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Dear sir/madam,

DRAFT GAELIC LANGUAGE (SCOTLAND) BILL

On behalf of the Edinburgh Branch of Comunn na Clàrsaich, which actively supports the Gaelic language and culture in their activities, I would like you to consider the following points in response to the opportunity given for public consultation on this draft Bill:

1. Our Committee are pleased that the Scottish Executive is planning to secure the future of the Gaelic language in a Gaelic Language (Scotland) Act.  The Gaelic language is a very important and valuable component in the national heritage of Scotland and we believe that it should be given security in law.  Although the number of Gaelic speakers in Scotland has fallen in recent years and is in danger of declining further, the language and its culture are still visible throughout Scotland and it remains very much alive in Scottish placenames, literature, music, drama, storytelling etc.  It is up to the Executive to encourage greater use of this language so that it can be developed into a living community language once more, not only in its traditional rural areas but in towns and cities where many Gaelic speakers now reside and in many cases where their children are educated in Gaelic. 

2. We support the statutory basis given to Bòrd na Gàidhlig (Alba) in the draft Bill and would recommend to you that this organisation be given all the powers that are necessary to ensure that their National Plan for Gaelic is put into effect as soon as possible.  We feel that in a country the size of the United Kingdom, with its relatively small number of indiginous minority languages, a Gaelic Language Board should not have any less powers than has already been given to the Welsh Language Board to develop the latter language. That would include powers to ensure that public bodies promote the use of Gaelic in their work and respond to the needs of the communities they serve, that education authorities develop Gaelic-medium education and adult learning of Gaelic in their own areas, and that efforts to reverse the decline in the number of Gaelic speakers are fast-tracked.

3. It is really important that families with young children are encouraged to educate their children in Gaelic, which not only helps them become Gaelic speakers but enhances their educational skills. The Bill should ensure that parents have a right to receive education in Gaelic where there is a reasonable demand for this, and that the Gaelic-medium education system is ultimately developed into a complete system of education encompassing pre-school, primary and secondary levels. We, like many others, are disappointed that the draft of this Bill does not refer to education, as this is a key area in the development of any language.  This is particularly so in the case of Gaelic whose decline was accelerated by the introduction in 1872 of an all-English system of education throughout Scotland which relegated Gaelic to a second-rate, irrelevant language.  We ask you to ensure in this Bill that that wrong is remedied, by formally returning Gaelic to the education system in an Act of the new Scottish Parliament.

4. We think it is important that public bodies promote the use of Gaelic in their work, and that these language plans reflect the presence of Gaelic in the local communitites, but if it is left up to organisations to decide whether or not they should have a language plan, it is more than likely that they won’t. There should be a requirement on all public bodies to have at least a minimum level of commitment to support Gaelic, and a firmer requirement on organisations in areas like the Highlands and Islands to provide appropriate services in Gaelic as well as English.  All these initiatives serve to promote the language in public life.   Bòrd na Gàidhlig should be empowered to assist public bodies in preparing plans and also to specify relevant levels of commitment together with sanctions for non-compliance.

5. If Gaelic is to be given a new lease of life, then the Executive should make a realistic budget available to Bòrd na Gàidhlig for them to allocate effectively for language development purposes.  The Bill should include provisions for the necessary funds to be made available.

We hope you take account of these views when the Bill is presented to the Scottish Parliament.  The Gaelic community have been waiting for these developments for a very long time and there should no more delay in giving effect to their quite reasonable expectations.

Yours faithfully,   

John M Macleod
Convener, Edinburgh Branch
