a website (www.coimisineir.ie) and published and distributed an information pack on language rights and obligations. 

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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