GUTH NA GAELTACHTA'S SUBMISSION

in relation to the

20 Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010 - 2030 (Draft)
Guth na Gaeltachta welcomes the 20 Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010 - 2030. It is vitally important that there is a comprehensive plan at this level to integrate and direct the activities of the State in relation to the Irish language and the Gaeltacht.  We accept, if the appropriate funding is put in place and if all of the recommendations are implemented that they will have a very positive impact on the language. It is vitally important that whatever strategy is agreed receives cross-party support in order to create continuity and certainty. 

Language Crisis in the Gaeltacht

Having said that, we think that there are significant weaknesses in the draft strategy in relation to the Gaeltacht.  It is claimed that the Gaeltacht part of the Strategy is based on the Comprehensive Linguistic Study on the Use of Irish in the Gaeltacht
 (CLS) that was published in 2007. According to that Study, there is a language crisis in the Gaeltacht and if things continue as they are at present, the use of Irish as a community language in the Gaeltacht will come to an end within 20 years. 

"The unambiguous conclusion of the survey on young people is that, without a major change to language patterns, Irish is unlikely to remain the predominant community and family language in those areas with the most widespread and inclusive Irish-speaking networks..." (CLS: l.27)
It is therefore necessary to act urgently in respect of the Gaeltacht but that urgency is not apparent or even mentioned in the Strategy. Furthermore, a lot of recommendations found in the Linguistic Study are not included in the 20 Year Draft Strategy. As a result, we recommend that the authors of that study (Conchúr Ó Giollagáin, MA, PhD and Seosamh Mac Donnacha, BA, MSc.) should be invited to give a presentation to the Joint Committee.
What do we recommend in relation to the strategy?
We are strongly of the opinion that the expansion of Irish throughout the country, as is laid down in the draft strategy, is greatly dependent on preserving Irish properly in the Gaeltacht and consequently we are demanding:
that the State clearly demonstrates that the primary aim of the Strategy in the Gaeltacht is to rejuvenate the Irish language community there by taking decisive steps to combat the language crisis facing it.
Step 1
Appropriate support structure available to Native Speakers
The native speaker is not catered for in the draft strategy. The primary aim of the Gaeltacht aspect of the strategy should be to increase the number of native speakers in the Gaeltacht.  We recommend:
1. Aims: 

That there should be specific aims mentioned in the Strategy, not only in relation to increasing the number of daily speakers in the country, but also: 

i. in relation to increasing the number of native speakers in the Gaeltacht.
ii. in relation to increasing the number of daily speakers in the Gaeltacht.
iii. in relation to increasing the number of families that are raising their family through Irish in the Gaeltacht and elsewhere.
2. National Policy on Gaeltacht Education 

There is an urgent need for a clear policy to be formulated in relation to Gaeltacht education that would include the following:
i. Make specific provision for the native speaker in the Gaeltacht schools or in areas with a smaller population, by having specific streams in naíonraí and in primary schools. At present, the same provision is being made in Gaeltacht schools for native speakers (children who speak Irish at home) and learners (children who speak English at home). According to the language experts, that system is not benefiting either of the two groups.
ii. There should be a new curriculum focusing on the needs of native speakers.
iii. A Board of Education should be established in the Gaeltacht to formulate, manage and monitor the educational aims of the State in the Gaeltacht and monitor progress. We recommend that this responsibility should be given to an organisation like: An Chomhairle um Oideachas Gaeltachta & Gaelscolaíochta (COGG).
iv. Clarification is required in the Strategy regarding the Language Acquisition Units that are planned for the three main Gaeltacht areas.
3. Support Structure for Gaeltacht Families:
i. A scheme like Scéim Labhairt na Gaeilge (SLG) should be introduced focussing on those who speak Irish at home and on the years 0-7.
ii. Networks of Family Support Centres should be provided in the Gaeltacht as a support to families that are raising their families through Irish.
iii. The Strategy should clarify that funding will be allocated for social, sporting and community events in various Gaeltacht communities on the understanding that these events will be organised through the medium of Irish and in a manner that adheres to the area’s language plan.
Step 2 

Clarification and strengthening of the role of  

Údarás na Gaeltachta & the Community Based Organisations
Much dissatisfaction has been expressed within the Gaeltacht community in general about the proposed change of role for Údarás na Gaeltachta. The Strategy needs to clarify this new role to ensure that the Gaeltacht focus of the organisation is not diluted in any way.  State activities in the Gaeltacht should be strengthened because that is where the language crisis is. 

The Government claims that the new Údarás na Gaeltachta/Gaeilge will be stronger and that more functions are to be assigned to it.  The Gaeltacht community is sceptical about that especially when they see the way the annual budget of Údarás na Gaeltachta was reduced from €40,000,000 in 2008 to €30,000,000 in Budget 2010. One would expect  funding to be increased if more functions are to be assigned to the Údarás. We recommend:
i. That the duties or functions of the Údarás (especially enterprise functions) are clearly laid out in the Strategy and that they are clearly differentiated from the duties and functions of Foras na Gaeilge.
ii. That the new agency should be known as ‘Údarás na Gaeltachta agus na Gaeilge’. 
iii. That language-based employment should be mentioned specifically in the Strategy as one of the main aims of the Údarás in the Gaeltacht.
iv. That the Údarás should have the primary role in planning issues in the Gaeltacht to protect the language.
v. That the funding of the Údarás should be distributed in the Gaeltacht based on satisfactory language plans being provided by the areas/communities.
vi. That there should be clarification on the central role of community based organisations, in the Gaeltacht and elsewhere, in implementing the Strategy on the ground in conjunction with the Údarás and that appropriate funding be made available for those organisations over a medium-term period as opposed to depending on an annual grant. That would give them an opportunity to devise plans and recruit and develop the appropriate staff.
vii. An appropriate support/consultancy process should be made available to the community based organisations in relation to the compilation, implementation and assessment of language plans.
3. Other Recommendations
i. There should be a place in the school curriculum for cultural awareness/the history of the language of Ireland to make young people aware of the rich linguistic and cultural heritage of Ireland. 

ii. The recommendation to appoint a Minister of State for Irish-medium Education in the Department of Education should be accepted.
iii. The Government should lead by example in relation to ‘normalising’ the language by using it more often in the Houses of the Oireachtas.
iv. An independent assessment of the progress of the Strategy should be regularly carried out by someone like the An Coimisinéir Teanga(Language Commissioner). 
v. If twenty percent of places in Teacher Training Colleges are to be reserved for student teachers from the Gaeltacht or from the Irish-medium education system, it would make sense in the long term to establish an Irish-medium Teacher Training College in a Gaeltacht area.
vi. The Strategy needs to have an all-island context over time and sufficient resources and support need to be made available to the Irish language community in the Six Counties. The young, voluntary Irish language sector in the North should not be reorganised as a result of a plan that is based on the circumstances of the language in the South. 
Background information on Guth na Gaeltachta
Guth na Gaeltachta was established in Gaoth Dobhair in August 2009. It has organised a series of public meetings since then in various Gaeltacht areas. The group was initially engaged in a campaign to make the community aware of the implications of the cutbacks proposed by An Bord Snip Nua in relation to the Irish language and the Gaeltacht. They are now focusing on the way the 20 Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010-2030 will affect the Gaeltacht in particular.  Guth na Gaeltachta is a non-political, cross-party campaign that is focused on the case of the Irish language and the Gaeltacht. 
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