Press Release – Embargo 10.00am – Wednesday 14th June 2006.

The country’s first ever Language Rights Charter will be launched in a fortnight’s time. An Coimisinéir Teanga, Seán Ó Cuirreáin, made this announcement during his opening address to a major international linguistic conference that is being held in Galway this week. The Charter will be launched in advance of the 14th of July when all the provisions of the Official Languages Act will come into force. Many of the provisions 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 effect automatically on the third anniversary of its signing into law by the President. 

The bilingual charter in poster form will outline clearly the rights of Irish speakers in their dealings with state bodies and the services that they are entitled to receive through the medium of Irish. The Charter will be distributed to all state organisations, schools, libraries and other public buildings. It will be launched on 28th of June to coincide with the visit of representatives of the Oireachtas joint committee concerned with Irish language issues to the Office of An Coimisinéir Teanga in An Spidéal, Co Galway.

“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,” An Coimisinéir Teanga, Seán Ó Cuirreáin, told delegates at the 10th biennial conference the International Academy of Linguistic Law in NUIG today/yesterday (Wednesday 14.06.06). 

Mr Ó Cuirreáin told the conference that much of the criticism of the Official Languages Act in elements of the media is based on a misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the Act. The Act places obligations on 650 different state organisations and agencies and An Coimisinéir Teanga told the conference that it should be perceived as a shield not a sword as it protects Irish language rights without taking away from English language rights. 

Describing the Official Languages Act as a practical and pragmatic piece of legislation, An Coimisinéir Teanga told the conference that it 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.” He said that the real objective of the Official Languages Act was to create a space for Irish in the public life of this country and would require “change management” on the part of the state organisations. 

This is the first time that this major linguistic conference has been held in Ireland and up to 100 experts from 25 countries ( including USA, China, India, Russia, Turkey, Finland, Canada, Ireland, etc) will present papers in English, Irish or French on aspects of the theme “Language law and language rights - the challenges of enactment and implementation.”

Previous conferences of the International Academy of Linguistic Law have been held in Beijing, Havana, Pretoria, Puerto Rico, Montreal and Hong Kong.
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