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Introduction 

The Draft Strategy for Protecting and Enhancing the Development of the Irish Language was 
published by Northern Ireland’s Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL) in 
July 2012. This Report is a revised and expanded version of a response made by 
ULTACH Trust in November of that year. It is published now in the hope that it will 
stimulate an informed debate on how best to pursue an Irish language strategy for this 
society. 

The Draft Strategy is to be welcomed as the first attempt by any government agency to 
develop a coherent approach to the revival and revitalisation of the Irish language in 
Northern Ireland. We have, however, highlighted two main areas in which we believe 
the Draft Strategy to be particularly weak.  

Firstly, we believe that the Draft Strategy fails to reflect the cross-community principles 
established by the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government, 2011-2015, 
which sees the Irish Language Strategy as a key ‘building block’ of Priority 4, ‘Building 
a Strong and Shared Community. 

Secondly, we are concerned that the Draft Strategy does not provide an adequate 
analysis of (or an adequate response to) the distinctive political, social, legal, 
administrative and linguistic context of Northern Ireland. We believe that the Draft 
Strategy does not draw on a robust evidence base, and is not always grounded in 
widely accepted language planning principles.  

ULTACH’s Report also touches on other topics, among them an analysis of the 
language behaviour of bilingual speakers of minority languages, differences between 
the situation of the Irish language north and south, the particular challenges involved 
in promoting the language on a cross-community basis, and the implications of the 
decision to dismantle the Irish language core-funded voluntary sector in Northern 
Ireland by July 2014.  

The intention of the chapters and appendices devoted to these themes is to 
demonstrate, firstly, that language planning for minority languages involves what 
Muiris Ó Laoire has described as ‘complex social change’, and requires a more 
sophisticated, flexible and nuanced approach than that envisaged in the Draft Strategy, 
and, secondly, that the direction of travel proposed by DCAL (and Foras na Gaeilge, 
the statutory cross-border Irish language agency) requires radical revision. 

 
Aodán Mac Póilin 
Director, ULTACH Trust 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

Overview 

In July 2012, Northern Ireland’s Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure published its 
Draft Strategy for Protecting and Enhancing the Development of the Irish Language.1 This 
Report2 is ULTACH’s response to that document.  

ULTACH Trust welcomes the NI Draft Strategy, the first attempt by any statutory 
agency in Northern Ireland to formulate a coherent language policy for this 
jurisdiction. The Draft Strategy has a number of strengths: it advocates a coordinated 
approach across a range of government agencies, it rightly identifies intergenerational 
transmission of the language through the family as the gold standard in language 
revitalisation, and it provides a useful summary of the current legislative framework. 

We believe, however, that we have identified a number of areas where the NI Draft 
Strategy is less persuasive. We argue that the strategy has not given due attention to the 
cross-community priority identified by the Northern Ireland Executive in its Programme 
for Government 2011-2015.  

We also measure the Draft Strategy against widely accepted language planning 
principles, and find that it does not take adequate account of the particular linguistic, 
social and political contexts of Northern Ireland. In this report we have concentrated 
on a number of key issues. We focus on the challenges of building viable language 
communities within a society which is overwhelmingly Anglophone, which is deeply 
divided on questions of cultural, religious and political identity, where interest in, 
knowledge of and support for the Irish language is concentrated largely in one part of 
the population, and in which the Irish language can attract considerable hostility and 
suspicion.  

ULTACH assumes that there is little prospect of an Irish Language Act in the near 
future. We have built our recommendations around what appears to be achievable 
under current legislation.  

Where we differ from the analysis and theoretical underpinning of the NI Draft 
Strategy, or where we have disagreed with its recommendations, we offer, and attempt 
to justify, an alternative view. In some cases, this has involved going back to first 
principles to explain why we have come to a particular conclusion.  

                                                   
1 http://www.dcalni.gov.uk/strategy_for_protecting_and_enhancing_the_development_of_the_irish_language-2.pdf  
2 My colleagues Gordon McCoy and Róise Ní Bhaoill, as well as Pat McAlister and Áine Andrews of 
Altram, made valuable contributions to earlier drafts of this Report. For contributing a chapter to the 
Report, I am particularly grateful to Róise Ní Bhaoill.  
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Key Issues 

This Report discusses a number of key themes. It follows widely-accepted guidelines 
for policy development by supporting our recommendations, as far as possible, with: 
(a) a robust evidence base; (b) clear analysis of the issues, (c) a coherent rationale 
underpinning policy proposals. It is also aimed at what what the Northern Ireland 
Executive aims for in all its policies: “desired change in the real world”,3 with a strong 
emphasis on the phrase ‘real world’. 

1. The Report argues that the NI Draft Strategy should pay serious attention to the 
cross-community commitment made by the Northern Ireland Executive in the 
Programme for Government 2011-2015, and should engage with the challenges posed 
and opportunities offered by this policy imperative; 

2. It explores some of the ‘complex social changes’ involved in any language planning 
project, focusing on the specific challenges of increasing the use of Irish as a mode 
of social communication in the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland; 

3. Recognising that complex social change involves a myriad of individual actions 
and individual decisions, the Report looks at some of the factors that can inhibit 
participation in active Irish-speaking communities;  

4. It warns against policies which place too much emphasis on the relationship of 
Irish-speakers with the state, and insufficient emphasis on the relationship of Irish-
speakers with each other; 

5. It advises against simplistic policies that are not based on sound sociolinguistic and 
language planning principles; 

6. It challenges the assumption that policies developed for the Republic of Ireland can 
be translated wholesale into the Northern Ireland context, where constitutional, 
legislative, political, social, administrative, and policy considerations are 
significantly different; 

7. It expresses grave reservations about proposed measures that rely on legislation 
which has not yet been passed and is not likely to be passed.  

                                                   
3 Office of the First and Deputy First Minister, A Practical Guide to Policy Making in Northern Ireland 
http://www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/practical-guide-policy-making_-_amend_aug_11.pdf 
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Summary of Main Recommendations 

ULTACH proposes a radical re-alignment of the thrust of the draft strategy. In 
particular, we propose the adoption of two parallel approaches. 

1. Language planning  and linguistic outcomes  
In this document ‘linguistic outcomes’ is used to mean changes in language behaviour. 
In some other societies the term may mean maintaining certain kinds of language 
behaviour. A linguistic outcome in, for example, a traditional minority language 
community may mean maintaining rather than increasing language use, but the term 
here refers to increasing the use of the Irish language.  

In this document, the term ‘language planning’ involves, firstly, identifying outcomes 
that are both desirable and achievable, and, secondly, developing and implementing 
strategies for achieving these outcomes.   

We propose that the language strategy focuses on a key strategic linguistic outcome – a  
significant increase in the use of Irish as a mode of social communication in Northern 
Ireland. In other words, the development of sustainable Irish-speaking social networks 
and communities. Implicit in this outcome is a number of other indispensable linguistic 
outcomes, such as the need to increase in the number of fluent speakers of Irish, and 
the need to increase the number of Irish-speaking families. 

Like any other attempt to achieve complex social change, increasing the number of 
active speakers of a minority language will require multi-layered, long-term, 
sophisticated measures. These will be aimed at a wide range of activities; among them 
language acquisition, socio-linguistic community development, language 
normalisation and the provision of adequate infrastructural support. 

It should be noted that the process of increasing the use of Irish in society also involves 
a series of attitudinal changes. Some of these help create a more supportive 
environment for efforts to enhance the place of the language in society. Others will 
involve direct linguistic outcomes. Some result in increasing numbers of people 
deciding to acquire Irish, some will help them achieve that goal, and some will help 
fluent speakers to make a commitment to integrating the language into their daily 
lives. In some cases, a change of attitude will result in a commitment to raise children 
as Irish-speakers.  

2. The promotion of the Irish language on a cross-community basis. 
ULTACH Trust was set up in 1989/90 as a cross-community Irish language 
organisation. While our recommendations on this issue are rooted in our cross-
community ethos, they also reflect government policy. In particular, the Northern 
Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government, 2011-15 identifies proposed strategies 
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for Irish and Ulster Scots as key ‘building blocks’ of Priority 4, ‘Building a Strong and 
Shared Community’. Priority 4 describes the language strategies primarily in terms of 
community relations: 

... building relationships between communities ... unlocking the potential of the culture, 
arts and leisure sectors as instruments for positive change. Additionally, it seeks to ... 
advance social cohesion and integration. 

ULTACH demonstrates that this Government priority has not received due attention in 
the NI Draft Strategy (see Chapters 2, 4 and 5 of this Report).  

We also recognise that, as Priority 4 is directed primarily at community relations, its 
main thrust is less towards increasing the use of Irish in society, certainly in the short 
to medium term, than in promoting attitudinal changes in a community that has for 
many years been hostile to or suspicious of the language. It can be argued that, purely 
in terms of linguistic outcomes, it would be easier and more cost-effective to 
concentrate resources on promoting the language within the Catholic and nationalist 
community. However, the ethical (and policy) cross-community imperative of 
ensuring that the language can be accessible to people from a Protestant and unionist 
background requires that adequate resources are set aside for this challenging work. 

A new focus for the Irish language strategy 
ULTACH Trust believes that a radical re-focusing of the strategy is needed.  

As noted above, we propose that, where linguistic rather than cross-community 
outcomes are sought, all activities should be built around the core priority of 
developing Irish-speaking networks and communities.. This principle, if adopted, will 
have profound implications for how the strategy will be implemented. Other priority 
areas, such as language acquisition and the development of a support infrastructure, 
would be seen, not as ends in themselves, but as means to that end. Actions in these 
areas, including those of statutory bodies, would be focused on, and measured by, 
their ultimate role in helping to establish, build or maintain sustainable Irish-speaking 
networks and communities. 

We propose a parallel priority relating to cross-community outcomes. This area of 
work requires a sophisticated and multi-layered approach, involving both the 
reduction of negative preconceptions and the sensitising of the established Irish-
speaking community. Outcomes can be unpredictable and are often based on 
painstaking, long-term work in building trust through, for example, working with 
organisations whose main focus is community relations rather than language 
promotion. It is often necessary to create neutral spaces where the language can be 
explored in non-confrontational ways, or to focus on single identity activities. This 
work involves ongoing research, constant re-evaluation, and the production of material 
directed at an exclusively English-speaking audience. It cannot be carried out on an ad-
hoc basis, through ‘cross-community projects’, as envisaged by Foras na Gaeilge. 
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Strategic Policy Objectives and Aims 

ULTACH has strong reservations about the NI Draft Strategy‘s Aims, Objectives and 
Areas for Action (dealt with in detail in Chapter 1). The Trust recommends that new 
Strategic Policy Objectives be adopted, on which new Aims, Objectives and Areas for 
Action could be based.  

Based on the detailed analysis which can be found in the body of the Report, ULTACH 
proposes the following two Strategic Policy Objectives: 

 
Language Planning Framework: Strategic Policy Objectives 

 
 The development of sustainable Irish language networks and 

communities; 

 The promotion of the Irish language to the entire community of 
Northern Ireland in a way that will contribute towards ‘building a 
strong and shared community’. 

 
 

From these strategic policy objectives it is possible to develop a series of 
interconnected, graduated aims. The aims set out in the following table are divided 
into four primary aims relating to:  

(1) attitudinal issues;  

(2) language acquisition;  

(3) the development of sustainable language communities;  

(4) infrastructural support for aims 1-3.  

Each primary aim can be broken down into a number of secondary aims. Language 
acquisition, for example, involves more than the teaching and learning of a language. It 
is clear that learners can acquire fluency in a second language to a range of levels from 
basic communication to near native speaker competence. Widespread opportunities to 
learn Irish may be both desirable and necessary in itself, but the creation of a large 
number of people who have acquired Irish at levels below fluency does not necessarily 
ensure the development of the next stage of language revitalisation, the development 
of active language communities. Such communities require a bedrock of fluent 
speakers. The secondary aims outlined under the primary aim of ‘language acquisition’ 
take into account both the need to extend opportunities to learn Irish as widely as 
possible, and the need to create a cohort of highly fluent, active speakers.  
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Language Planning Framework: Aims 

 
1.  Foster positive attitudes towards the language: 

 reduce negative preconceptions about the language and its speakers, with 
a particular although not exclusive focus on the Protestant and unionist 
community in Northern Ireland; 

 achieve recognition from a significant body of people of all religious and 
political persuasions that the language is an important strand in the 
common heritage of the entire community of Northern Ireland;  

 nurture positive attitudes towards Irish, including, as well as persuading 
more individuals to engage with the language, wider acceptance of the 
desirability of state support for language revival and revitalisation.  

 
2.  Support effective language acquisition: 

 provide opportunities to learn Irish to as wide a range of people as 
possible;  

 increase the number of people who can speak the language fluently; 
 

3. Support the development of active language networks and 
communities: 

 provide opportunities to use Irish to as wide a range of people as 
possible;  

 increase the number of people who use the language on a regular basis to 
a significant extent; 

 facilitate the strengthening and development of sustainable networks 
and communities of active Irish-speakers; 

 facilitate a significant increase in the number of families opting for 
intergenerational transmission of the language within the family.  

 
4.  Provide infrastructural support: 

 provide appropriate state support for the achievement of desirable 
outcomes based on the Strategic Objectives and their associated aims; 

 provide, facilitate or support services which will contribute to desirable 
outcomes based on the above aims. 
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Objectives and Action Areas 

The language planning framework outlined above suggests a broad-based progression 
from attitudinal change to active involvement in a language community, supported by 
coordinated Government action. It is necessary to note that the various stages outlined 
above do not involve discrete levels of activity in which participants leave one stage 
behind them as they progress to the next. The framework should involve dynamic 
interaction between various stages of development rather than mechanical progression. 
To take the example of language acquisition again, the best way to bring learners to 
fluency is through interaction with active language communities (taking into account 
the danger that the linguistic dynamic of active minority language communities can be 
fragile and must be protected).  

This framework is offered as the basis for a debate which could lead to an effective 
language planning framework that could then form the basis for coherent Objectives 
and Action Areas.  

 
Objectives and Action Areas 

 

ULTACH has not suggested specific objectives or action areas. The main thrust of 
this Report is to try to establish the direction of the strategy and an appropriate 
framework.  

It is clear, however, that each Aim will give rise to a number of Objectives and 
Actions Areas. For example, the Aims relating to effective language acquisition 
will have a wide range of contributory activities. Within the formal education 
system, for example, objectives and action areas could be defined to deal with the 
specific requirements of a range of distinctive kinds of provision, such as: 

 Irish-medium education (at all levels from preschool to third level);  
 Irish as a subject at primary level;  
 Irish as a subject at secondary level;  
 Irish as a subject in further and higher education;  
 teaching and learning resources at all these levels.  

A different set of objectives and action areas could be designed to cope with 
language acquisition outside the formal education system, such as, for example:  

 informal lifelong learning;  
 self-learning courses for adults;  
 targeted courses for parents of children in Irish immersion education;  
 Gaeltacht colleges. 
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Additional Recommendations 

 
1. As suggested in the Guide to Effective Policy Making published by the 

Office of the First Minister and Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM), the 
Aims and Objectives of the NI Draft Strategy should be clearly linked to 
a robust evidence base, a clear analysis of the issues, and a coherent 
rationale underpinning policy proposals. They should be laid out in a 
way that is coherent and logical, and the Areas for Action should be 
clearly linked to Aims and Objectives;  

 
2. Government is required, by the Good Friday Agreement, an international 

treaty, to take resolute action to promote the Irish language. A 
mechanism should be established to facilitate interdepartmental and 
inter-agency coordination of services aimed at this legal imperative. With 
or without an Irish Language Act, there is a pressing need to ensure that 
decision-makers in the public services are aware of their responsibilities 
towards the promotion of the Irish language, and an equally pressing 
need to ensure coherent, sustained cross-institutional action. 

 
3. A structure should be established to facilitate independent research on 

the delivery of the strategy. Funding for this should not be under the 
control of the bodies charged with the delivery of the strategy. 

 
 

 

Note: Some critical proposals in the NI Draft Strategy depend for their efficacy on the 
passing of an Irish Language Act. There is legitimate reason to doubt that an Irish 
Language Act will, in fact, be passed, certainly in the short term (See Chapter 7). Given 
the uncertainty around the proposed Irish Language Act, we recommend a two-tiered 
approach. One set of ambitious proposals is feasible in the context of a strong Irish 
Language Act. In the absence of such an Act, another set of proposals will be necessary. 
The proposals made in this Report relate to the second contingency. 
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Chapter 1 

Draft Strategy for Protecting and Enhancing the Development of the 
Irish Language: a Critique 
 

Language planning: Measures taken by official agencies to influence the use of one 
or more languages in a particular speech community.4 

 

 

Aims and Objectives of the NI Draft Strategy 

ULTACH Trust has strong reservations about the Aims, Objectives and Areas for 
Action identified in Part 3 of the NI Draft Strategy. In this chapter we will explain our 
reservations in detail. An alternative set of aims (underpinned by new strategic policy 
objectives) will be outlined in Chapter 2.  

The NI Draft Strategy identifies three Aims and three Objectives: 

 
Aims (NI Draft Strategy) 

 create a framework where Irish can flourish and be shared by all who wish 
to use it; 

 protect and support the development and learning of Irish; and 

 promote wider understanding of the background to the Irish language. 

Objectives (NI Draft Strategy) 

 to increase the number of those who can access Irish medium education; 

 to increase the number of those that use public services through the Irish 
language; and 

 to increase access to Irish language media. 
 

 

We believe that these aims and objectives are unsatisfactory. Although aims and 
objectives are treated as near-synonyms in some dictionaries, when they are linked in 
policy documents they usually have distinct and separate functions. Aims tend to 
involve broad, generalised statements of intent or of intended outcomes (confusingly, 
the term ‘policy objectives’ is often used in this more generalised sense). Each aim is 

                                                   
4Richard Nordquist, http://grammar.about.com/od/il/g/Language-Planning.htm.  
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usually broken down into a number of objectives. These tend to provide a more 
detailed account of how the aims are to be realised, and often identify criteria for 
measuring success. In most policy documents, objectives are clearly related to 
overarching aims.  

The NI Draft Strategy does not follow this convention. The first of the aims contains a 
vaguely aspirational mission statement (‘create a framework where Irish can flourish’) 
and one that is close to meaningless (‘create a framework where Irish can ... be shared 
by all who wish to use it’). The second, somewhat opaque aim: ‘protect and support 
the development and learning of Irish’ (actually four aims), has only one objective 
attached to it: ‘to increase the number of those who can access Irish medium 
education’. This is a totally inadequate reflection of the aims relating to the ‘learning of 
Irish’. Irish-medium education is not the only way to acquire Irish. Indeed, the area for 
action relating to education in the Draft Strategy (one of the better sections in the 
document) rightly suggests actions on a range of formal contexts, including English-
medium primary schools and English-medium secondary schools, as well as vocational 
and higher education institutions. It also proposes measures to support the learning of 
Irish by adults in both formal and informal contexts. There are no objectives attached 
to the last of the aims, the vaguely expressed ‘promote wider understanding of the 
background to the Irish language’ (although it is the only one of the aims that could be 
said to reflect the cross-community policy imperative of the Northern Ireland 
Executive’s Programme for Government). The final two objectives are only tenuously 
related to any of the aims.  

It is clear that there is a severe disconnect between the NI Draft Strategy’s aims and 
objectives, and a further disconnect between objectives and areas for action. Areas for 
action are supposed to arise logically from stated aims and objectives. In the Draft 
Strategu they in fact imply aims and objectives that were never identified. 

Although it has been promised since 2006 and work appears to have begun in 
December 2008,5 the version of the NI Draft Strategy published in 2012 appears to have 
been compiled with some haste. It is possible that the strategy was not subject to as 
much internal discussion within DCAL as it might have been, and there seems to have 
been little input from people with expertise in language planning. This is unfortunate, 
as the policy development guidance provided by the Office of the First Minister and 
Deputy First Minister (OFMDFM)6 makes it quite clear that, before aims and objectives 
are even considered, policy-makers should provide: 

 a robust evidence base,  
 a clear analysis of the issues,  
 a coherent rationale underpinning policy proposals. 

                                                   
5 Evidence from Arthur Scott (DCAL) to the Northern Ireland Assembly, 22 October 2009  
(www.niassembly.gov.uk/Documents/Official-Reports/CAL/2009-2010/091022_IndigenousLanguageStrategies.pdf) 
6Effective Policy Making, Workbook One, OFMDFM, 7. 
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The OFMDFM guidance also makes it clear that well-defined aims and objectives are 
critical to the further stages of policy development. Further stages, such as the 
identification of policy options, an effective consultation process, and various impact 
assessment exercises, right through to the final stages of costing and implementation, 
will be less effectively carried out in the absence of coherent aims and objectives 
derived from a sound evidential and theoretical base. 

However, while the stated Aims and Objectives in Part 3 of the NI Draft Strategy leave 
much to be desired, the document does indicate another set of implicit aims which are 
considerably more coherent. They are to be found in Part 2, in a section entitled ‘Vision 
and Context’ and are worth quoting in full: 

 
2.9 This Strategy seeks to increase on an incremental basis the use and 

knowledge of Irish as a language for all the community. It aims to ensure 
that all citizens, who wish to, can access the language and draw on the 
benefits of bilingualism in both Irish and English.  

This Strategy aims to:  

 increase knowledge of the language;  

 create opportunities to use the language;  

 foster positive attitudes towards the language;  

 increase the number of families who use Irish as the daily language of 
communication;  

 provide linguistic support to the Irish-speaking community;  

 ensure that in public discourse and in public services the use of Irish or 
English will be, as far as practical, a choice for the citizen to make and 
that people can do their business in Irish; and  

 ensure that Irish is more visible in our society, both as a spoken 
language and also in areas such as signage and literature. 

 
 
It is regrettable that this formulation was not used as a basis for DCAL’s aims and 
objectives. It is not without flaws, but it could have provided a framework for a useful 
debate. It has also identified a number of important aims relating to attitudinal changes 
and the development of language networks and communities.  

A re-ordering of the aims (at least of those which focus on building language 
communities) could demonstrate a logical progression and provide a more coherent 
sequence of the kind of steps by which language planning could be organised:  

 foster positive attitudes towards the language;  
 increase knowledge of the language;  
 create opportunities to use the language; 
 provide linguistic support to the Irish-speaking community;  
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 increase the number of families who use Irish as the daily language of 
communication. 

The introductory sentence is also important. In particular, the phrase ‘a language for all 
the community’ provides a rare, if undeveloped, reference to the cross-community 
priority identified in the Programme for Government, which has otherwise been 
neglected in the document. The policy implications of promoting Irish as ‘a language 
for all the community’ have been entirely ignored in the Draft Strategy. 

We will be providing more developed proposals for the strategy’s aims, but as a basic 
conceptual framework, the aims implicit in ‘Vision and Context’ could have given rise 
to a series of coherent objectives which could then have been translated into more 
coherent Areas for Action. 

Areas for Action 

Immediately following the NI Draft Strategy’s Aims and Objectives is a list of Areas for 
Action, each of which has a chapter devoted to it. The list is as follows: 

 
Key Areas for Action to protect, enhance and develop the Irish language should 
include: 

 Education;  

 Family transmission of Irish;  

 Administration, Services and Community;  

 Media and Technology;  

 Legislation and Status of the Language  

 Economic Life. 

 
 

A number of comments may be useful at this point.  

The Areas for Action in the NI Draft Strategy are little more than an uncoordinated 
wish-list. This is not surprising, given that they have not been informed by coherent 
aims and objectives, and that the aims and objectives themselves have not been 
informed by adequate analysis or theoretical underpinning. In the absence of a 
rationale for suggesting one course of action rather than another it is extremely difficult 
to respond to the proposed Areas for Action.  

The Draft Strategy went out for consultation between July and November 2012. 
Unfortunately, this exercise was not particularly useful, as the same two questions 
were asked for each Area for Action. The first was very general, asking simply for the 
views of respondents on the proposals. The scope given by this question for 
comprehensive responses was somewhat undermined by the second question, which 
asked how alternative proposals ‘link to the Strategy’s aims or objectives’. As the Areas 
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for Action in the Strategy itself often failed to link to the Strategy’s own aims and 
objectives, and as the Strategy’s aims and objectives themselves were clearly not fit for 
purpose, the consultation did not provide scope for meaningful responses. 

The Northern Ireland Draft Strategy also depends to far too great an extent on the 
Republic of Ireland’s 20 Year Strategy. In some cases, particularly in the chapter entitled 
‘Administration, Services and Community’, large sections were lifted wholesale from 
the Republic’s document with no consideration being taken of the vastly different 
context of the northern state. This issue is discussed in detail in Chapter 6 and 
Appendix 1 of the Report. 

A further, possibly fatal, weakness in the NI Draft Strategy was that some of its 
proposals depend on controversial legislation that had not been even discussed, never 
mind passed. 

The section ‘Legislation and Status of the Language’ proposes an Irish Language Act, 
and many of the remaining proposals for such areas as the Public Service (within the 
action area relating to Administration, Services and the Community) are largely 
dependent on the successful passage of a Language Act. This issue is dealt with in 
more detail in Chapter 7, but at this point it is sufficient to state that we have strong 
reservations about framing much of the NI Draft Strategy around the proposed Irish 
Language Act. These reservations are based, not on opposition to legislation per se 
(there is a separate debate to be had on what would constitute appropriate legislation 
for the Northern Ireland situation), but on a calculation that an Irish Language Act is 
unlikely to be passed in the near future. If our calculation is wrong, much of what we 
have to say here is still valid in terms of community-based language planning. If it is 
correct, our concentration on identifying activities where action can be taken within the 
current legislative framework provides the basis for a realistic alternative strategy. We 
will therefore attempt, in the following chapters, to identify the fundamental principles 
on which an Irish language strategy, operating within the current legislative context, 
could deliver the best attitudinal and socio-linguistic outcomes for Northern Ireland. 

We broadly agree with the thrust of the proposals to develop local language plans in 
communities which already have a critical mass of Irish-speakers. However, we have a 
number of problems with the way this proposal is formulated. In particular, we have 
strong reservations about the proposal in paragraph 4.6.12 on Language Planning 
Initiatives: 

These will be in communities that have achieved a basic critical mass (i.e. where 
sufficient Irish speakers live / work / use services) to ensure the sustainability of 
projects of community and State support for the Irish language 

In the absence of any proposal in any of the Areas for Action to promote the language 
on a cross-community basis, this appears to indicate that language planning initiatives 
will be restricted to communities which already have a critical mass of Irish-speakers. 
We have some very strong reasons for opposing this proposal: 
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Firstly, we believe that this proposal, if accepted, will undermine efforts to promote the 
language on a cross-community basis, as there is at present no such critical mass of 
speakers within the Protestant or unionist community. This proposal, if adopted in its 
present form, will discriminate against almost a million people in Northern Ireland on 
the basis of their religious and political beliefs, and contravenes the spirit and letter of 
the Programme for Government, 2011-2015, which clearly sets the proposed Irish 
language strategy in a cross-community context. 

Secondly, this proposal to restrict language initiatives to communities which have 
already  achieved a critical mass is based on a similar proposal in the 20 Year Strategy in 
the Republic of Ireland, where it has been decided to concentrate resources on such 
communities. In the southern context such an approach makes considerable sense. Irish 
is a compulsory subject throughout primary and secondary education in the southern 
state, where more than a quarter of the population claim knowledge of the language. A 
key challenge in the Republic of Ireland can therefore, correctly, be seen as that of 
moving that significant section of the population that has learned Irish as a second 
language from passive knowledge of the language to habitual use, and there is a strong 
case for focusing resources on communities which already have a comparatively strong 
linguistic and institutional base. There is a similar challenge in Northern Ireland 
relating to that tenth of the population which claimed knowledge of Irish in the UK 
Census. However, leaving aside the issue of whether or not levels of competence north 
and south are comparable, Northern Ireland’s cohort of speakers is much smaller than 
that of the Republic, and we would be hard pressed to find many communities which 
have achieved the necessary critical mass (i.e. where a sufficient concentration of Irish 
speakers live / work / use services). Translating knowledge of Irish into use of Irish is, 
as we will argue, one of the most important challenges of language planning in 
Northern Ireland. However, it is by no means the only challenge. We believe that this 
proposal should be modified so that it does not exclude communities in which the 
language is weak.  

Thirdly, we believe that the issue of developing language communities has been put in 
the wrong planning framework. In the NI Draft Strategy, the development of Irish-
speaking networks and communities is placed as a sub-set of an Area for Action 
entitled ‘Administration, Services and Community’. This is an enormous mistake. The 
idea that community language development can emerge as a planned outcome of 
official action is again based on the entirely inappropriate example of the Republic of 
Ireland’s 20 Year Strategy, which envisaged that statutory bodies – led, coordinated and 
directed by central government but with a significant role for local authorities (which 
are given a critical role in implementing local language plans) – would take the lead in 
strengthening the place in society of the First National Language of the southern state.  

It is by no means certain that this model will work in the southern state, but such 
considerations are, in fact, irrelevant to the situation in Northern Ireland. It is 
inconceivable that statutory bodies in this jurisdiction have the skills, resources, 
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legislative support or political will to take the administrative lead in developing Irish 
language communities. There is of course a very strong case for ensuring that statutory 
bodies in Northern Ireland provide support for the development of Irish language 
communities, but this is an entirely different issue: providing support for language 
development is within their competence; taking the lead in a revolution in language 
use is not.  

There is a further weakness in the approach to language planning advocated by the 
Draft Strategy, which appears to assume that the right to communicate in Irish with 
official bodies will contribute towards the strengthening Irish-speaking communities 
(in which Irish-speakers communicate with each other). Before discussing this issue, 
we wish to make it clear, again, that we are not addressing the issue of public sector 
support for Irish. Our reservations are about the assumptions behind an entirely 
separate issue – the language used in communications between the public and public 
sector bodies (Irish-speakers communicating with the state), as outlined, for example, 
in Paragraph 4.6.1 of the Draft Strategy.  

Irish speakers should have the right to conduct their business through Irish with all 
local government, Executive and other state departments, and the legal system and 
public sector bodies should facilitate the use of Irish by citizens. 

The concept of the delivery of services ‘through’ of ‘in’ Irish by public bodies (with a 
particular focus on local authorities) is repeated four times in the recommendations 
which follow. 

This approach, we believe, is based on a profound category error, in which the socio-
linguistic lessons of one society were misapplied to another. In certain societies, such as 
Quebec and Catalonia, French had been in decline in the face of English (caused mainly 
by demographic changes), and Catalan (the use of which had been banned by Franco) 
was declining in the face of Castilian. The erosion of both languages was halted, and 
indeed reversed, by the simple measure of enacting supportive legislation and 
changing the language of administration and publicly-funded education. Where these 
societies differ from that of Northern Ireland is that both French and Catalan had been 
spoken by a majority of each community when the changes were brought about, and 
that these majorities were strongly in favour of measures to arrest the decline of their 
languages. It is also notable that the entire administrative infrastructure within Quebec 
and Catalonia had changed from the majority language of the state to the majority 
language of the region. This provided a massive boost to the status of French and 
Catalan, and by disadvantaging those who did not speak these languages, changed the 
power relationship between the two language communities in each region.  

The issue of the use of Irish in public services in Northern Ireland is much less clear-
cut; Irish is known by only a minority of the population, a large section of the 
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population is either hostile or indifferent to the language, and only a handful of civil 
servants regard themselves as competent to carry out their official functions in it.7 

A version of this measure has already been provided within the Civil Service (although not for 
the entire public sector). In order to reach the quota of conditions needed to sign up to Part III 
of the European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages the Northern Ireland Civil 
Service provided a centralised service for phone calls from the public in either Irish or Ulster 
Scots. This service was instituted in ??? and has rarely been used. It has had no meaningful 
impact on increasing the use of Irish in society, as most Irish-speakers appear to prefer to 
expedite official business by using English in telephone conversations with official bodies 
(although there has been a better take-up with a provision which enables members of the 
public to write to Government departments in Irish).  [DÉAN OBAIR AIR SEO] 

From a purely socio-linguistic perspective, it is unlikely that this proposal would 
survive any reasonable cost-benefit analysis. On the positive side, it could make a 
contribution towards normalising the language. It would certainly increase its profile, 
at least as long as the inevitable controversy lasted, but there is a question-mark over 
whether or not the publicity gained would all be beneficial. It would probably create 
employment for translators, and possibly for Irish-speaking staff within the various 
public bodies. However, the question must be asked if the costs of providing this 
service will be justified by its contribution, directly or indirectly, towards the 
development of active language communities, or, in fact, if it would provide 
meaningful infrastructural support for such communities.  

Paragraph 4.6.9 proposes that  

‘Local authorities should provide an Irish or bilingual version of all publications, 
official documents and forms in line with the approach of this Strategy and the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.’ [emphasis added] 

The word ‘all’ is contradicted by the second part of the proposal, as the European 
Charter does no more than ‘allow the administrative authorities to draft documents in a 
regional or minority language’. Again, from a socio-linguistic point of view, the 
availability on request of bilingual versions of key documents (such as driving licences, 
census returns, birth certificates) would have minimal cost and could go some way 
towards supporting and endorsing the linguistic identity of Irish-speakers. The 
provision of ‘all’ publications, official documents and forms is an entirely different 
matter. Such an attempt was made within the Civil Service, when, between 1999 and 
2002, the Department of Health published all public notices, documents and 
advertising campaigns in Irish as well as English This costly policy garnered so much 
negative publicity that it has never been tried since. Nor is there any evidence that the 
policy made, or would make, a significant contribution towards the maintenance or 
development of Irish-speaking communities.  

                                                   
7 The author was informed that fewer than 40 civil servants claimed competence in the language in a 
survey conducted circa 2001. We have no documentation to back this information up. 
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Purely in socio-linguistic terms, there is no doubt that some measures – such as the 
provision of Irish-medium education and Irish language broadcasting – provide 
indispensable support for the nurturing, support and development of Irish-speaking 
communities. The translation service in the Northern Ireland Assembly can be justified 
in allowing MLAs to use Irish in the Chamber and have their contributions recorded 
accurately. The role of various other public bodies, such as the Arts Council and some 
local authorities, in providing support for Irish language projects can make a 
significant direct contribution to the development of Irish-speaking communities and 
to the necessary infrastructural support of such communities.  

Other controversial issues, such as that of public signage, can be even more fraught. 
There is a strong argument that Irish-language and bilingual signage can help 
normalise the language in broader society, increase its visibility and provide a certain 
level of indirect support to Irish-speakers. On the other hand, it can also be seen – by 
both its proponents and opponents – as the political ‘greening’ of Northern Ireland in a 
way that may have nothing to do with the development of language communities, and 
signage in Irish (based on local agreement) can also be interpreted as a kind of 
territorial marker. There is no straightforward solution to the issue of Irish language or 
bilingual signage beyond legislation, and that legislation is unlikely to be passed. 

While the state has a clear statutory duty to ‘strenuously’ promote the Irish language, it 
is less clear what its exact role should be. This is is a very complex area which cannot 
be dealt with fully in this Report. Nevertheless, it is clear that some kinds of public 
services are more important than others.  

In a context in which resources are scarce, and where the Irish language remains 
controversial, there is a need for a considered debate on the role of statutory bodies in 
supporting the language. In the following pages we explain why we believe that, aside 
from cross-community promotion, all activities should be designed and evaluated in 
relation to how they might serve the development and maintenance of sustainable 
Irish-speaking networks and communities. 

Finally, we believe that the NI Draft Strategy, like the 20 Year Strategy, has not given 
sufficient attention to the social and linguistic dynamics which underpin the 
development of active language communities and networks. In Chapters 2 and 3, and 
in Appendix 3, we have tried to identify some key issues relating to this area. 

 

 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (Mar 2014) 
 

 
25 

 

Recommendations  

 The Aims and Objectives of the NI Draft Strategy should be recast, and be clearly 
linked to a robust evidence base. They should offer a clear analysis of the issues 
and a coherent rationale underpinning policy proposals. They should demonstrate 
that they are based on sound language planning principles which take account of 
the socio-linguistic realities of Northern Ireland society, as well as taking into 
account the legislative and political circumstances in which the strategy has to 
operate; 

 The Aims and Objectives should clearly reflect the priority of the NI Programme for 
Government 2011-15, which identified the proposed strategies for Irish and Ulster 
Scots as key ‘building blocks’ of Priority 4, ‘Building a Strong and Shared 
Community’. This policy priority is analysed more fully in the section entitled 
‘Building a Strong and Shared Community’ in Chapter 3 of this Report. The 
challenges of promoting the language on a cross-community basis are discussed 
in Chapters 4 and 5. The promotion of Irish on a cross-community basis should 
constitute a separate Area for Action. 

 The Aims and Objectives of the NI Draft Strategy should be laid out in a way that 
is coherent and logical;  

 New Objectives and Areas for Action should be developed, based on revised 
Aims.  

 The development of active language communities (Irish-speakers relating to each 
other) should be disaggregated from and take precedence over the relationship 
between Irish-speakers and official bodies. 

 We recommend, under the Aim ‘Provide infrastructural support’, the 
establishment of a mechanism to facilitate and monitor interdepartmental and 
inter-agency coordination of services aimed at the promotion of the Irish 
language. With or without an Irish Language Act, there is a pressing need to 
ensure that advisors and decision-makers within the public services are aware of 
their duty to ‘take resolute action to promote the Irish language’, and of an 
equally pressing need to ensure coherent cross-institutional action where possible. 

 The NI Draft Strategy should make provision for the contingency that Irish 
Language Act will not be passed.  
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Chapter 2 

Towards an Irish Language Strategy for NI: Underlying principles 

 

Language planning refers to deliberate efforts to influence the behaviour of others with 
respect to the acquisition, structure, or functional allocation of language. … At a 
governmental level, language planning takes the form of language policy.8 

Language planning: the umbrella term for the broad range of activities seeking to change 
language and its use. 9 

 

 

 

Summary of methodological approach 
In this and following sections, we have sought to follow the guidelines laid down by 
the Northern Ireland Executive for effective policy making by: 

 analysing the issues to be addressed,  

 clarifying the contexts in which the proposed strategy will operate,  

We have also sought to follow the guidelines by: 

 providing a theoretical and practical rationale for our own approach,  

 providing evidence where available.  

 

The issues to be addressed 
We hope to contribute to the development of a strategy which integrates aims, 
objectives and action areas within a framework for action based on Government policy 
and recognised language planning principles. We have tried to identify how state 
support and state intervention can contribute to the linguistic and attitudinal outcomes 
envisaged by the Programme for Government 2011-15 and such documents as the Belfast 
Agreement, the St Andrews Agreement, the NI Executive’s Programme for Government, 
2011-2015 and the European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages. 

                                                   
8www.websters-online-dictionary.org/definitions/Language+planning 
9Tessa Carroll. Language Planning and Language Change in Japan. Richmond: Curzon Press. 2001, 13 
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The context of the Irish language strategy: (1) legal obligations 
The legislative framework behind the proposed Irish language strategy has been 
usefully summarised in pages 11-14 of the NI Draft Strategy. It cites the Belfast 
Agreement of 1998, the ratification in 2001 by the UK Government of the European 
Charter for Regional and Minority Languages (under which Irish has Part 3 status), the 
Joint Declaration by the British and Irish Governments of 2003, and the St Andrews 
Agreement of 2006. Of these, the Charter is an international Convention, and each of the 
other three has the force of an international treaty. 

It is not our intention to provide a comprehensive analysis of the legal framework 
relating to the Irish language. However, we wish to draw attention to some 
fundamental principles. 

Among the obligations inherited by the Northern Ireland Executive from the Belfast 
Agreement are government commitments to:  

 take resolute action to promote the language;  

 facilitate and encourage the use of the language in speech and writing in public 
and private life where there is appropriate demand;  

 seek to remove, where possible, restrictions which would discourage or work 
against the maintenance or development of the language.’ 

Under the terms of the St Andrews Agreement of 2006, the Northern Ireland Executive 
was given a statutory duty to adopt an Irish language strategy to ‘protect and enhance 
the development of the Irish language’.10 

Behind these and other commitments are a number of underlying principles: 

 Implicit in all the commitments is the principle that the promotion of the Irish 
language is socially desirable;  

 The various government and treaty commitments to promote the language 
recognize a single fundamental principle; that the Irish language requires (and is 
entitled to) state support, state protection and state intervention. This is not a 
matter of grace and favour. 

                                                   
10Northern Ireland (St Andrews Agreement) Act 2006, Par  15, incorporated as an amendment into the 1998 Act as 
Section 28D. 
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The context of the Irish language strategy: (2) some realities 
Joshua Fishman, a pioneer in the field of language planning, noted nearly four decades 
ago that a lack of realism is not uncommon in state-led language planning: 

Often, it seems, planning goals are set in terms of needs rather than in accord with 
resources. … As a result, many developmental plans are more declaration of 
governmental goals, intended to inspire or motivate internally … than they are strategies 
for action. Has not the same charge been levelled against language planning in many 
instances (e.g. in Ireland and in East Africa today)?11 

Fishman also argues against the ‘let’s try everything and perhaps something will work’ 
type of dedication, and is scathing about ‘impressive symbolic splashes’.12 

Like Fishman, we believe that an effective Irish language strategy for Northern Ireland 
cannot be founded on a wish-list based on aspirations and needs, and that there is no 
place for empty, if impressive, symbolic splashes. We argue for a rigorous analysis of 
current strengths and weaknesses and a realistic assessment of what can be achieved in 
current circumstances.  

We have attempted to frame the discussion around a number of overlapping contexts, 
taking into account where history, ideology and politics have brought us, and where 
ideology and politics are likely to take us. These contexts (which are implicit to our 
analysis even if not always fully developed) are: 

 the socio-linguistic realities of Northern Ireland society; 

 historical, ideological and attitudinal contexts;  

 the strengths and weaknesses of the legal and administrative framework within 
which the planning process has to take place; 

 current funding realities; 

 current political realities; 

 implications for the language in Northern Ireland of the status and position of 
Irish in the Republic of Ireland. 

A number of working principles can be drawn from the concerns expressed by 
Fishman: 

 high-flown aspirations which are not grounded in reality are a waste of time; 

 anything less than an attempt to look at challenges squarely and objectively is a 
waste of time;  

                                                   
11Joshua A. Fishman, ‘Language Modernization and Planning’, in Joshua Fishman (ed.), Advances in 
Language Planning, The Hague, 1974, 98.  
12Joshua Fishman Reversing Language Shift, Multilingual Matters, Clevedon, 1991, pp 1 & 12. 
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To these we would add a third principle: 

 The wrong analysis will lead to the wrong programme for action and will waste 
both time and resources.  

Many of these issues will be discussed at a later stage of this Report. In this chapter we 
will be concentrating on trying to establish a language planning framework suitable to 
the Northern Ireland context.  

Linguistic outcomes 
The phrase used in the St Andrews Agreement, ‘protect and enhance the development of 
the Irish language’, is one of those somewhat imprecise formulations that arise from 
political negotiations. However, it is particularly important in the context of the NI 
Draft Strategy in that the phrase has found its way into the strategy’s title. We will try 
here to put some flesh on what it could mean in terms of desirable socio-linguistic 
outcomes.  

A language is a community phenomenon – at least a living language is. No living 
language can be protected and enhanced in isolation from its community of speakers. 
If Irish is to be protected and enhanced, its speakers are to be protected, and the 
community of speakers is to be enhanced. In this context, we interpret the word 
‘enhanced’ to mean the strengthening of Irish-speaking communities and networks 
and the establishment of new Irish-speaking communities and networks.  

In this Report, we focus on the linguistic aims implicit in the St Andrews Agreement, and 
in other legislative and policy documents, in terms of desirable socio-linguistic 
outcomes.    

Cross-community outcomes 
The word ‘enhanced’ in the St Andrews Agreement can also be interpteted to mean 
making the language more attractive to and accessible by the Protestant and unionist 
community of Northern Ireland. Indeed, there is some evidence that the Northern 
Ireland Executive has so interpreted it. The Executive’s Programme for Government 2011-
2015 includes a commitment to bring forward an Irish language strategy has been 
made in the Northern Ireland. In its only reference to language strategies in this 
document, the Executive has identified the strategies for Irish and Ulster Scots as ‘key 
building blocks’ of Priority 4, ‘Building a Strong and Shared Community’.  

The implications of this will be discussed in detail below, but at this point we would 
like simply to note that the Executive’s commitment to linking the language strategies 
and cross-community activity involves a binding obligation on the part of relevant 
state agencies.  

The Irish language is a contentious issue in this society. It tends to be associated with 
the Catholic/nationalist community at one end of the religious and political spectrum 
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(although even here only a minority know the language), while within the 
Protestant/unionist population the language is little known, and is regarded with 
suspicion among a large segment of that community. To challenge such negative 
perceptions involves working primarily, in the short to medium term, towards 
attitudinal changes and community relations. This priority is embedded not only in the 
Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government but, as will be seen in Chapter 
4, is implicit in the Belfast Agreement. 

ULTACH Trust’s perspective on this issue has nothing to do with current controversies 
arising from political or religious convictions or  ethnic identity. It is based on an ethos 
rooted in the principles of cultural ecology and cultural continuity, the belief that the 
loss of a language and its culture is a loss to the world, that a civilisation such as that of 
the Irish language, which has endured for thousands of years and has produced the 
oldest and richest vernacular literature in western Europe, should not be abandoned, 
no matter how fragile it may be in our own time, and that Irish society is responsible 
for the maintenance of Irish language culture. That ethos has nothing to do with 
political point-scoring or empty symbolic gestures; it is an ethos that respects diversity 
because it understands, at a very deep level, what the loss of cultural diversity entails. 

The aim of promoting the language on a cross-community basis may not have 
significant linguistic outcomes in the short to medium term. While such attitudinal 
changes may be desirable in themselves, and, indeed may have a long-term impact on 
the development of language communities, they are distinct from, involve a different 
approacht to, and will require a different timescale from the other priority of 
maintaining and strengthening communities of Irish-speakers.  

‘Protect and enhance the development of the Irish language’ – summary 
We propose that, for a fragile minority language such as Irish, in a society such as 
Northern Ireland, the most effective way of protecting and enhancing the development 
of the Irish language would be:  

to create the conditions in which the Irish language can, firstly, survive as 
a living language in Northern Ireland,  secondly, develop as the language 
of choice of a vibrant, sustainable, bilingual speech community (or a 
range of such communities), and, thirdly, be acceptable to and accessible 
by increasing numbers of the Protestant / unionist population of 
Northern Ireland.  

Much of this Report will be dedicated to exploring how an effective language strategy 
can contribute towards achieving these aims. 
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The need for a distinctive strategy for Northern Ireland 
No language strategy will succeed unless it adapts to the environment in which the 
language exists, taking into account the full range of infrastructural and social 
conditions, and socio-linguistic, legal, educational, administrative and political 
realities. The fact that the same language may exist in several societies does not mean 
that the same strategy will suit them all. A French language strategy in Belgium will be 
different to one which is relevant to Quebec, which is again different to one aimed at 
Louisiana, which will itself be different to one designed for Equatorial Guinea. There is 
a massive difference between the viability of Catalan on the Iberian Peninsula, with its 
eight million speakers and significant institutional support, and north of the Pyrenees, 
where it is clearly an endangered tongue. A language strategy which succeeds in one 
part of Catalonia may be completely ineffective in the other. 

We suggest that there is no off-the-peg formulation that can be used to create an Irish 
language strategy for Northern Ireland, although some of the theoretical models which 
have been proposed provide a useful conceptual framework that can be used to design 
a strategy.  

We were particularly dismayed by an implicit and sometimes overt dependence on the 
theoretical and methodological approach of the Republic of Ireland’s 20 Year Strategy, 
which was designed for a different socio-linguistic context, and in which the 
constitutional, legal, educational, administrative and political context is also 
significantly different.  

The challenge of finding political consensus  
Before it can be implemented, a language strategy for this jurisdiction must first be 
agreed by the Northern Ireland Executive and passed by the Northern Ireland 
Assembly. This will not be easy to achieve – at least it will not be easy to achieve an 
effective strategy. In spite of the legal imperative to produce a strategy, the language 
remains controversial. Not every political party or politician in Northern Ireland is 
enthusiastic about the promotion of the Irish language, and some are actively hostile. 
This fact alone could determine the outcome of the proposed strategy: decisions within 
the Northern Ireland Assembly are subject to either parallel consent or a weighted 
majority involving both nationalists and unionists. In a normal society one could 
expect that a policy proposed by a government minister would have the backing of 
government parties, but it is not clear how much of the strategy – any strategy – 
proposed by the Minister for Culture, Arts and Leisure will actually be adopted as the 
policy of the Northern Ireland Executive.  

This lack of consensus has, in part, fuelled the campaign for an Irish Language Act. The 
proponents of the Act argue, persuasively, that, because the language is so 
controversial, and because political positions are both deeply entrenched and highly 
predictable, the only way to take the issue out of confrontational politics is to take it 
into a legal framework. Indeed, most of the state-funded support infrastructure for 
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Irish – the establishment of Foras na Gaeilge (the cross-border language body), 
Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta (the Council for Irish-medium Education), Iontaobhas na 
Gaelscolaíochta (a trust set up to fund new Irish-medium schools) and the Irish 
Language Broadcasting Fund – were established on foot of legal imperatives.  

However, no matter how cogent this argument may be, it is unlikely to succeed in 
current circumstances.  

It is to be hoped that, if a strategy is actually agreed, political horse-trading will not 
reduce it to meaningless generalisations. On the other hand, it is equally desirable that 
the new strategy will also avoid the adoption of unrealistic and unattainable goals, will 
not indulge in symbolic splashes, impressive or otherwise, and will not fall into the 
‘let's try everything and hope something will work’ approach. 

The challenge of finding consensus on language planning priorities 
There is no wide consensus on what an effective language strategy would be. There has 
been no tradition of language planning in Northern Ireland. Irish language activists 
have, of necessity, tended to focus their energies on pragmatic grassroots language 
activities. What spare energy they have is spent on campaigning for resources rather 
than on the intricacies of language planning. There is no institution in Northern Ireland 
with the necessary planning expertise. Language planning experts can be found 
elsewhere, but they tend not to have the intimate knowledge of Northern Ireland 
society and local circumstances that is required. The expertise that has been built up in 
the Republic of Ireland tends to focus on the situation in that state, and the fact that the 
same language is involved in both societies can lead to a simplistic, and erroneous, 
belief that lessons learned in the south can be easily applied to the north (Appendix 1 
outlines the main differences between the two societies). Within a UK context, Gaelic 
and Welsh face different challenges to those facing Irish in Northern Ireland. While we 
can learn from the experience of many other minority languages throughout the world, 
their examples must also be treated with caution.  

We argue that an effective strategy for the Irish language must be built up from first 
principles, taking into account the particular circumstances of this society, and creating 
a realistic framework for effective action. As we have noted, there are two main areas 
on which the strategy should be built. The first involves building viable language 
communities. The second involves a community relations approach to what has long 
been a contentious and divisive issue. 

The following strategic policy objectives and language planning aims attempt to 
take both priorities into account. 
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Strategic Policy Objectives 
We propose the following two Strategic Policy Objectives: 

 The development of sustainable Irish language networks and 
communities. 

 The promotion of the Irish language to the entire community of 
Northern Ireland in a way that will contribute towards ‘building a 
strong and shared community’. 

Language Planning Framework: Aims 
From these two Strategic Policy Objectives, we propose that the Irish language strategy 
should focus on activities aimed at the following desirable attitudinal and socio-
linguistic aims. It will be noticed that this formulation represents a series of 
progressive, if overlapping, stages, backed up by a flexible support infrastructure: 

1.  Foster positive attitudes towards the language:  
 reduce negative preconceptions about the language and its speakers, 

with a particular although not exclusive focus on the Protestant and 
unionist community in Northern Ireland; 

 achieve recognition from a significant body of people of all religious 
and political persuasions that the language is an important strand in 
the common heritage of the entire community of Northern Ireland;  

 nurture positive attitudes towards Irish, including, as well as 
persuading more individuals to engage with the language, wider 
acceptance of the desirability of state support for language revival and 
revitalisation.  

2.  Support effective language acquisition: 
 provide opportunities to learn Irish to as wide a range of people as 

possible;  

 increase the number of people who can speak the language fluently; 

3. Support the development of active language networks and 
communities: 
 provide opportunities to use Irish to as wide a range of people as 

possible;  

 increase the number of people who use the language on a regular 
basis to a significant extent; 

 facilitate the strengthening and development of sustainable networks 
and communities of Irish-speakers; 

 facilitate a significant increase in the number of families opting for 
intergenerational transmission of the language within the family.  
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4. Provide infrastructural support: 

 provide appropriate direct state support for the achievement of 
desirable outcomes based on the above aims; 

 support organisations which provide services and carry out functions 
that contribute to the achievement of desirable outcomes based on the 
above aims. 

Except for the last section, these aims will be focused on outcomes that are primarily 
social in their nature. There are, of course, significant challenges in translating such 
aims into actions. However, we would argue that specific objectives, specific services 
and specific action areas should be assessed on their potential to achieve the above 
aims.  

We would also like to make it clear that, although many of the proposals identified 
above can be found within (or inferred from) the NI Draft Strategy, in this Report they 
are contextualised in a significantly different way. In the first place, the initial three 
stages identified by ULTACH follow a line of staged progression from the attitudinal 
to the most intensely committed. Secondly, the ultimate language planning goal is 
expressed purely in terms of sociolinguistic outcomes – indeed, in terms of a single 
socio-linguistic outcome, that of sustainable networks or communities of Irish-
speakers, based on voluntary opt-in to such networks or communities, and in which a 
high level of intergenerational transmission can be integrated. All other elements 
(except that of ameliorating community tensions, which is based on a different 
rationale) should be secondary to that overarching aim. 

The approach of the NI Draft Strategy is rather more diffuse. It is true that the section 
on the development of networks and communities is among the most coherent in the 
document. However, it is not at the centre of the draft strategy, which, to our mind, 
focuses more on the interaction of Irish-speakers with state institutions than on their 
interaction with each other.  
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Chapter 3 

‘Complex Social Change’, Building Irish-Speaking Communities 
in Northern Ireland: A Discussion 

 

‘The number of languages you speak is the number of times you are human’ 
 Slovak proverb 

In Chapter 2 we outlined a somewhat schematic approach to language planning and 
building Irish-speaking communities. In this chapter we will try to deal with some of 
the challenges involved in putting that approach into action. 

This part of the Report involves a discursive discussion of a very complex topic. It 
attempts to identify the core issues of language revitalisation and to provide a coherent 
rationale for our policy proposals. We will concentrate on how the Irish language can 
be promoted in the particular circumstances of Northern Ireland rather than attempt to 
identify principles relevant to all minority language situations. The main emphasis will 
be on the challenge of creating and sustaining viable minority language networks and 
communities (themselves bilingual) in the context of a largely monolingual English-
speaking society.  

 

 

In Northern Ireland one language is dominant, fluent speakers of a second language 
are not particularly common and most of those fluent in languages other than English 
speak, if not major world languages, languages that are secure in their original society. 
The sheer ubiquity of English in this society ensures that many of us have a very 
restricted view of how multilingual societies function, and little sense of the challenges 
which face minority language communities.  

In a state such as that of the UK, where most members of the society are English-
speaking monoglots and where every essential societal function can be carried out 
solely through the medium of English, a sometimes brutal history has ensured that 
there is nothing complex about being an English-speaker.  

Speaking a minority language in the UK, on the other hand, is far from 
straightforward. Clearly, not every essential societal function can be carried out 
through the medium of the minority language, and the presence of English is so 
pervasive as to be almost overwhelming. It is therefore not surprising that, over the 
long-term, minority language communities tend to gravitate towards English. In the 
case of immigrant communities, the general pattern is for the new languages to be lost, 
generally over three or four generations, although some language communities may be 
sustained longer by waves of new immigrants. While they may continue to thrive in 
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their place of origin, these languages tend to fade as community languages within the 
UK. The maintenance of surviving indigenous language communities in the traditional 
Welsh-speaking and Gaelic-speaking areas of Wales and Scotland – which have 
already been subject to hundreds of years of language attrition – is becoming more and 
more problematic as they try to cope with an underlying trend towards Anglicisation 
in their remaining heartlands. A similar pattern can also be seen in the historic 
Gaeltacht areas of the Republic of Ireland. 

Language movements which focus on maintaining historic language communities face 
one set of challenges. A different set of challenges faces language movements when the 
continuity of a language as a community language has been lost and attempts are 
made to repossess it and revive it as a viable community language. The Irish language 
movement in Northern Ireland belongs to this second category; it is language revival 
rather than a language maintenance movement. This distinction between language 
maintenance and language revival is critically important. They are distinct and 
separate processes. 

Classic language revival movements concentrate on a series of interlinked processes. It 
is first of all necessary to create a body of speakers, and in the early stages of language 
revival the primary focus is, inevitably, on language acquisition. This is merely the first 
stage of the process, as lanugage revivalists have found, to their cost, that knowledge is 
not always followed by use. The next critical step is to create the circumstances which 
will maximise the use of the language as a mode of social intercourse among its 
speakers. As we have noted, this is the primary challenge which the 20 Year Strategy in 
the Republic of Ireland attempts to tackle. 

When a language revival movement has developed to the point where there is 
significant social interaction between its speakers, there are two further stages in 
language revitalisation. One is to pass the language on as a first language within the 
family, a step which in Ireland is uncommon outwith traditional Gaeltacht areas. The 
other, even rarer, is to establish new closely-knit communities of families which speak 
the language.  

There tends to be a high level of attrition between these different levels of activity (the 
sole exception to this general rule in modern history is Hebrew). In the Irish context, 
not everyone who begins to learn Irish actually becomes fully fluent. Nor do all fluent 
speakers become or continue to be active members of Irish language social networks. 
The proportion of those who raise their children as Irish-speakers is smaller again, and 
Ireland, outside of the historic Gaeltacht, has only a tiny number of closely-knit Irish-
speaking communities, or Neo-Gaeltachts.  

The long-term success of the Irish language movement depends on overcoming current 
barriers to these stages – acquisition, use, the development of language communities, 
intergenerational transmission and the development of neo-Gaeltachts.  
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Language Policy – Complex social change 

Muiris Ó Laoire defines language policy as: ‘deliberate efforts and systematic planning 
to influence or change the language behaviour of others, either an entire speech 
community or a sub-group within that community ...’. He finishes the sentence by 
saying: ‘... and thus it can require complex social change if it is to be successfully 
implemented.’13 

We have separated the two parts of this sentence deliberately in order to draw 
attention to the phrase ‘complex social change’. We will be returning to this theme, but 
first it may be useful to look at what is meant by ‘change in language behaviour’.  

At this point, we will make a number of assumptions. The first assumption is that the 
change in linguistic behaviour being sought in Northern Ireland will result in the 
creation, development and maintenance of viable Irish-speaking communities and 
networks. The second assumption is that the policy does not aim to Gaelicise the entire 
society; in other words, the strategy is aimed at what Ó Laoire identifies as a sub-
group. The third assumption is that the creation of a strong and viable Irish-speaking 
sub-group does not mean that this sub-group will cease to use the English language. 
All of these assumptions are implicit in the NI Draft Strategy. 

Our final assumption relates to the meaning of the problematic term ‘Irish-speaking 
community’. We assume that, no matter how loosely the term is interpreted, it must 
involve some kind of meaningful interaction between members of identifiable social 
groups, networks or communities (this issue is discussed later on in this chapter).  

If we try to identify the outcomes of the ‘deliberate efforts and systematic planning’ of 
an Irish language strategy for Northern Ireland in terms of a societal change in 
‘language behaviour’, we might come up with the following: 

 a significant increase in the number of individuals for whom the Irish language 
is integrated, through meaningful social interaction with other Irish-speakers, 
into their daily lives; 

 a significant expansion of Irish language social networks; 

 the establishment and maintenance of sustainable Irish language communities; 

 a significant increase in the number of families raising their children as Irish-
speakers.  

These are socio-linguistic outcomes which deserve closer examination. Implicit in these 
outcomes is much more than an increase in the number of fluent bilingual Irish/English 
speakers in Northern Ireland. These outcomes envisage a significant increase in the 
number of active bilinguals. However, again, it is necessary to add a qualification 
which has significant implications for both policy-makers and Irish-speakers. There is 
no realistic prospect of replacing the English language with Irish, even if that were 
                                                   
13Muiris Ó Laoire, ‘Language Policy and the Broadcast Media: a Response’, Current Issues in Language and 
Society, Vol. 7, No. 2, 2000, p. 149. 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (Mar 2014) 
 

 
39 

 

desirable. The linguistic aim of any realistic strategy is to improve the position of Irish 
in the community without displacing English.  

(For the moment we are leaving to one side attitudinal considerations among non Irish-
speakers. There is of course a strong case to be made that a successful language 
strategy will depend on the support of a significant section of the broader English-
speaking monoglot community who value the language. Nor will we be looking at the 
question of promoting the language as part of a common heritage and extending its 
appeal to the Protestant and unionist community.)  

Such considerations aside, we will look more closely at the ‘complex social change’ of 
which Ó Laoire spoke, paying particular attention to the maintenance of a minority, 
revivalist language spoken by bilinguals in an overwhelmingly monolingual society. 
Language is a social phenomenon, and in a bilingual situation, and in particular in the 
context of language shift, language maintenance or language revival, the interplay 
between language, the individual, the linguistic sub-group and the broader society is 
particularly intricate. 

The use of any language in society involves thousands upon thousands of verbal 
interactions between individuals, on a one-to-one basis or in groups. In any modern 
society, the strength or otherwise of a minority language will be decided on how well 
its bilingual speakers resist the temptation to turn to the majority language when 
communicating with each other. The cumulative effect of all the interactions of its 
speakers will determine its social viability, and, ultimately, its sustainability. Some of 
these issues are discussed below. We will look first at the implications for language 
vitality of how individuals relate to – and use – the minority language, and then at 
some of the social dynamics which can support or undermine minority language 
networks and communities. 

The individual and the language movement 

As we have noted, the strength or weakness of Irish in society depends on an 
enormous number of individual actions. It may be useful, then, to look at the choices 
and circumstances through which one individual becomes, and remains, a habitual 
Irish-speaker. The paradigm suggested here – of an adult initially unaware of the 
language who discovers it, learns it, becomes active in the Irish language community 
and eventually decides to raise children as Irish-speakers – is not a particularly 
common one. However, such people do exist, and they can provide a useful 
framework in which various stages of engagement with the language, and the range of 
challenges individuals face in each stage, can be identified.  

1. Becoming an Irish-speaker 

Awareness 
Until recently, it was possible to be brought up in Northern Ireland and to be unaware, 
or barely aware, that the Irish language existed. Even in 2013, there are large swathes 
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of the population who may encounter the Irish language only on television 
programmes, or on road-signs, or as something which politicians occasionally squabble 
about, while its history, literature and wider culture remain a blank page. Leaving 
aside the community relations benefits of promoting ‘wider understanding of the 
background to the Irish language’, as the NI Draft Strategy puts it, we can be fairly 
certain that no adult will engage with the language without knowing something about 
it.  

Positive attitude 
Again, a positive attitude to the Irish language may be desirable in terms of 
community relations, but it is also generally true that no sane English-speaking adult is 
will bother to engage with the language without some kind of belief that it is worth 
doing so. Little or no systematic research has been carried out on how individuals 
develop a positive attitude to the Irish language, although, in Northern Ireland under 
current circumstances, it is probably safe to assume that political, cultural and religious 
identities play a large part, in that a positive attitude is much more likely among 
Catholics, nationalists, and those who see their cultural identity as primarily Irish. 
With regard to the challenge of promoting the language on a cross-community basis, 
except for the work of Gordon McCoy and Ian Malcolm,14 little research has been 
carried out on either the development of positive attitudes towards Irish or on the 
barriers to the development of positive attitudes among the Protestant and unionist 
community. 

Acquiring Irish 
We do not intend to go into the mechanics of language acquisition. The point we are 
making is that the decision by an adult to learn to speak the Irish language involves a 
conscious commitment to expend considerable effort in mastering an unfamiliar 
tongue.  

Not enough is known about the motivation that brings some people, and not others, 
from a positive attitude towards the Irish language to the point where they achieve 
fluency. There has been little useful research on the range of factors, psychological, 
ideological, social, or pedagogical, which sustain adult learners in the journey towards 
fluency. On an anecdotal basis, we do know something – although not enough – about 
the conscious motivations of those who begin to study Irish, and we know that the 
range of motivations can come from a remarkably wide range of social, political, 
scholarly or cultural factors, or be sparked by curiosity or issues of identity, or be based 
on an interest in literature, history or music.  

Pause for thought 

                                                   
14Gordon McCoy and Róise Ní Bhaoill, Protastúnaigh an Lae Inniu agus an Ghaeilge / Contemporary Protestant 
Learners of Irish, ULTACH Trust, Belfast, 2004. Ian Malcolm, Towards Inclusion: Protestants and the Irish 
Language, Blackstaff Press / ULTACH Trust, Belfast, 2009. 
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These first three stages of awareness, attitude and acquisition are essentially 
preparatory. You cannot become a functioning member of a language network or 
community unless you can communicate in the language. However, as we noted 
above, people may be fluent in the language, but not all of them engage with Irish 
language networks or Irish language communities.  

It is also possible at this stage to abandon the paradigm of the adult learner, as there 
are other routes to fluency. Children who are raised with Irish as their home language, 
and the 4,000 children in Northern Ireland attending Irish-medium schools, acquire the 
language without conscious effort and without taking any ideological position. 
However, it should be noted that, while the children may not have taken a conscious 
decision, their parents certainly did. These children acquired fluency in the language 
because of a commitment by their parents that involved both a high level of awareness 
and a highly positive attitude.  

There is also an intermediate group to be considered, those who have had some 
grounding in Irish within the English-medium education system. This is, in fact, by far 
the largest cohort. Unlike the Republic of Ireland or Wales, where the study of Irish 
and Welsh is in the core curriculum at both primary and secondary level, Irish is 
generally taught in Northern Ireland only at secondary level. Nor is it part of the core 
curriculum outside the Irish-medium sector (which comprises less than 2% of the 
primary school and 0.5% of the secondary school population). In the English-medium 
sector, the language is rarely taught except in the Catholic system, and even there is 
not taught to all pupils. Nevertheless, thousands of children study Irish in English-
medium secondary schools in Northern Ireland, sometimes for as little as one or two 
years, sometimes for five, and a small number go on to take ‘A’ Level (352 in 2009).15 
Not all of those who take ‘A’ Level could be described as fluent speakers at the end of 
their formal secondary education. Nevertheless, the English-medium school system 
does provide a useful grounding in the Irish language for many who take it up 
seriously at a later stage. As has been noted, very few of those who study Irish at 
school are from the Protestant or unionist community. 

Some observations: 

 Not everybody who is aware of the Irish language will have a positive attitude 
to it. Not everybody with a positive attitude will want to learn it. Not everyone 
who tries to learn Irish will succeed. Not everybody who learns Irish to a high 
level will become involved in, or wish to become involved in Irish-speaking 
networks or communities, In every stage of this progression towards the 
creation of sustainable language communities, the cohort of individuals 
involved is, inevitably, smaller than the previous cohort. This predictable 
reality has to be taken into account in any language planning process, which 
should, of course, aim to minimise the attrition between these levels. 

                                                   
15www.whatdotheyknow.com/request/a_level_statistics 
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 All of the stages noted above take place, to a greater or lesser extent, in the 
head. They are, in the broadest sense of the word, ideological, in that they 
involve ideas – a particular mind-set, conscious decisions, willed actions. In 
Northern Ireland in the 21st century, knowledge of Irish is the direct or indirect 
result of conscious commitment. Knowledge of English, on the other hand, is so 
much a part of the environment that it appears ‘natural’, and does not require 
conscious, willed decisions. In this, as in so much else, the experience of 
English-speakers provides the wrong paradigm. 

 In view of the significant attrition in the numbers of those engaged in the 
various stages of language activity, it makes sense to cast the net as widely as 
possible in the first two stages, attitude and acquisition. At the later stages, it 
makes equal sense, in language planning terms, to target resources at building 
the capacity of groups of committed language activists who are aware of the 
importance of developing active language communities and willing to expend 
energy in providing the (often hidden) infrastructure that enables such 
communities to evolve.  

2. Being an active Irish-speaker 

Using Irish 
We have learned from the Republic of Ireland that having Irish and using it regularly 
are not the same thing. While 41% of the population claim knowledge of Irish, outside 
of the education system and Gaeltacht areas only 2.5% speak it on a daily basis16, and a 
further 2% speak it on a weekly basis. A new question in the 2011 Census in Northern 
Ireland, which asked about the ‘main language’ of respondents, unfortunately does not 
provide a useful comparison. What may have been a useful classification for 
immigrants was not so useful for identifying habitual Irish-speakers, all of whom are 
fully fluent in English. Many of those who are active in the Irish-language community 
and live as much of their life as possible among Irish-speakers cannot claim that Irish is 
their ‘main language, if, for example, they live in an English-speaking family and work 
in an English-language environment. By excluding most people who use Irish on a 
daily basis, the term ‘main language’ sets a far higher threshold than that of the 
Republic. In that context, the low figure of 4,130 people (0.24% of the population) who 
record Irish as their main language does not give us a basis for assessing the number of 
active Irish-speakers. Neither, of course, does the figure of 10.65% (the proportion of 
the population who claim knowledge of Irish, or the figure of 5.6% (the proportion 
who claim to be able to speak it). Nevertheless it can be safely assumed that the 
proportion of people in Northern Ireland outside the education system who speak Irish 
on a daily basis is unlikely to exceed that of the Republic. Given the lack of hard 
evidence, a reasonably informed guestimate would put the proportion of daily 

                                                   
16 Donncha Ó hÉalaithe, ‘Daonáireamh 2011 maidir le labhairt na Gaeilge’, Gaelscéal, 8-8-2012.  
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speakers at somewhere between 1% and 1.5%, with a similar proportion of weekly 
speakers. 

In the Republic, in Northern Ireland and in Great Britain, to have English is to use 
English on a regular basis. English could be described as the default language of this 
society. Irish is certainly not the default language of Northern Ireland, and to have 
Irish is not necessarily to use it. However, Irish is the (main) default language of certain 
social groups in certain social situations, and the active Irish-speaking community is 
based on those social groups. It is worth exploring this phenomenon somewhat 
further, but before doing so, it is worth making a generalisation. All of these Irish-
speaking social groups have been created through a conscious act. In Northern Ireland, 
every single case of interaction between individuals in the Irish language is the result 
of a decision to use Irish rather than English. This is not to say that every interchange 
in Irish between Irish-speakers involves a conscious decision to use the language – by 
its nature, a default language is used instinctively – but somewhere in the background 
is a decision to choose Irish rather than English.  

In a family which has decided to make Irish the main language of the home, the 
parents attempt to create an environment in which Irish is the default language – the 
language that members of the family will instinctively use with each other. However, 
English will be the language of many, usually most, interactions with neighbours, 
friends and relatives, in shops, libraries, cinemas, buses. English will be the language of 
most of the family’s reading material and the vast majority of what they encounter on 
the media. Maintaining Irish as the default language of communication in such a 
family requires sustained, conscious effort on the part of the parents. As soon as the 
children begin to mix with the wider community, they will begin to face choices about 
whether or not to keep using the language. They will often be in a position where they 
have no option but to use English. As bilinguals, they can communicate with other 
Irish-speaking bilinguals in either English or Irish. Again, their default language with 
other Irish-speakers will be, as often as not, a matter of choice (if they have no choice it 
will be because the other person has made a choice). As they grow older and as they 
widen their social network, the issue of language choice will become increasingly 
complex. 

In quality Irish-medium education the main language of communication between 
children and teachers, and among staff, is Irish. The policy of creating a strong Irish-
language environment within the school, a key part of its ethos, will have been 
deliberately adopted by its founders, by the Board of Governors and by the staff. It 
does not necessarily follow that Irish will be the main language of informal 
communication between the children themselves, particularly outside the classroom 
situation. Most children in Irish-medium schools are from English-speaking homes. 
When the children first meet, few of them speak Irish. Their initial, instinctive 
communication is in English, and their relationships are built up in English. Young 
children are not language ideologues, and, outside of the school context, English is 
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likely to continue as their default language. However, pupils at Irish-medium schools 
may adopt Irish as their preferred language of communication in informal contexts. 
They may also adopt Irish as their preferred language of communication later in life. In 
both cases, they will have done so as a conscious, deliberate choice.  

Another pause for thought 
To some extent, by distinguishing between language acquisition and language use, we 
have over-simplified a complex learning process. Fluency comes only through use, and 
use of the language in a social context is a critical part of language learning. Everyone 
who intends to become fluent in Irish will have to seek out social situations in which 
they can use the language, so many active Irish-speaking networks will involve 
learners who have not achieved a high level of fluency. However, what we are 
concentrating on here is what these people do once they have achieved a level of 
fluency which enables them to hold a conversation with ease. The issue here is whether 
or not they continue as active members of Irish language networks or communities. 
Whether they do or not will, again, involve a conscious, deliberate choice. 

Inactive Irish-speakers 
Every Irish-speaker knows a number of fluent speakers who no longer speak the 
language regularly, even when they have opportunities to do so. This is not a criticism 
of such people, but a recognition that not all of those who can speak Irish to a 
reasonably high level of fluency will go out of their way to integrate the speaking of 
Irish into their lives. Indeed, some may make a conscious choice not to integrate the 
speaking of Irish into their lives. 

It is impossible to know how many of the fluent Irish-speakers in Northern Ireland fall 
into this category. However, we know that in the Republic of Ireland, the rate of 
attrition is very high. As we have already noted, the Census returns indicate that, while 
41% of the population claim to able to speak Irish, no more than 4.5% use it on a daily 
or weekly basis outside the Gaeltacht or the education system. In other words, nearly 
90% of Irish-speakers – or potential Irish-speakers – are fundamentally inactive, and of 
the 11% or so who do use the language regularly, just over half use it on a daily basis. 
No serious analysis or research has been carried out on this phenomenon, which is 
possibly the most important consideration in any analysis of the relative failure of the 
language movement in Ireland to transfer knowledge to use. In the absence of proper 
research, some analysis, non-systematic but based on informal contacts with several 
hundred people over three generations, may be useful at this point. 

 Some people achieve their personal goal by acquiring Irish. Whether their 
motivation was to sing sean-nós songs, interpret placenames, increase their 
understanding of the culture of the place in which they live, investigate the 
Gaelic substratum in Finnegan’s Wake, pass an examination, watch TG4 
without recourse to subtitles, bewilder prison wardens, understand what the 
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prisoners are saying or read The Midnight Court in the original, their main 
motive has been satisfied.  

 The acquisition of fluent Irish often takes place in the late teens and early 
twenties. Of those who enthusiastically engaged with the language at this stage 
of their lives, not all will maintain that level of enthusiasm at a later stage. They 
settle down and develop new social networks, new interests. With luck they 
find work, a mortgage, a partner. Some may have few – or no – opportunities to 
speak the language. For others, speaking Irish may no longer be high on their 
list of priorities. They  may lose their fluency. Even if there are opportunities to 
maintain regular contact with active Irish-speakers, they may choose not to take 
them. In fact, they, not infrequently, choose to speak English to people they 
know to be Irish-speakers. 

 Those who acquired the language through Irish-medium education, and those 
who were raised with Irish as their first language, have acquired Irish, not 
through any commitment on their own part, but through the commitment of 
their parents. They will find themselves, sooner or later, in exactly the same 
position as those who learned it by a conscious effort. Some may lose contact 
with the language through unavoidable circumstances. Others may have 
opportunities to maintain regular contact with active Irish-speakers, but, unless 
they also make a commitment to integrate the use of Irish into their daily lives, 
they also drift away from regular active engagement with the language. Some 
make a conscious decision not to speak the language. 

The 20 Year Strategy in the Republic of Ireland is predicated on the assumption that the 
silent majority of inactive Irish-speakers do not speak Irish because of lack of 
opportunity. Lack of opportunity is indeed a significant factor, and it is certainly true 
that increased opportunity will increase the number of active Irish-speakers. However, 
we suggest that the situation is far more complex than that envisaged by the 20 Year 
Strategy, and that there are significant social and psychological barriers which inhibit 
many people with reasonably fluent Irish from becoming active speakers.  

Barriers to commitment: 
No systematic research has been carried out on why many people who have achieved 
fluency in Irish, who have a strong emotional commitment to the language, and who 
have opportunities to mix with other Irish-speakers do not progress to maintaining an 
active engagement with the language community. However, again through 
observation of many people over a considerable period, it is possible to identify a 
number of possible reasons. 

 Most fluent speakers who have made the commitment to become active Irish-
speakers have found the experience to be extremely rewarding and enriching. 
However, many others faced with the same choice decide not to make the 
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commitment. There are plenty of reasons why people may choose not become 
active Irish-speakers It is something of a leap in the dark. The prospect can 
appear daunting. It does require effort. It involves developing a mind-set that 
pulls against and defies the direction of mainstream culture. And there is no 
guarantee that your efforts will meet with success. 

 To some extent, it is a lifestyle choice. Maintaining an active involvement with 
the Irish-speaking community involves choosing to be present at certain venues 
and to be active in certain social circles. Someone who has a busy English-based 
family life, work live and social life may not have the energy, or the time, to 
seek or maintain these contacts. Choosing Irish-speaking circles may involve 
mixing with people with whom a person may not have much in common 
beyond an interest in the language. Sometimes, without making a conscious 
choice, people simply drift away. 

 It can be extremely difficult to change your language of communication. 
Relationships that have been built up through one language tend to feel more 
natural in that language (although possibly counter-intuitive, this is also true of 
relationships built up in a second language). The closer the emotional tie, the 
more difficult it can be to change the language in which that relationship 
developed. It can be very difficult to speak a second language to someone close 
to you, and it can take some time before the emotional antennae are recalibrated 
in the second language. 

 Although this tends to be less of a problem than before, a high proportion of 
active Irish-speakers are also Irish language activists. Not everyone wants to be 
an activist, and not everyone wants to spend valuable social time in the 
company of activists. 

 Frequently, people who would regard themselves as fluent, when they begin to 
try to live a large portion of their lives through Irish, discover that there are 
whole language domains in which they struggle. Generally speaking, it is 
difficult to know a second language as well as a first. When the first is so all-
pervasive that most of the learning is unconsciously picked up from the 
environment, and when the second is a minority language which can be 
encountered in a much smaller range of domains, the challenge can seem 
overwhelming. 

At some stage in their lives, all habitual Irish-speakers (at least all those who have 
learned Irish as a second language) have overcome all these obstacles. They have made 
a decision to speak a language they do not know as well as their first language to other 
people, many of whom also know their first language better than Irish. Why do they 
bother?  

To some extent, the answer to this last question could be the key to the entire mystery 
of language revitalisation. What is it that motivates some people to make the extra 
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effort to integrate Irish into their daily lives? And can that motivation be extended to a 
much broader social base? There is no simple answer to these questions. The reasons 
people give for choosing to become, or not become, active Irish speakers can be 
extraordinarily complex and varied, and do not always satisfy even those who give 
them. No research has been carried out to examine the mixture of opportunity, social 
support, and both conscious and unconscious motivation that leads individuals to 
become habitual Irish-speakers.  

However, it can be said with some confidence that, in the present circumstances of the 
Irish language in Northern Ireland, nearly every adult who is an active member of an 
Irish language network or community has become so as the result of a conscious 
decision.  

One of the tasks of a minority language strategy is, rightly, to make it easier for people 
to integrate the language into their lives. Ultimately, the goal of an Irish language 
strategy is to create the circumstances in which a substantial section of bilinguals can 
function regularly in both Irish-speaking and English-speaking environments, and 
have easy access to Irish-speaking networks and communities. This will involve creating 
more and stronger environments in which Irish is a default language, and which allow speakers 
to experience significant and sustained exposure to robust Irish-speaking environments and 
Irish-speaking communities with a strong social cohesion. 

However, such environments are at present in short supply, and any strategy for 
promoting the Irish language which assumes we will be at that stage within the short 
to medium term is a strategy which is doomed to failure. At this stage of language 
revitalisation, using Irish regularly depends not just on opportunity, but on 
opportunity plus a high level of personal commitment. Active Irish language networks 
and communities in Northern Ireland are made up primarily of people who have a 
strong motivation to speak the language, who are prepared to make significant efforts 
to be in the company of Irish-speakers, and who have a strong ideological commitment 
to the language movement.  

While the language will not be secure until we have built the conditions in which such 
a high level of commitment will not be necessary, even then Irish-speakers will still 
have the option of disengaging from active involvement in Irish language networks 
and communities. In this we have something to learn from those pockets in which the 
language is, currently, comparatively strong. Within the Northern Ireland context, for 
example, west Belfast has a long tradition of language activism, a significant cohort of 
fluent speakers, a number of Irish language venues, a range of Irish language 
institutions, many Irish language events and a reasonable level of state support. But 
even in such circumstances, where there is plenty of opportunity, not all fluent 
speakers are active in Irish-speaking networks and communities. 

In other words, in the Northern Ireland context, even in the best possible 
circumstances, some level of conscious commitment will still be necessary.  
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There are two points to be made here. Firstly, the immediate task is to grow the 
number of active Irish-speakers. This involves encouraging more people to make that 
ideological commitment and of increasing the attraction, not just of the language, but 
of the lifestyle that an active engagement with the language involves. Secondly, no 
matter how successful we are in creating Irish language environments, ideology will 
continue to be an important factor in the maintenance of active language communities.  

A language strategy which ignores the role of motivation, ideology and commitment in 
the survival and, hopefully, growth of the language is making a major mistake. 

The dynamics of minority language communities: some socio-linguistic 
considerations 

As we have indicated, individual motivation is only one aspect of language 
revitalisation. Beyond individual motivation and individual interactions is another 
social dynamic, that of language networks and language communities. Currently, only 
a limited section of Irish-speakers has any meaningful social cohesion. The challenge 
for the language movement is to create viable social networks and communities from 
diffuse and scattered individuals and social groups. As very little research has been 
undertaken on the linguistic dynamics of such communities, we have no choice but to 
make reasoned assumptions from the little information we do have. 

The word ‘community’ itself requires some investigation when used in this context. It 
is common to speak of the ‘Irish-speaking community’ or the ‘Irish language 
community’, when referring to that section of the population who can speak Irish, but 
the term 'community' is not entirely satisfactory in this context, and can be misleading. 
There is legitimate doubt about whether or not those who may have a knowledge of 
the language but who rarely or never use it can be designated as members of an Irish-
speaking community, although those who engage with the language as readers, or as 
listeners or viewers of the broadcast media do have some claim to a community of 
interest and may identify strongly with the Irish-speaking community. However, 
looked at coldly, their function is primarily supportive. For the purposes of language 
revitalisation, Irish language networks and Irish language communities involve only 
those who actively use the language on a regular basis. They do so in varied and 
complex ways, and in this section we would like to look at the social dynamics of how 
groups of active Irish-speakers function. 

In some bilingual societies the language groups represent distinct blocks of people who 
tend to speak either one language or the other, and, although there may be a large 
number of people who are themselves bilingual, most of the population habitually uses 
one language as their main mode of communication. Today, throughout Ireland, every 
Irish-speaker is also an English-speaker. In other words, members of the Irish-speaking 
community are also members of the English-speaking community, so the Irish-
speaking community is, inevitably, bilingual. However, most English-speakers on the 
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island of Ireland are monolingual. There are some interesting implications here for the 
maintenance of Irish as the default language of a distinct social group. 

The interaction of Irish-speakers and English-speakers in our society involves a 
complex of social processes. Very briefly, we would like at this point to explore some of 
these, as they can impact on efforts to create and maintain the social use of Irish.  

When monolingual English-speakers speak there is no doubt about what language 
they are going to use. It is more complicated for Irish-speakers. They obviously cannot 
speak Irish to monoglot speakers of English. To put it another way, for an Irish-
speaker, Irish with another bilingual speaker is a language of choice; with an English-
speaker, English is a language of necessity. In terms of everyday social dynamics, the 
dice are loaded against the Irish-speaking group, and loaded in favour of the 
monolingual English-speaking group (see Appendix 3 for further discussion of this 
issue). For example, it is not uncommon to be in a situation in which, out of politeness, 
a quite large group of bilinguals who habitually use the minority language with each 
other will use the language of a single monoglot in their company.  

This point is not made with any sense of resentment; it is simply a statement of a fact 
that has to be taken into account by anyone concerned with establishing Irish-speaking 
communities and maintaining Irish as a community language. There is much work to 
be done on how bilinguals interact with a monolingual majority, and what social 
strategies support the use of the minority language. 

Conclusion 

Providing support for the complex social change involved in language revitalisation 
also requires a sophisticated understanding of the equally complex social interactions 
of bilingual societies. In the Northern Ireland context, it requires an understanding of 
the distinctive complexities of how a minority language community – which is also a 
revivalist community, and a bilinguale community – interacts with an impenetrably 
monolingual majority. 

When bilinguals meet, whether they use one language or the other will depend not 
only on a range of obvious, easily identifiable factors, such as ability, opportunity, 
necessity, ideology, but on a range of less obvious influences; motivation, social mores, 
fashion, perception, self-esteem, good manners, awareness, self-assurance, habit, the 
social status of the speakers, the social status of the respective languages, how each 
speaker assesses the preference of his or her interlocutor, the nature of the relationship 
between the speakers, whether or not one or more of the speakers has taken a stand on 
a language of choice, and then, somewhere, in the mix, all the other mysterious 
processes by which we come to a personal decision.  

The vitality of a particular language will depend on the cumulative effect of countless 
thousands of such interactions within identifiable social networks and communities.  
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Inevitably, it will be easier for an individual to become, and remain, an active Irish-
speaker when an active language community is easily accessible, and easier again if 
that community is vibrant and engaged in activities the individual finds attractive. 
However, as we have already noted, the ideological element is still critical; for the 
foreseeable future some element of personal commitment will be needed to maintain 
active involvement in Irish-speaking networks and communities. 

There is another adjustment to be made. The chances of a minority language surviving 
in a head-to-head, zero sum game, winner takes all contest with a world language like 
English is laughable. To treat the dynamic between English and Irish as a zero sum 
game is to ensure the death of Irish. To put this another way, minority languages like 
Irish will survive as community languages only when their speakers, and their 
communities, find a way of co-existing with the dominant language. Bilingual 
individuals will maintain the minority language by moving between the two 
languages, while at the same time creating (or maintaining) domains, networks and 
communities in which the minority language is the (or a) default language, where its 
speakers are motivated to speak it and feel rewarded for doing so, and where there is 
sufficient social cohesion to ensure linguistic continuity from one generation to the 
next.  

This account has only scratched the surface of a very complex process. We are only 
now beginning to understand the patterns by which comparatively powerful, high 
status languages erode the use of the languages around them. We know from 
experience that it is possible to establish, maintain and grow small communities of 
speakers of less dominant languages. We do not yet know what combination of social 
entrepreneurship, state support, social dynamics, ideology and individual commitment 
will help us establish, maintain and grow such communities on a scale that will ensure 
the long-term viability of fragile languages.  

This is the greatest challenge facing the Irish language movement. The challenge for 
the statutory sector is to discover how it can help. It could begin by listening carefully. 
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Chapter 4 

The Forgotten Priority:  
Building a Strong and Shared Community 
 
Although we have stressed the difficulties of finding political consensus on the 
strategy, consensus has been found on one aspect of it, and we would like to explore 
that issue in some detail. We are particularly keen to explore its implications because 
the NI Draft Strategy has largely ignored them. 

The Irish language has been a highly contentious issue in Northern Ireland, and 
continues to be contentious, although perhaps not with quite the same intensity in the 
recent past. The ULTACH Trust has been promoting the Irish language on a cross-
community basis since its foundation in 1989. It is, however, not necessary for 
ULTACH to make the case for extending the appeal of the language across the 
religious and political divide. This commitment has already been made by the 
Northern Ireland Executive, and is to be found in the Executive’s Programme for 
Government, 2011-15, which has been agreed by all five Government parties.  

The Programme for Government, a short, broad-brush document, refers to the strategies 
for Irish and Ulster Scots only once. The context in which they are placed in the 
Programme for Government is thus particularly important, as it enables us to identify the 
priorities of the Northern Ireland Executive on this issue.  

Surprisingly, the Programme for Government does not refer at all to the commitments in 
the Good Friday Agreement, the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, or the 
St Andrews Agreement. Nor does it refer to the issue of language planning, language 
development, the provision of services to Irish-speakers, the status of the language or 
any of the myriad considerations involved in rigorously promoting a minority 
language. The Northern Ireland Executive, rather, has identified the proposed 
strategies for Irish and Ulster Scots as key ‘building blocks’ of Priority 4, ‘Building a 
Strong and Shared Community’, which, among other things, focuses on: 

... building relationships between communities ... unlocking the potential of the culture, 
arts and leisure sectors as instruments for positive change. Additionally, it seeks to ... 
advance social cohesion and integration.17 

In other words, the Northern Ireland Executive has not only placed the promotion of 
Irish and Ulster Scots firmly within a community relations context, it has made the 
community relations function of the language strategies a Government priority.  

Few policy decisions are made in a vacuum, and the background to the policy decision 
in the Programme for Government is worth exploring. The Executive’s language policy 
                                                   
17www.northernireland.gov.uk/pfg-2011-2015-final-report.pdf, pp 48-9 
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reflects its Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration which was launched by the 
First Minister and Deputy First Minister on 24 Feb 2010. Like the Programme for 
Government, the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration was supported by all 
Government parties in the Northern Ireland Executive. The specific reference to 
language issues reads as follows (Par 5.16): 

Language can be another vehicle of cultural expression. In this regard, the Department of 
Culture, Arts and Leisure will have a key role to play through the Regional or Minority 
Languages Strategy.18 Although the specific actions arising from the Strategy have not yet been 
agreed, it is envisioned that these actions, and this Strategy, will contribute to the Executive's goal 
of a shared and better future for all citizens living here.19 

Once again we have a clear statement of a community relations agenda in relation to 
language policy. Ultimately, the principles identified in the Programme for Government 
and the Programme for Cohesion, Sharing and Integration can be traced to the Agreement of 
Good Friday 1998, variously known as the Belfast Agreement, the Good Friday Agreement, 
the Multi-Party Agreement, the Northern Ireland Peace Agreement:  

All participants recognise the importance of respect, understanding and tolerance in relation to 
linguistic diversity, including in Northern Ireland, the Irish language, Ulster Scots and the 
languages of the various ethnic communities, all of which are part of the cultural wealth of the 
island of Ireland.20 

Through its commitment to a policy of promoting Cohesion, Sharing and Integration, 
the Northern Ireland Executive has identified the potential of the Irish language to 
ameliorate community tensions. Some of the terms it uses in relation to the language 
strategies: ‘shared community’, ‘social cohesion’, ‘integration’, ‘shared … future’, go 
beyond the promotion of respect, understanding and tolerance, but understanding and 
tolerance are still part of the mix.  

The Programme for Government points towards two distinct aims. One involves 
developing a spirit of tolerance and understanding of Irish among sections of the 
community who may have been hostile to it. This aim does not necessarily have a 
linguistic outcome. The second aim, which may have a linguistic outcome in that it 
may stimulate people to learn Irish, involves promoting the active engagement of all 
sections of the community with the language.  

That it was felt necessary to emphasise the need to work towards tolerance, social 
cohesion and inter-community relationships, is, of course, simply a reflection of the fact 
that Northern Ireland is a deeply divided society. The language issue to a large extent 
reflects community divisions. It is an undoubted fact that the Irish language in 
Northern Ireland is known and spoken overwhelmingly by people from a Catholic or 
nationalist background, is rarely taught outside the Catholic education sector, and has 
been popularly associated with Catholic nationalists for many decades. This issue will 
                                                   
18 As has been outlined above, this now involves two separate strategies. 
19 www.ofmdfmni.gov.uk/reformatted_final_print_version_csi_-_26.07.10.pdf 
20The Agreement: Agreement reached in the multi-party negotiations, 6, Rights, Safeguards and Equality of 
Opportunity, Economic, Social and Cultural Issues, 1998, Par 3. 
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be dealt with in more detail at a later stage, but for the moment it is enough to note that 
the 2011 Census identified only 1% of Protestants with a knowledge of Irish as against 
21% of Catholics, and the 1999 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey identified 2% of 
unionists with a knowledge of Irish compared with 31% of nationalists. 

Political support for Irish has come almost exclusively from nationalist parties, and has 
been the subject of negative and sometimes hostile commentary from many unionist 
politicians and unionist political parties since the foundation of the state. Large 
sections of the unionist community also regard the language with suspicion.  

Nevertheless, that all the major parties in Northern Ireland have agreed that the 
language strategies will move from pious platitudes to an active programme of 
inclusion across religious and political divisions is warmly welcomed by ULTACH 
Trust, the only dedicated cross-community Irish language organisation in Northern 
Ireland.  

One of the most disappointing aspects of the NI Draft Strategy is that, although it 
invokes the Programme for Government, it makes no effort whatsoever to explore the 
only priority identified by the Northern Ireland Executive for the language strategy. 
The draft strategy does not spend any time with this issue, and provides no analysis of 
it. It fails to identify the opportunities and challenges involved, never mind indicate 
how it intends to respond to these opportunities and challenges. Nor does it identify 
current support structures or recommend alternative support structures.  

Given that the Programme for Government has made the promotion of the language 
across the entire community a Government priority, given the fact that the Protestant 
and unionist community consists of close to a million people, and given the particular 
challenges involved in promoting Irish to that community, it is clear that particular 
measures are required if the language is to be promoted to this section of the 
population of Northern Ireland. If further progress is to be made, a range of actions is 
necessary:  

 It should be recognised that this priority is unique to Northern Ireland and that 
it requires a distinct promotional and support structure; 

 Any language strategy designed for Northern Ireland should have a section 
devoted to this challenging priority;  

 This priority should comprise a key section of any Five Year Plan devised by 
Foras na Gaeilge;  

 Further research, including monitoring of attitudinal changes, is required to 
complement that carried out by Gordon McCoy and Ian Malcolm; 

 Cross-community Government-sponsored initiatives such as Líofa should be 
maintained; 
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 Support structures for the promotion of Irish on a cross-community basis 
should be maintained;  

 There should be a particular ring-fenced funding stream for cross-community 
language promotion initiatives. 
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Chapter 5 

Promoting the Irish Language on a Cross-Community Basis: 
challenges and opportunities 
 

We have already noted that the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government, 
2011-2015 sees the Irish Language Strategy as a key ‘building block’ of Priority 4, 
‘Building a Strong and Shared Community’. In this section of the Report we will 
explore some of the implications of that priority.  

 

 

Northern Ireland society is sharply divided along religious lines, and there is a high  
correlation between political and religious identity, nationalists tending to be Catholic, 
and unionists tending to be Protestant. However, the reverse is not necessarily the case, 
particularly in the case of the Catholic population. As we will see, the assumption that 
an ovewhelming majority of Catholics are also nationalists appears to be less and less 
sustainable.  

Nevertheless, it is generally assumed that political, religious and ultimately cultural 
identities are more or less interchangeable, and not just by the general population. This 
assumption was reflected in the use, by government agencies and academics, of the 
curious designations of ‘perceived Catholic’ and ‘perceived Protestant’,21 terms that are 
treated as ethnic markers and are not replicated anywhere else in the United Kingdom. 
The Census of 2001 and that of 2011 do not use these terms, but record both ‘religion’ 
and ‘religion brought up in’, and for some purposes bundle the two categories 
together.  

The Irish language is caught up in this politico-religious division. Not only is there a 
deplorable tendency – in both communities – to perceive it as something that ‘belongs’ 
to Catholics and nationalists, it also tends to be known primarily by members of the 
Catholic/nationalist community. Any meaningful ‘sharing’ of the language and its 
culture in the proposed ‘strong and shared community’ envisaged by the Programme for 
Government will involve resolute action to promote the language among Protestants 
and unionists. 

                                                   
21 See, for example, http://cain.ulst.ac.uk/ccru/research/other/ies93.htm. The terms were used in a NI 
Assembly Debate in November 2011, see www.niassembly.gov.uk/Assembly-Business/Official-
Report/Reports-11-12/15-November-2011, and as late as February 2013 by the Department for Social 
Development, see www.dsdni.gov.uk/depro_foi_disclosure_log-2013-0029-anonymised_response.pdf.  
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There are some problems in determining attitudes towards the Irish language of the 
‘Protestant/unionist community’. This term implies a level of uniformity which does 
not exist, as the presumed conflation between religious and political identities over-
simplifies a much more complex reality. However, as we have noted above, the most 
authoritative statistics available tend to be couched solely in religious terms, making it 
difficult to disaggregate political and religious identities. Nor is it always easy to assess 
attitudes to the language from the public statements of community representatives. 
Pronouncements on Irish from unionist politicians, which tend to be expressed in 
negative and often confrontational terms, do not necessarily reflect a more diverse 
range of views on the ground. With these qualifications in mind, we will attempt to 
evaluate what evidence is available. 

 

Knowledge of Irish 

Statistics on knowledge of Irish are not particularly useful in determining actual 
knowledge of the language, but they do give us reasonably reliable information on the 
scale of the difference in knowledge of the language between the main two religious 
groups. 

In the 2011 Census, 184,898 (10.65%) of the population claimed a knowledge of Irish. Of 
these, 13,715 (just over 7%) were Protestants or had been brought up as Protestants. 
This works out at about 1% of the Protestant population. By contrast, more than 21% of 
Catholics claimed knowledge of the language. Returns from the Continuous Household 
Survey in 2011 (released with the consultation document on the NI Draft Strategy) 
showed that the proportion of Protestants who claimed knowledge of Irish was 2%, as 
opposed to 29% of Catholics.22 Although the Census and Continuous Household Survey 
figures diverge, they do reflect, accurately enough, a significant disparity between the 
two religious groups, and imply a similar disparity between the two main political 
blocks.  

The only survey we can trace which deals with both political and religious allegiance 
was the 1999 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, the forerunner of the Continuous 
Household Survey. In this survey, 14% of the sample claimed to be able to speak Irish. 
Broken down into religious groupings, the figure was 29% of Catholics and 3% of 
Protestants,23 while in terms of political outlook it was 31% nationalist and just under 
2% unionist.24 The disparity reflects the existence of a small number of Protestant 
nationalists. 

                                                   
22 Marlene Carmichael, Knowledge and Use of Irish in Northern Ireland: findings from the Continuous Household 
Survey, DCAL Research Findings 6/2012-13, Northern Ireland Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure, p 
7. 
23 Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, 1999, 
www.ark.ac.uk/nilt/1999/Community_Relations/USPKIRSH.html 
24 DCAL submission to Committee of Experts re: European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages, 
from Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey, 1999. 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (April 2014) 
 

 
58 

 

The Protestant/unionist community represents a significant section of the population of 
Northern Ireland. In the 2001 Census nearly 900,000 people are identified as 
Protestants or people whose background is Protestant. If we add to that a proportion of 
those who did not identify their religious background, the target audience for cross-
community promotion of the language is about a million people, approximately five-
eighths of the population of Northern Ireland, one fifth of the population of the island 
of Ireland. This is not an insubstantial body of people. 

 

Attitude: the wider Protestant (unionist?) community 

The most reliable information on Protestant attitudes to the Irish language comes from 
surveys. There has been no informed, consistent attempt to do any kind of in-depth, 
broad-based or longitudinal investigation of this issue, and the evidence is patchy. 
However, what little does exist has thrown up some interesting, and, in the context of 
the development of cross-community promotion, moderately encouraging results. The 
following table was published by the Belfast Telegraph in April 2000. 

 

Attitude to Irish language and culture 

 
Very/fairly important 
 

 
All adults: 29% 

 
Catholics: 56% 

 
Fairly/very inoffensive 
 

 
All adults: 56% 

 
Protestants 21% 

Ulster Media Surveys, February 2000. Commissioned by McCann-Erickson Belfast, 5 April 2000. 

Unfortunately the Belfast Telegraph did not give any more detail than this, and it is not 
clear how many of the Protestants surveyed would have either regarded the language 
as very or fairly important or expressed neutrality. Nor is it clear how the respondents 
understood the part of the question relating to ‘culture’; the phrase ‘Irish language and 
culture’ can be interpreted either as culture relating to the Irish language or Irish 
culture in general, which itself could represent anything from Gaelic games to 
traditional music to Irish mythology to Anglo-Irish literature. (The Ulster Scots Agency 
is responsible for Ulster Scots language and culture, and in this case there need be no 
connection at all between language and culture).  

However, at the very least, this survey indicates a level of tolerance among a 
reasonably large minority of Northern Ireland’s Protestant population; one that is 
replicated in other studies. In fact, it is possible that the community in general is 
becoming increasingly more accepting of the place of Irish in this society. Twelve years 
after the Belfast Telegraph survey, the draft Strategy for Protecting and Enhancing the 
Development of the Irish Language consultation document provides data from an official 
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survey carried out in 2012 (using a smaller base than that of the Continuous Household 
Survey) which did ask a question about positive attitudes to the language: 

Views on the importance of Irish to Northern Irish culture 

Profile of 
respondent 

Percentage of respondents 

Base Agree 
strongly 

Agree 
slightly 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree 
slightly 

Disagree 
strongly 

Catholic 39 37 15 6 4 431 

Protestant 6 23 21 21 28 602 

NI Omnibus Survey 2012 

In this survey, 29% of Protestants demonstrate positive attitudes, with a further 21% 
expressing neutrality. While this leaves half of the Protestants surveyed with negative 
attitudes to the language, by comparison with 10% of Catholics, it still appears to 
demonstrate a significant acceptance of the language among the Protestant and, 
probably, unionist community.  

The 2012 survey also asked about attitudes towards the use of the language. This 
question was not particularly clear and may have accounted for the large percentage of 
people who were ‘neither in favour nor against’. Once again, the Protestant community 
was more or less evenly divided, some 46% expressing negative attitudes towards the 
language as against 6% of Catholics. 

Attitudes towards Irish language usage in Northern Ireland 

Profile of 
respondent 

Percentage of respondents 

Base Strongly in 
favour 

Slightly in 
favour 

Neither in 
favour nor 

against 

Slightly 
against 

Strongly 
against 

Catholic 33 33 27 2 4 431 

Protestant 3 10 40 19 27 602 

NI Omnibus Survey 2012 

It may, at first, seem strange that, while 29% of Protestants thought that the Irish 
language was important to Northern Irish culture, only 13% were in favour of Irish 
language ‘usage’. However, this is rather less of a mystery than might be thought, and 
revolves around the meaning of the word ‘usage’ and how that was understood by 
respondents. The data, although scant, appears to support the following explanation. 
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The surveys indicate that any indication, or hint, of compulsion will be strongly 
opposed by a large section of the Protestant population. On the other hand, the 
following table from the 2012 survey indicates that there is very little opposition to 
measures which involve a voluntary opt-in to the language: 

Views on whether pupils, who wish, should be able to take Irish as a subject at school 

Profile of 
respondent 

Percentage of respondents 

Base Agree 
strongly 

Agree 
slightly 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Disagree 
slightly 

Disagree 
strongly 

Catholic 62 30 6 1 1 431 

Protestant 23 50 13 6 7 602 

NI Omnibus Survey 2012 

In responding to this question, three quarters of the Protestants surveyed agreed that 
anyone who wishes to study Irish at school should be entitled to do so, and only 13% 
opposed this suggestion. These findings could have profound implications for the 
promotion of the language in the state education sector.  

Our analysis – certainly in terms of compulsion or perceived compulsion – appears to 
be supported by the Northern Ireland Life and Times Survey of 1999. Although an 
attitudinal shift between 1999 and 2012 would not be unexpected, the pattern in both 
studies is remarkably similar. The sample was asked if all secondary level pupils 
should have to study the Irish language and culture. Only 13% of Protestants agreed. 
In 1999, only 11% of Protestants were in favour of bilingual public signs. Bilingual 
signage is one of the most contentious language issues in Northern Ireland, and may 
explain why, thirteen years later in 2012, only 13% of Protestants were in favour of 
Irish language ‘usage’. It is possible that ‘usage’ was interpreted, not in terms of social 
usage among individuals, but as the possibility of government or other official agencies 
taking actions that respondents believed would involve imposing the language on 
those who do not want it.  

To summarise. While a significant element of the Protestant population consistently 
opposes any measures to support the language, the rest take a range of views. A 
minority appear to support any or all measures which will promote the language, and 
a large majority have no objection to voluntary engagement, but a far greater number 
reject measures which appear to involve or imply compulsion of any kind.  

This widely held dislike of compulsion can, however, present an intractable dilemma for those 
who wish to promote the language to the entire community. For an Irish language activist, a 
high public profile is desirable. Public signage, for example, not only helps raise awareness of 
the language, it also helps to normalise it in society. Signage does not of itself involve a 
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compulsion to use the language. However, there remains a considerable resistance to signage 
in Irish, often expressed in terms of Irish being ‘forced’ upon the unionist population, or acting 
as a territorial marker, or as a sign that the society is becoming less ‘British’ and more ‘Irish’.  

There are no simple solutions to this dilemma. Some Irish language activists may draw 
a clear distinction between raising the profile of the language and foisting it upon other 
people, and some may be prepared to tolerate initial opposition in the interests of 
normalisation. Others (whether Irish-speaking or not) may have no objection to using a 
Gaelic signage to undermine the Britishness of the state, and some may have no 
objection to symbolic gestures which irritate unionists. Unionists in their turn are 
unlikely to distinguish between these various levels of motivation. 

 

Attitude: Unionist politicians 

While the Protestant and unionist community express a wide range of positions on the 
issue of the Irish language, Unionist politicians are another matter entirely. 

Language was a core issue in the Northern Ireland peace process. It may have been the 
last issue to be resolved in the negotiations leading up to the Good Friday Agreement of 
10th April 1998, and in fact, it almost derailed the final settlement. The last 24 hours saw 
two crises involving language provision. As late as 10.40 pm on the Thursday there 
was still no agreement on the Irish language, which along with prisoner release was a 
sticking point for Sinn Féin, and had a particularly strong advocate in its President, 
Gerry Adams. The issue was still being discussed at 1.45 on Friday morning, after the 
original midnight deadline had passed, and again at 3.25, at which point David 
Trimble, leader of the Ulster Unionists, appears to have introduced the issue of Ulster 
Scots. The reaction of Tony Blair, the British Prime Minister, to the ‘awful meeting’ at 
which this occurred is recorded in his memoirs: ‘It turned out that there was some 
obscure language called Ullans, a Scottish dialect spoken in some parts of Northern 
Ireland which was the Unionists’ equivalent of the Irish language.’ Blair’s surprise at 
this unexpected turn of events was matched by that of Bertie Ahern, the Irish 
Taoiseach, who: 

... did not take the same relaxed view of the importance of Ullans as I did, suggesting 
that maybe David would like to speak some of the ‘fecking thing’ so we could hear 
what it sounded like, and David taking umbrage at the idea that the dialect was a 
Unionist invention, explaining solemnly and at length the Scottish roots of Ullans with 
all the sensitivity of a landowner talking to the village idiot.25 

Bill Clinton, the American President, also found himself drawn into these last-minute 
negotiations, which finally came to a conclusion at 5.30 on the afternoon of Good 
Friday, with provisions for both Irish and Ulster Scots.  

                                                   
25 This account is based on Alastair Campbell, The Blair Years: extracts from the Alastair Campbell Diaries, 
London, 2007, pp 294 – 296, and Tony Blair, A Journey, London, 2010, pp 173-174. 
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The polarisation of support for Irish and Ulster Scots evident from the Agreement 
negotiations persists in the political culture of Northern Ireland. It might be useful to 
look briefly at the ideology of the nationalist and unionist political traditions with 
regard to the Irish language. It should be noted at the outset that many of the 
quotations here have a significantly different ideological slant to those made by the 
same politicians in the recent past. Sinn Féin, in particular, now promotes the Irish 
language as part of the common heritage of everyone in Northern Ireland. The two 
unionist parties appear to have travelled a rather shorter ideological distance, 
although, like Sinn Féin, they have signed up to the principle of promoting the Irish 
language strategy as a building block of a strong and shared community. Nevertheless, 
the earlier quotations from prominent members of Sinn Féin may be important in 
explaining the continuing deep suspicion of the Irish language expressed by many 
prominent unionists. 

The revival of the Irish language effectively began with the founding in 1893 of the 
Gaelic League. Although it began as an inclusive, non-political movement, the League 
was soon infiltrated, and indeed eventually taken over, by the republican movement, 
which was attracted to the language movement, not simply as a useful cover for their 
own clandestine activity, but for ideological reasons. The ideology, involving the re-
possession of a native culture as a counterbalance to the hegemony of that of the 
coloniser, would now be identified as anti-colonialism. This ideology persisted among 
nationalists, and in particular in the republican movement. In Northern Ireland, both 
nationalist parties, the Social, Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) and Sinn Féin, 
support the Irish language, but the language issue has tended to be far higher on the 
agenda of Sinn Féin. The language came to prominence as a major political issue 
during the 1970s and 1980s, when large numbers of IRA prisoners began to use Irish in 
prison, partly because there was a well-established tradition of republican prisoners 
learning Irish, and partly because the language gave them an additional means of 
symbolically defying the state that had imprisoned them.  

The major shift in the Troubles came in 1982, with the hunger strikes, after which the 
republican movement began to move inexorably towards a more political strategy. In 
that year, Gerry Adams, the Sinn Féin President, established a Cultural Department.26 
There were now three strands in the modern manifestation of the physical force 
republican movement, military, political and cultural, the three forming, for its 
adherents, a seamless ideological garment. In 1984, the head of the Cultural 
Department indicated that his party’s cultural struggle mirrored, and indeed was 
subservient to its broader political and military aims: 

We see the armed struggle as the highest point of the cultural revival. We see no 
contradiction. ... I see no difference between fighting imperialist political control with 
guns on the street, and fighting imperialist cultural control through this department! ... 

                                                   
26 Feargal Éamonn Mac Ionnrachtaigh (2008), ‘An Ghaeilge faoi Ghlas’: Republican Prisoners and the Irish 
language in the North of Ireland – Power, Resistance and Revival, PhD Thesis, Queens University Belfast, pp. 
200-201. 
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All [genuine liberation] movements have acknowledged a need for a cultural attack on 
oppression to partner a military one.27 

In 1990 his successor as head of the Cultural Department said: ‘It is impossible to de-
politicise the cultural struggle or to separate it from the struggle for self-
determination,’28 and: ‘... there is now a greater awareness of the importance of culture 
as part of our revolutionary struggle than ever before’.29 

The Cultural Department seems never to have had any other function than to promote 
the Irish language. In a 1984 pamphlet, based on a seminar designed: ‘... to introduce 
learners to the revolutionary ideology of their teachers in relation, first and foremost, to 
cultural oppression,’30 the then policy was defined in exclusively anti-colonialist terms:  

Sinn Féin is pledged to resisting not only the economical and political oppression but 
also the cultural and social controls imposed by the British and their allies on the Irish 
people. ... it is our contention that each individual who masters the learning of the Irish 
language has made an important personal contribution towards the reconquest of 
Ireland.31 

And in what became the most notorious quotation on this theme: 

I don't think that we can exist as a separate people without our language. Now every 
phrase you learn is a bullet in the freedom struggle. Every phrase you use is a brick in a 
great building, a re-building of the Irish nation.32 

Gerry Adams also saw politics and culture as a seamless garment, as can be seen from 
these statements from 1995: ‘My own conviction is that the restoration of our culture 
must be a crucial part of our political struggle and that the restoration of Irish must be 
a central part of the cultural struggle’.33 He specifically identified the Irish language as 
a tool for persuading Protestants to adopt a nationalist identity: ‘... for the Protestant 
people to embrace the Irish language today would be for them to reject loyalism.’34 The 
central assumption made by Adams – a not uncommon perception among Irish 
nationalists – is that if unionists adopt an Irish cultural identity, they will also, 
ultimately, adopt an Irish political identity; in other words, become nationalists. 

Unionist politicians tend to take a position which mirrors that of the Republicans. Like 
many a mirror-image, it reflects what it opposes as much as it rejects it. Some 
explanation of the thinking behind the unionist position will be useful. 

In the 19th century, Irish unionism involved a dual identity, which could be described – 
in as good a short definition as we are likely to get – as an Irish cultural identity and a 
                                                   
27 Interview with Máirtín Ó Muilleoir, Damien Gorman (1984) ‘With a bodhrán in one hand ...’Belfast 
Review, Issue 7, Summer 2007, p. 2.  
28 Interview with Gearóid Ó hEara, ‘Advancing the cultural struggle’, An Phoblacht, 25 January 1990, p.10.  
29ibid 
30 Máirtín Ó Muilleoir (ed) (1984), Foreword, Learning Irish/Ag Foghlaim  na Gaeilge, Sinn Féin, Belfast, p. 1 
31ibid.. 
32 Pádraig Ó Maolchraoibhe, in: Máirtín Ó Muilleoir ibid., p. 4.. 
33 Gerry Adams (1995), Free Ireland: towards a lasting peace, Brandon Press, Dingle. Ccited by Mairéad Nic 
Craith in: ‘Language and the Creation of Boundaries: The Irish Case’, in Malcolm Anderson and Eberhard 
Bort, (ed) (1999), The Irish Border: History, Politics, Culture, Liverpool, Liverpool University Press, p. 191. 
34 Gerry Adams (1995), Free Ireland: towards a lasting peace, Brandon Press, Dingle, p. 139.  
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British political identity. With the growth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries of a vibrant Irish cultural movement – in two languages – that was, 
sometimes implicitly but more often explicitly closely allied to the movement for 
political independence, many unionists responded by consciously rejecting any kind of 
an Irish identity, sometimes at quite a visceral level. This highly ideological rejection 
survived until today. Once, when David Trimble was ‘described in the press as a 
‘Northern Irish politician’, he became quite upset, declaring that, while he didn’t mind 
being described as a ‘Northern Ireland politician’, he was in no way, shape or form to 
be categorised as ‘Irish’.’35 For many unionist politicians, public manifestations of the 
Irish language are also public challenges to the Union, as can be seen from this 2008 
quotation from David McNarry, then a prominent member of the UUP:  

... the number 1 threat was now Sinn Fein’s use of Irish language and cultural (sic) to 
attack the unionist way of life. He said Gerry Adams was using ‘the intensity of an Irish 
language onslaught to strangle our sense of Britishness’. 

The plan was that in all schools, public places, especially where republicans are in 
control, British cultural symbols will be thrown out to be replaced with romantic Provo 
symbols. 

In courts, in street names, road signage, emergency warning signs, the list is endless, 
republicans will push to have dual English and Irish language displayed, to make 
unionists uncomfortable and erode the British identity. ... 

If left uncountered the Irish language issue will plague Northern Ireland in the same 
way the reckless chase for Irish unity by the Provos has resulted in sectarianism, bitter 
division.36 

As we have shown above, this perspective resonates among a large section of the 
unionist community, though perhaps no longer with the same intensity, or to the same 
extent. 

There are many such examples of similar statements. In June 2008 Peter Robinson, 
leader of the Democratic Unionist Party and First Minister of the Northern Ireland 
Assembly, launched a new cultural initiative:  

The DUP is launching a fightback against republican attempts to erode the British 
identity in Ulster. 
Party leader Peter Robinson yesterday revealed plans for: 
  a Unionist Academy, which will promote the unionist culture and the advantages of 
the union ... 
  a British Cultural and Equality Unit to provide legal advice to the public on fighting 
the removal of British emblems from Northern Ireland society. 
The twin-pronged initiative ... comes amid unionist anger at an unrelenting Sinn Féin 
campaign to promote the Irish culture and target British structures and symbols 
throughout the country. 

                                                   
35 Arthur Valentine, letters to the Editor, [London] Independent, June 19, 2000.  
36News Letter, July 14, 2008, p. 46. 
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The DUP leader told a briefing for journalists at Stormont: ‘There has been something of 
a cultural war in Northern Ireland. We intend to fight back.’ 
‘Our unionist way of life will not be put in some drawer in the back of an office.’ 
‘We are British and intend to stay that way’. ... 
He insisted the fightback would not destabilise government.37 

 

The following quotation is from Nelson McCausland, later to become the Minister of 
DCAL, and responsible for the resolute promotion of the Irish language: 

Today, Sinn Fein use the Irish language as a cultural weapon, but they are certainly not 
the first republicans to do so. The Irish Republican Brotherhood believed that the Irish 
nation depended on the language and, in October 1911, Irish Freedom, the IRB 
monthly, called 'for language bigots, for aggressive language propagandists, for people 
who are quite truculent and quite unreasonable, to go out into the highways and 
byways and speak the language and shove it down the throats of all and sundry, 
whether they like it or not'. ... I have read very extensively about the history of the 
Gaelic cultural revival and that is why I can draw the parallel between what the IRB 
said in 1911 and what Sinn Fein and their cultural companions are doing today. 38 

The current Minister responsible for culture, Carál Ní Chuilinn, expresses a very 
different ideology to that of Sinn Féin politicians in the 1980s and 1990s, and has gone 
so far as suggesting that the language be ‘depoliticised’. In 2011 she made the 
following statement: 

I recognise that some have over many years sought to portray the promotion of Gaelic 
culture and the Irish language as in some way threatening and as the preserve of one 
section of our community. 
‘This approach needs to be challenged. 
‘I want us to reach a position where the Irish language is learnt, spoken and enjoyed by 
people of all backgrounds and traditions.’39 

 

This elicited a cautiously positive response from Basil McCrea, then one of the more 
liberal members of the UUP (he has since left to form a new party): 

Mr McCrea said that while the tongue was most closely associated with 
nationalism, history pointed to its cross-community roots. 
‘We are keen that it is de-politicised’, he said. 
‘The only way to do that is through engagement, which is why we are here.’ 
‘It is worth saying that in the past there were lots of Presbyterians, Church of Ireland, a 
lot of Scots that were involved in the whole thing as well.’40 

Conclusion 

Whether or not Sinn Féin’s new, more conciliatory approach begins to bear fruit 
remains to be seen. Many unionist politicians appear to remain sceptical of the party’s 
conversion to an inclusive approach to the Irish language, and to believe that they 

                                                   
37‘DUP fights back against ‘erosion of Britishness’’, News Letter, Belfast, 25-6-2008. 
38Belfast Telegraph, 30 August 2007. 
39‘PSNI officers sign up for Irish lessons’, Irish News, 6 September 2011. 
40ibid. 
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continue to promote the language as part of a wider political agenda. Basil McCrea’s 
example has not been followed by many unionist politicians, in public at least. 

There is another possible interpretation of the continuing polarisation around the 
language issue. It is widely believed that both nationalist and unionist parties are 
content to have a high-profile emblematic issue which on the surface generates a great 
deal of heat, but about which few of them really care. Rows about the Irish language 
and Ulster Scots can provide a useful smokescreen behind which the politicians can go 
about the everyday business of pragmatic compromise. 

On the other hand, both anecdotal evidence and (admitedly thin) evidence from 
surveys point to a lessening of negative preconceptions within the unionist 
community. Indeed, there appears to be a greater level of engagement with the 
language. This may in part be the result of a growing conviction among unionists that 
the constitutional status of Northern Ireland is no longer in danger . This phenomenon 
is worth exploring. 

In the Republic of Ireland, the Constitution has been radically changed: an aspiration to 
a united Ireland has replaced what had been a constitutional imperative. The Catholic 
proportion of the population of Northern Ireland continues to grow, and there will 
almost certainly be a Catholic (or perceived Catholic) majority sometime in the future. 
But it does not necessarily follow that a Catholic majority will be a nationalist majority. 
There is a growing perception, supported by persuasive evidence, that an increasing 
number of Northern Ireland Catholics are disengaging from nationalism. This 
perception is supported by the Census results from 2011.   

About 86% of respondents classified themselves with only a single identity, British, 
Irish or Northern Irish. While 45% of the population were defined as Catholics,41 only 
25% of the population claimed the ‘Irish only’ designation (with a further 2.8% being 
British and Irish, or Northern Irish and Irish).42 When we look at the percentages 
within the Catholic population, the pattern becomes even clearer. While more than half 
(53%) of Catholics regarded themselves as Irish only, 27% regarded themselves as 
Northern Irish only, and 11% as British only, the remaining 9% being distributed 
around a range of combinations of the designations ‘Irish’, ‘British’ and ‘Northern 
Irish’.43 Nearly as many UK passports are held by Northern Ireland Catholics as Irish 
passports.44  

It may not be legitimate to assume either that only those who call themselves ‘Irish’ 
will be in favour of a united Ireland, or that all of those who call themselves ‘Irish’ will 
be in favour of a united Ireland. However, these figures can be interpreted, and are 
interpreted, to mean that, for the foreseeable future, the union of Great Britain is not 

                                                   
41 It should be noted again that about 10% of those identified as Catholics in these Census figures were 
actually ex-Catholics, but for our purposes, this group is incorporated into the designation ‘Catholic’. 
42 http://www.nisra.gov.uk/Census/detailedcharacteristics_stats_bulletin_2011.pdf p. 36. 
43 ibid, pp. 66-69. See Tables DC2238NI and DC2250NI. 
44 ibid, p. 41. 
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under threat. Or to put it another way, whereas at one time every question in Northern 
Ireland became the constitutional question, the sense of insecurity that characterised 
unionism since the foundation of the state is no longer the force it was, and the fear of 
the polity being taken over by Irish nationalism is much weaker. Paradoxically, this 
opens the door for a revival of that nineteenth century form of unionism which 
recognised itself as being politically British, but culturally Irish. In contrast to the 
former perception that the Irish language represented a threat to the union, a growing 
section of the unionist population appears to feel free to explore its cultural richness.  

A more relaxed attitude to Irish may also have been influenced by the fact that the 
language now has a different, and for unionists, less threatening public profile; 
republicans no longer use the rhetoric of decolonisation, Irish appears regularly on the 
television, where it appears to carry little or no political baggage, and non-republican 
spokespersons are seen more often on the media. There is also greater contact across 
the political and religious divide at all sorts of levels.  

These indications of a gradual shift of attitude among sections of the unionist 
population do not mean that the language is equally accessible to nationalists and 
unionists. Lingering historic distrust of the Irish language movement and of nationalist 
politicians who advocate the language is still a significant factor. And there are many 
other barriers for people of a Protestant or unionist background. There is a high level of 
ignorance; there are few opportunities to learn the language in a secure environment; 
the language is rarely taught in schools attended by Protestants; some people may fear 
censure from members of their own community if they learn Irish. A cultural identity 
that embraces the Irish language is far more complex for unionists than for nationalists, 
for whom it is often integrated comfortably with both their political and religious 
identities. It may be more difficult to access social groups with whom a learner or 
fluent speaker will feel completely at ease.  

Nevertheless there has been a small, if significant increase in the number of Protestants 
who claim knowledge of the language. There was no question on knowledge of Irish in 
the Northern Ireland Census until 1991, in which 5,546 Protestants claimed a 
knowledge of Irish. In 2001, 10,987 Protestants and former Protestant respondents 
claimed a knowledge of the language, a figure which increased to 13,715 in 2011.  

An in-depth analysis of this subject would require much more space than is available 
here. Again, little research in this area has been carried out, although the work of 
Gordon McCoy and Ian Malcolm provides a valuable starting point, both in illustrating 
the attraction of Irish for some unionists, and identifying some of the social and 
practical barriers that might make it more difficult for them to engage with the 
language, let alone become active members of Irish language networks or 
communities. 
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As well as the obvious challenges, there is an opportunity to be grasped here, but 
cross-community promotion of the language is unlikely to be successful without the 
following elements: 

 recognition of this priority by the Irish Language Strategy 

 adequate analysis 

 a coherent approach to the issue 

 a stable support infrastructure 

 appropriate resources 
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Chapter 6 

Language Planning in the Republic of Ireland:  
a model for Northern Ireland? 

 

In recent years, debate on planning for the Irish language in Northern Ireland has been 
dominated by two themes, the Government-sponsored 20 Year Strategy for the Irish 
Language in the Republic of Ireland, and the proposed Irish Language Act for Northern 
Ireland. The issue of an Irish Language Act for Northern Ireland will be discussed in 
the next chapter. In this chapter we explain why we believe the model of language 
planning adopted in the southern state does not provide an adequate model for the 
circumstances of Northern Ireland. 

 

 

The 20 Year Strategy for the Irish language (Republic of Ireland) 

The Government of the Republic of Ireland has recently adopted, with all-party 
support, a 20 year Strategy for the Irish Language. This strategy applies only to the 
southern state. At its best, the 20 Year Strategy could facilitate a coordinated, state-led 
approach to language revitalisation. At its worst, the 20 Year Strategy is an incoherent, 
uncosted, unrealistic wish-list.  

A draft version of the 20 Year Strategy was published in late November 2009, and was 
ratified by the Dáil, with cross-party support, on 21 December 2010. There are no 
references in the 20 Year Strategy to one very important issue – how much it would cost 
to deliver it. Most of it had been drafted while the Republic of Ireland was riding the 
Celtic Tiger and the country appeared to be awash with money. It is possible that the 
failure to provide even indicative costings, which in any other society would be 
regarded as profoundly irresponsible behaviour, was a deliberate ploy. Its main 
architect, Minister Éamon Ó Cuív, may have calculated that it was wiser to get 
government commitment to the 20 Year Strategy before submitting the bill. If so, his 
timing was unfortunate. With the state now on the brink of bankruptcy, funding for 
the Irish language is being squeezed to such an extent that most of the commitments in 
the 20 Year Strategy are clearly undeliverable.  

In fact, it is arguable that the 20 Year Strategy has been effectively abandoned in all but 
name. Significantly, the Republic of Ireland Programme for Government 2011-2016 states 
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that ‘the Government will support the 20-Year Strategy and will deliver the achievable 
goals proposed therein’ [emphasis added].45  

We have added emphasis to the word ‘achievable’, partly because the Government 
parties have acknowledged that they, like every other party in the state, have signed 
up to unachievable goals. However, the Programme for Government statement has even 
more discouraging implications. It is not simply that the Government have 
acknowledged that much of the enterprise is no more than a mass of high-minded and 
wholly admirable aspirations without any kind of analysis of either what the 
aspirations will cost or how they will be delivered. Beyond the vadue aspiration to 
increase the number of habitual speakers to a quarter of a million – a figure seemingly 
picked from the air – and a wildly improbable proposal to have an Irish language 
cultural centre in every large town, the Government in a single bound has freed itself 
from any actual targets against which its performance can be measured. 

It is also possible that the unrealistic aspirations of the 20 Year Strategy can be traced to 
a much simpler cause. We have already noted Joshua Fishman memorable remark of 
1974 that an air of unreality often pervades state-led language planning,. He cited 
Ireland as an example of how government planning goals ‘are often set in terms of 
needs rather than in accord with resources’. It is possible that aspects of the 20 Year 
Strategy simply perpetuate the pattern Fishman identified thirty-five years earlier. 

As well as substituting vaguely aspirational generalisations for rigorous planning, the 
20 Year Strategy has a series of major conceptual flaws. To take but one example, it, 
unforgiveably, failed to draw a proper distinction between the challenges facing 
language maintenance in historic Irish-speaking Gaeltacht communities and the 
challenges of language revival in the rest of the state.  

Not everything in the 20 Year Strategy is flawed, and its key insight, that in the Irish 
situation the greatest challenge facing the language revival movement in Ireland is in 
translating knowledge of the language to habitual use, has wide application.  

However, it does not necessarily follow that the 20 Year Strategy can be transferred, in 
whole or in part, to the Northern Ireland situation. Regrettably, one school of thought 
with some prominent proponents on both sides of the border argues that the 20 Year 
Strategy could, and should, form the basis of an Irish language policy for Northern 
Ireland. This, in spite of the significant differences between the constitutional, legal, 
educational and administrative infrastructures of the two jurisdictions, in spite of 
enormous differences in their political and social contexts, in spite of a severe 
mismatch in the support infrastructures available to the language, in spite of some 
noteworthy differences in the socio-linguistic context in which the language exists, and 
in spite of the absence in the Republic of the need to engage with the only issue 
identified by the Northern Ireland Assembly – that of ameliorating the high level of 
                                                   
45http://www.ahg.gov.ie/en/20YearStrategyfortheIrishLanguage 
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hostility to the language, or suspicion of its proponents, from one section of a divided 
community (hostility to Irish in the southern state comes from significantly different 
roots). A more detailed analysis of the main differences between the situation of the 
language in the two jurisdictions can be found in Appendix 1. 

However, the quotations below show clearly that Northern Ireland’s Department of 
Culture, Arts and Leisure has taken much of the 20 Year Strategy as a model for the 
Draft Strategy.  

Northern Ireland Draft Strategy Republic of Ireland 20 Year Strategy 

Areas for Action: 
Administration, Services and Community 

Areas for Action: 
Administration, Services and Community 

Measures for Irish in the Public Service 
4.6.2: Language awareness and language training 
programmes need to be provided so that a higher 
proportion of public service staff are truly functional 
in Irish and can deliver services in Irish to customers 
who seek them. The Inter-departmental Strategy 
Delivery Group should devise appropriate 
arrangements to increase the number of public 
servants who are functional bilinguals.  

Measures for Irish in the Public Service 
Language awareness and language training 
programmes need to be developed and strengthened 
so that a higher proportion of public service staff are 
truly functional in Irish and can deliver services in 
Irish to customers who seek them. The Department 
of Finance and the Public Appointments Service will 
devise appropriate arrangements to increase the 
cohort of public servants who are functional 
bilinguals.  

Local Language Plans/Initiatives Local Language Initiatives & Plans outside the 
Gaeltacht 

4.6.12: Language planning initiatives should be 
developed to create language communities / 
networks. These will be in communities that have 
achieved a basic critical mass (i.e. where sufficient 
Irish speakers live / work / use services) to ensure the 
sustainability of projects of community and State 
support for the Irish language, such as childcare 
facilities through Irish, IME schools, second level 
education through Irish, Irish language youth clubs 
and other services, including mother and toddler 
groups, Irish language religious services. 

... targeted language planning initiatives to develop 
new language communities / networks outside the 
Gaeltacht. These will be predominantly in urban 
communities that have achieved a basic critical mass 
of community and State support for the Irish 
language, such as childcare facilities through Irish, 
gaelscoileanna, second level education through Irish, 
Irish language youth clubs and other services, 
including mother and toddler groups, Irish language 
religious services, etc.  

4.6.14: The aim of a local language plan should be to 
draw together local people and public / voluntary 
groups to facilitate the use of Irish locally. This 
should be achieved through increased co-ordination 
and public awareness of existing activities.  The 
approach should be to map and identify Irish 
language vitality in the local area and supplement 
this by a language audit process which will identify 
on-going strengths and weaknesses and provide 
time-series evidence of the impact which language-
related policies and reforms would have on actual 
language use. 

 

 

The aim of a local action plan will be to draw 
together local people and public/voluntary groups to 
facilitate the use of Irish locally. This will be done 
through increased co-ordination and public 
awareness of existing activities. The approach will be 
to map and identify Irish language vitality in the 
local area. It will be supplemented by a language 
audit process which will identify ongoing strengths 
and weaknesses and provide time-series evidence of 
the impact which language-related policies and 
reforms would have on actual language use.  
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Northern Ireland Draft Strategy Republic of Ireland 20 Year Strategy 

4.6.15:  Local language plans will; 

 create social conditions that will nurture 
positive attitudes towards Irish and an increase 
in its general use; 

 mainstream the use of Irish as a medium of 
social and institutional communication; and 

 emphasise the close relationship between 
language and attitudes which relate to quality of 
life issues, the environment and the local 
economy. 

In the long-term, the local action plans will; 

 create social conditions that will nurture positive 
attitudes towards Irish and an increase in its 
general use; 

 normalise the use of Irish as a medium of social 
and institutional communication; and 

 emphasise the close relationship between 
language and attitudes which relate to quality of 
life issues, the environment and the local 
economy. 

4.6.16: A key role of local Irish language plans should 
be to foster learning and language usage 
opportunities across schools and between individual 
schools and recreational, trade, library, community 
activities and adult learning.  

A key role of local Irish language plans will be to 
foster learning and usage opportunities across 
schools and between individual schools and 
recreational, trade, library and community activities.  

4.6.17: Local language initiatives should include the 
establishment of 'one-stop community shops' to: 

 provide advice to new parents who wish to raise 
their children bilingually; 

 offer guidance on the range of Irish medium 
educational opportunities which are available; 

 assist public and voluntary organisations who 
wish to increase their use of Irish; and 

 encourage businesses who wish to offer a 
bilingual service to their customers.  

Local language initiatives will include the 
establishment of ‘one-stop community shops’ to: 

 provide advice to new parents who wish to raise 
their children bilingually; 

 offer guidance on the range of Irish-medium 
educational opportunities which are available; 

 assist public and voluntary organisations who 
wish to increase their use of Irish; and 

 encourage businesses who wish to offer a bilingual 
service to their customers. 
 

4.6.18: Activities could focus on providing or 
enhancing social and learning opportunities for 
children and young people to use their Irish outside 
the classroom in a range of cultural, social, leisure 
and sporting activities. 

Activities could focus on providing or enhancing 
social and learning opportunities for children and 
young people to use their Irish outside the classroom 
in a range of cultural, social, leisure and sporting 
activities. 

The Important Role of the Voluntary Sector 
4.6.19: The local voluntary sector should have a 
strong role to play in the development of local 
language initiatives and plans. Community groups, 
cultural and local sports organisations should also 
have a role to play.  It is important, therefore, that the 
sector is accorded a voice and an opportunity to 
contribute to policy at local level, and that support be 
provided to groups that want to engage with the 
language at national and local levels in line with the 
aims and objectives of this Strategy. 

The Important Role of the Voluntary Sector 
The local voluntary sector will have a strong role to 
play in the development of local language initiatives 
and plans. It is important, therefore, that the sector 
be accorded a voice and an opportunity to contribute 
to policy at local level, and that support be provided 
to groups that want to engage with the language at 
national and local levels in line with the aims and 
content of this Strategy. 

 

Physical Resource Centres 
Dedicated resource centres should be developed 
where a critical mass of speakers exists.  Such centres 
might include theatre space, coffee shops and 
restaurants, bookshops, offices for Irish language 
organisations, internet centres, historical materials, 
meeting and conference rooms, display areas, and 
research and development start-up units. 

Physical resource centres 
Dedicated resource centres will be developed in the 
centre of Dublin and other major urban areas. Such 
centres may include theatre space, coffee shops and 
restaurants, bookshops, offices for Irish language 
organisations, internet centres, historical materials, 
meeting and conference rooms, display areas, and 
research and development start-up units.  
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While we maintain that the debate on the relevance of the 20 Year Strategy as a model 
for the Northern Ireland situation is an unnecessary distraction, and while we argue 
that it should be treated with caution as a model for a strategy for Northern Ireland, 
this is not to say that it is irrelevant to the future of the language north of the border.  

It will be highly, and disastrously, relevant if language policy in Northern Ireland 
becomes no more than an extension of that of the Republic. Indeed, one of the 
motivations behind this Report is a wish to avoid such an outcome.  

But even if an appropriate strategy is developed for the north, the 20 Year Strategy will 
still have a major impact on language outcomes on this side of the border. Whether it 
succeeds or fails, or in the rather more likely outcome that, like all previous state-led 
attempts to revive Irish, it will fail in some areas and succeed in others, the 20 Year 
Strategy will influence the future development of the language in the Republic. This 
alone, in numerous ways, will have a significant effect on the situation of the language 
in Northern Ireland. None of these considerations should, however, distract us from 
seeking to establish a coherent basis for a language strategy appropriate to the 
Northern Ireland context. 

 

Southern-led language planning 

It can be argued that the 20 Year Strategy is deeply flawed, even in relation to the 
jurisdiction for which it was designed. It can also be argued that it is of limited 
relevance to the conditions of Northern Ireland. However, it would be foolish to ignore 
the enormous benefits to the language movement in Northern Ireland in having a 
neighbouring state whose official policy is the restoration of Irish as the First National 
Language.  

This large and (in the context of fragile minority languages) relatively powerful 
hinterland means that, in Northern Ireland, language activists can concentrate their 
energies and resources on a limited range of activities. They do not have to engage 
with some of the urgent issues which face many other endangered languages: Irish-
speakers in Northern Ireland do not have to tackle the entire challenge of corpus 
development – dictionaries, terminology development, standardisation and so on 
(areas in which the southern state has had considerable success). They can benefit from 
a state-funded publishing industry, state-funded broadcasting services, and a modest 
level of academic research. The neighbouring state also has a comparatively large 
number of fluent speakers and a long-established support infrastructure. It also 
provides support to maintaining the language in a number of Gaeltacht communities 
in which the Irish language has survived as a community language until our own time, 
although this support is decreasing at an alarming rate.  
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We can thus avoid many of the issues which can plague minority language 
communities. For example, Northern Ireland does not have any historic language 
communities. As a consequence, language planners in this jurisdiction do not have to 
make a choice between concentrating resources on language maintenance and 
language revival. This society is therefore free to focus energy and resources on 
growing active language communities in English-speaking areas.  

Note: We have not tackled the issue of whether or not language strategies in Scotland and 
Wales could be used as models for an Irish language strategy in Northern Ireland. We have not 
done so because they have not been proposed as models. Had they been, we would have 
suggested that, like the 20 Year Strategy, they should be treated with caution. 
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Chapter 7 

An Irish Language Act for Northern Ireland? 

 

We suggest below that, whatever the merits of the case for a Language Act, there will 
be no such Act in place within the timescale of the proposed strategy. The main 
emphasis in this Report will therefore be on what an Irish language strategy could 
realistically achieve in the short to medium term in current circumstances.  

 

A legal framework aimed at protecting minority language communities is desirable, 
and often necessary. Indeed, most of the support infrastructure for the Irish language 
in Northern Ireland, the Cross-Border Language Body, the Irish Language 
Broadcasting Fund, Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta, Iontaobhas na Gaelscolaíochta, 
were established in response to legislation. The Assembly commitment to an Irish 
Language Strategy for Northern Ireland is also the outcome of a legal imperative.  

The last decade has seen a vigorous campaign to strengthen legal and administrative 
support for Irish in Northern Ireland through a comprehensive Irish Language Act. 
There is, of course, an entirely legitimate debate to be held on what an ideal legal and 
administrative framework should be, and what legislation should be enacted to ensure 
that it operates effectively. This Report, however, will not address the proposed 
Language Act, although it is a live issue. Our reasons are outlined below. 

The purpose of the St Andrews Agreement of October 2006 was to create the 
conditions for the re-establishment of the Northern Ireland Assembly, which had been 
suspended since October 2002. In the Agreement, Tony Blair, the Prime Minister of the 
UK, under pressure from Gerry Adams of Sinn Féin, committed his government to: 
‘introduce an Irish Language Act reflecting on the experience of Wales and Ireland’. 
Both Adams and Blair are masters of nuance, causistry, and the politics of the split hair, 
but in this case Blair outsmarted Adams. The key word here is ‘introduce’.  

The Act could have been introduced in either Westminster or Stormont, and the 
Labour Party majority could have ensured that the Act would pass in Westminster. 
However, as legislation in Northern Ireland requires consent from both nationalists 
and unionists, unionists could block it in the Assembly, and Blair’s government used 
the proposed Act as a negotiating tool to lure the unionists back into Stormont. On 20th 
March 2007, in a successful bid to force the DUP into the Assembly, Secretary of State 
Peter Hain announced a series of sanctions if agreement was not reached:  

“The Assembly will close down, the salaries will stop, the allowances will stop. 
Water bills are being processed over the next week and those will kick in. The 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (Mar 2014) 
 

 
77 

 

end of academic selection will kick in. The Irish-language legislation will be 
taken forward at Westminster”.46  

Some of these sanctions would have affected all the parties, but the last two items were 
aimed exclusively at unionists. It is not clear whether the unionists were seeking an 
excuse to return to the Assembly, or whether they returned to forestall the horrors of 
water bills, the end of academic selection or an Irish Language Act emanating from 
Westminster. Whatever their motivation, the Assembly was soon up and running. A 
fortnight after Hain’s statement, Ian Paisley, newly nominated as DUP First Minister, 
cited the Act to justify his party’s return to Stormont, ‘The claim that an Irish Language 
Act will be forced upon us is now gone forever . . . No Assembly the DUP lead will 
pass such an Act.’47 On 18 August 2007, he again pledged to block any bid to have an 
Irish Language Act passed: 

“The DUP will not support the creation of any such legislation.  This was a proposal 
made by the two governments and was never agreed to or even discussed with us. As a 
result of the changes we secured on the decision-making process in the Assembly, the 
Irish language legislation would require unionist support in the Executive.”48  

On the DUP Website, in a post dated 4th February 2009, the new First Minister, Peter 
Robinson made the following remark about a draft Irish Language Bill put forward by 
the SDLP: “It is now Republicans who are on the back foot. Look at the record – we 
have binned the Irish Language Act …”49 

While the Assembly had been suspended, a draft Irish Language Bill had been 
prepared by civil servants in the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure, and went 
out to consultation. Twice. However, on 16 October 2007, on the grounds of 
‘insufficient community consensus; potentially significant costs; and a real possibility 
that legislation could undermine good relations ...’50 the DCAL Minister – a member of 
the DUP – decided not to bring the Bill to the Assembly, having previously argued, on 
rather dubious legal grounds, that he was: ‘not bound by promises made by the [UK] 
Prime Minister’, as ‘his party did not negotiate the Irish Language Act at St Andrews’.51 
The legislation has still not been introduced at the beginning of 2014. 

There was, however, something to be learned from the consultation on the aborted 
Irish Language Act. It revolved around a number of significantly different models, 
each of which required a different planning infrastructure. From a language planning 
point of view, none of the models discussed was particularly attractive. The strongest 

                                                   
46 Press release from Peter Hain, Secretary of State, 20 March 2007. 
47 News Letter, 2 April 2007. 
48 http://www.breakingnews.ie/ireland/unionists-will-block-irish-language-bid-323630.html 
49 http://torystoryni.wordpress.com/2009/02/06/dup-and-the-irish-language-act/ 
50 A statement by Edwin Poots MLA, Minister of Culture, Arts and Leisure, to the Northern Ireland Assembly on 
the proposal to introduce Irish language legislation, 16 October 2007.  
http://www.northernireland.gov.uk/news/news-dcal/news-dcal-161007-a-statement-by.htm  
51 http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/northern_ireland/6917040.stm, 26 July 2007 
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among them were based on variations on a rights model that, we believe, could be a 
distraction from the primary challenge facing us, that of building active, sustainable 
language communities. The model recommended by the civil servants was, not 
unexpectedly, the weakest in terms of legislation. Some of its proposed measures were 
particularly meaningless, and some were risible. There was no real debate around what 
legislative framework would – on a socio-linguistic basis – best suit the circumstances 
of Northern Ireland. Nor was there any debate on what the corresponding planning 
framework would look like.  

However, these debates are essentially redundant. As long as the unionist parties 
remain implacably opposed to any kind of language legislation (and they show no sign 
of softening their stand on this issue) there will be no Irish Language Act. An Irish 
Language Bill will almost certainly be introduced in Northern Ireland by a Sinn Féin 
minister within the period of the Programme for Government. It is certain to fail.  

There remains the possibility that the Westminster government will enact a Language 
Act and impose it on Northern Ireland. It is within its powers to do so. However, there 
are no indications that any party in Westminster is at all interested in this issue. There 
may be a crisis in the future that may give nationalist parties some kind of leverage to 
force the British Government to enact Irish language legislation, but at present this 
remains a remote possibility. 

As we have already noted, our recommendations reflect the necessity of planning 
within the context of ‘the strengths and weaknesses of the legal and administrative 
framework within which the planning process has to take place’. We have therefore 
framed the proposals in this Report around an assumption that the Irish language 
strategy for Northern Ireland will not be supported by an Irish Language Act.  
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Chapter 8 

The Withdrawal of Core-Funding from the Irish Language  
Voluntary Sector: effects and implications 
 
Róise Ní Bhaoill 
 
 
Domestic and international research demonstrates that the withdrawal of core-funding 
critically undermines voluntary sector work. The lack of stable funding reduces 
effectiveness, independence, advocacy, innovation and flexibility. It also impacts on the 
sectors’ ability to retain or recruit highly-skilled and experienced staff with good local 
knowledge. Research reveals serious concerns about the effects on the sector of 
micromanagement and the myriad accountability processes characteristic of contract 
funding models, and concludes that such practices lead to an increase in running and 
administration costs, and divert organisational resources from core activities.  

Research also concludes that successful partnerships between the sector and funders 
are based on mutual respect and on retaining flexibility with regard to meeting 
outcomes and accountability processes. Critically, it recommends that funders take the 
time to understand the organisations they fund before formulating new policies, 
evaluation processes or reporting requirements.  

 

 
A brief review of Irish, British, American and Australian research on the effects of the 
withdrawal of core-funding from the voluntary sector reveals a common, and 
consistent, set of factors which relate to: 

 the ethos and independence of voluntary sector organisations;  

 services and staff; 

 flexibility and responsiveness; 

 monitoring and micro-management; 

 sector cooperation and sharing of good practice; 

 the relationship between the sector and its funder. 
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Effects on the ethos and independence of voluntary sector organisations 
The essential characteristics of the voluntary sector are that it is independent from 
government, that it monitors and challenges government, that it is value-driven and 
has some measure of flexibility to set its own agenda. The model proposed by Foras na 
Gaeilge offers little prospect of retaining those values or characteristics in that core-
funded organisations will operate the Foras’ agenda only, whether it meets the 
voluntary organisation’s aims or serves the needs of the Irish language community at 
local level.  

The right to critique and comment on government policy in the very areas in which the 
sector is involved is fundamental. However, the fear of prejudicing funding outcomes 
may prevent organisations from challenging or being critical of the funder or 
government departments. One could argue that the fear of losing funding has 
prevented the Irish language voluntary sector from speaking publicly about the current 
process or being overtly critical about the various funding models until relatively 
recently. It has generally only done so in the context of public consultations which it 
has asked Foras na Gaeilge to organise: this is a four year plus process where there has 
been little meaningful media/public debate about the survival of the Irish language 
voluntary sector or what its loss would mean to its stakeholders or funders in both 
jurisdictions. 

The advocacy or lobbying role of the Irish language voluntary sector has been critical 
to the securing of many of the rights and services which the Irish language community 
enjoys today in the fields of Irish-medium education, broadcasting, the arts, language 
status and legislation. This has been particularly so in Northern Ireland where, without 
voluntary sector input, there would be no Irish Language Broadcasting Fund, no Irish 
on the BBC, no access to TG4, no funding or mainstreaming of Irish-medium 
education, and no funding for Irish language arts.  

 

Effects on services and staff 
The Irish language voluntary sector offers a wide range of services to the Irish 
language community, to government bodies and society at large, either directly 
through the work of its own staff or through a host of committed volunteers. The 
dilution of values and the fundamental change to work programmes could alienate 
volunteers thereby seriously undermining this valuable resource. Foras na Gaeilge 
appears to place little value on volunteer contribution, it is neither costed nor 
considered, yet it is fundamental to the work of the sector be it in support of youth 
services, Irish-medium education or adult education. 

The uncertainty created by the lack of clarity around the outworkings of the proposed 
funding model will make it increasingly difficult for the sector to retain or recruit 
highly-skilled and experienced staff with good local knowledge. This is of particular 
concern for the sector in Northern Ireland as it is relatively young and the pool of 
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experienced people is much more limited than that in the Republic. The loss of stable 
funding will also prevent ongoing investment in human resources, information 
technology and the infrastructure necessary to becoming, or remaining, high-
performing organisations. 

The changes proposed by Foras na Gaeilge will also impact on the stability of service 
provision, in fact, it may lead to the ending of numerous extra services provided 
currently by the Irish language voluntary sector, services which are not readily 
quantifiable and are not seen as a priority by Foras na Gaeilge. For example, the 
ULTACH Trust provides an information service to the community at large, to 
journalists, broadcasters, academics and government departments. It deals with 
numerous requests for help and information during the year. In many instances, those 
who contact the Trust have been sent to it by Foras na Gaeilge staff. 

Working with and providing appropriate and sustainable services for the Irish 
language community cannot be achieved through short-term time-bound projects. It 
requires research and planning, the development of contacts and the building of 
relationships and trust. It also requires time. Such matters are rarely recognised or 
accounted for in the contract funding model. 

 

Reduction in Flexibility and Responsiveness 
The loss of core-funding seriously affects flexibility and responsiveness within 
voluntary organisations. It has been the Trust’s experience that a number of its most 
successful projects have arisen from being able to respond to an unforeseen 
opportunity, for example, the multi-media learning package Now You’re Talking - a first 
of its kind in Ireland - involved collaboration with BBC NI and Gael Media in Galway, 
and was the result of the flexibility to respond to an EU funding opportunity at short 
notice. Our involvement ensured that the package was in Ulster Irish, was appropriate 
for absolute beginners – most adult beginners in ROI already study Irish at school and 
are not total beginners – and that it was produced in such a way as to appeal to all 
sections of the community. 

Under the contract funding model favoured by Foras na Gaeilge, organisations may no 
longer be able to respond appropriately, or in a timely fashion, to unexpected or 
unforeseen opportunities. Their agendas will be firmly and exclusively set by the 
funder who generally prefers short-term projects with clearly measurable short-term 
outcomes. This is of particular concern to organisations such as the Trust which is 
engaged in cross-community work. Such work requires long-term commitment, 
engagement in an array of projects, some of which by their very nature will involve 
risk of failure, engagement in awareness raising projects which may take many years to 
bear fruit and whose soft outcomes are more difficult to quantify or measure. Such 
work is essentially process rather than outcome oriented, is generally long-term and is 
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not particularly suited to three-year funding cycles and even shorter evaluation 
timescales.  

 

Effects of Monitoring and Micromanagement 
Foras na Gaeilge’s funding model is presented as an effective way of reducing 
administration and staff costs. Yet, research indicates that the often rather mechanistic 
and complicated monitoring and reporting processes resorted to in such situations 
place a heavy time burden on the voluntary sector, increasing its running and 
administration costs and diverting organisational resources from core-activities: as 
much as 40% of an organisation’s time may be spent on collecting, compiling and 
reporting to funders. There is also a danger that efforts will be diverted from high-risk, 
less easily quantifiable, but potentially more valuable work.  

This type of monitoring does not work particularly well for voluntary sector work. 
Outcome focused monitoring, with its emphasis on quantitative rather than qualitative 
data, does not adequately capture the breadth and nature of the sector’s work. The 
sector would argue that there is a need to include processes which can measure social 
capital which may be more effective in measuring the less quantifiable but equally 
important aspects of its work, for example, changes in perception and attitude to the 
Irish language in Northern Ireland over an appropriate timescale.  

A report from Mazars Consultants has already reported on anomalies within the 
existing monitoring regime within Foras, highlighting the lack of standardisation 
across funding schemes and projects, and questioning the requirement of the same 
levels of monitoring for all projects regardless of the amount of funding awarded. It 
also appears that current monitoring is not particularly effective or efficient. 

 

Dangers for sector cooperation and sharing of good practice 
Research indicates that contract funding models undermine collaborative work, 
creating mistrust of state strategies and undermining the sharing of good practice. 
Such models tend to sweep aside the sector’s current work programme and rarely 
recognise or acknowledge good practice within the sector. 

It is also good practice to learn from, and reflect on, projects which do not succeed or 
meet specified targets. Where meeting targets becomes a major focus and a way of 
securing continued funding, the fear of losing funding may make it less likely that 
organisations share problems or mistakes, or exercise their roles as critics of 
government or mainstream organisations. 
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Effects on relationship with funder/government 
In the initial stages of the restructuring process, the Irish language voluntary sector had 
been portrayed as ‘ineffective and inefficient’ and ‘uncooperative’ by Foras na Gaeilge. 
Its achievements and its continuing support of Irish language speakers and 
communities was not publicly recognised; nor was the considerable ‘added-value’ 
demonstrated by the sector acknowledged.  

It is regrettable that the process continues to be characterised by a lack of transparency, 
engagement and respect for the staff, views and work of the Irish language voluntary 
sector. Despite continued requests for disclosure of the evidence-base or rational for 
the proposed funding model, this information has not been provided. During an earlier 
consultation process, before firm policy decisions had been taken, Foras na Gaeilge 
undertook pre-emptive action by directing organisations not to fill vacancies and by 
reducing pension and administration costs. Such pre-emptive action left the Irish 
language voluntary sector with little confidence in the process.  

Despite a series of government reports acknowledging the value of the voluntary 
sector’s community knowledge, creativity and experience and its role in contributing 
to a vibrant, participative democracy and civil society, Foras na Gaeilge’s removal of 
core-funding will effectively annihilate the Irish language voluntary sector in Northern 
Ireland and severely curtail the sector in the south, reducing the number of 
organisations from 19 to six across the island. 

The issue of core-funding is fundamental to the survival of the Irish language 
voluntary sector. International and domestic research overwhelmingly agrees52 that it 
is critical to the maintenance of a sustainable, independent and voluntary sector, and 
that the most appropriate and effective method of supporting the sector is through 
core-funding which is predictable, reliable and flexible.  
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Chapter 9 

Some Recent Developments and their Implications for Northern 
Ireland  
 
The preceeding chapter was written in response to proposals developed by Foras na 
Gaeilge in conjunction with the two sponsoring government departments, and 
presented to the North-South Ministerial Council (NSMC), the international institution 
with ultimate responsibility for Foras na Gaeilge. These proposals involved a radical 
reduction in the number of Irish language core-funded organisations, an intention to 
fund only organisations which worked on an all-island basis, and a fundamental shift 
in the relationship between the organisations and their funder.  

Between 2010 and 2013 Foras na Gaeilge had proposed a number of versions of An 
tSamhail Nua Mhaoinithe – The New Funding Model – to the NSMC. On 10 July 2013 the 
latest version was agreed. This decision involved reducing the number of core-funded 
organisations from nineteen to six. Core-funding will cease for the other 13 
organisations at the end of June 2014. 

On 14 January 2014, Foras na Gaeilge announced the six organisations it would 
continue to core-fund. These have been named, by the Foras and NSMC, as ‘lead’ 
organisations (although they will actually have no other organisations to lead). As the 
northern-based organisations had long predicted, none of the ‘lead’ organisations was 
based in Northern Ireland.  

In general terms, this radical restructuring is intended to facilitate a much tighter 
centralised control of the core-funded sector. Foras has set up a ‘Strategic Forum’, a 
small group of eight people, six of whom will be CEOs of the ‘lead’ organisations. The 
Forum will be supported by an expert in language planning appointed by Foras na 
Gaeilge, and in the early stages a ”strategic planning advisor”, also appointed by 
Foras.53  

The function of this group is to set priorities and to allocate responsibilities, or as Foras 
has described it: “to jointly agree the vision, mission, values and main performance 
indicators” for the sector as a whole, to “jointly agree main [performance?] indicators” 
for each organisation separately, and to identify sub-areas of activity requiring 
cooperative action. As well as a three-year strategic plan for the sector as a whole, to be 
agreed by the Forum, each individual organisation is required to submit its own 
strategic plan to the Forum. It is at present not clear what will happen to the funding of 
any ‘lead’ organisation which fails to gain the approval of the Forum, but it is assumed 
that Foras na Gaeilge will ensure that one or other of the three year plans is altered.  
                                                   
53 This summary is based on a document circulated by Foras na Gaeilge to the then 19 core-funded 
organisations on 25 July 2013 whose title translates: Information regarding arrangements which result from the 
North-South Ministerial Council decision concerning the Restructuring of the Core-funded Organisations which 
was made available at a series of meetings between 15 and 18 July 2013.  
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There are, of course, cost implications to all the activities of the ‘lead’ organisations, 
and every one of these strategic plans will have a budget attached to it. This means that 
the Forum will be – directly or indirectly – making recommendations on how the 
overall budget for the core-funded sector is to be divided among the ‘lead’ 
organisations.  

Foras na Gaeilge believes that all of the decisions made by the Strategic Forum will be 
arrived at by “compromise and joint agreement”.  

There are two additional members. One will reflect the views of yet another Forum, the 
Language Development Forum, a purely advisory body with no executive powers. This will 
be composed of up to twenty representatives drawn from other voluntary organisations – 
all funded by Foras na Gaeilge – and will meet three or four times a year. It will also have 
the services of a language planning advisor, and its ‘independent’ Chairperson will be 
appointed by Foras na Gaeilge. The ‘independent’ Chairperson will also serve on the 
Strategic Forum. 

Of the two fora, the Strategic Forum is the only one that has any real power. 
Significantly, it is to be chaired by a senior executive of Foras na Gaeilge (all Foras na 
Gaeilge’s senior executives are men, so we will be using the form ‘chairman’ in this 
context, rather than a more gender-neutral term). This structure has profound 
implications for how the Strategic Forum will function, and although the majority of 
the group will come from the voluntary sector, their freedom of action could be 
severely compromised.  

A chairman can wield a great deal of power by virtue of his office. However, in this 
case, the chairman’s power will be massively reinforced by the fact that all six ‘lead’ 
organisations depend for all or much of their own funding on Foras na Gaeilge. The 
‘lead’ organisations will be in competition for their share of a limited financial pot, and 
thus to some extent their interests will be in conflict. Not, one would think, an ideal 
situation for promoting “compromise and joint agreement”. 

The real power over two key decisions – the size of the funding pot, and how the 
funding pot is to be allocated among the core-funded organisations – lies not with the 
Strategic Forum, but is entirely within the gift of Foras na Gaeilge. While, technically, 
these decisions will be made by the Board of Foras na Gaeilge, it should be 
remembered that the Board is advised by Foras’s senior executives. The Chairman of 
the Strategic Forum will also control the flow of information between the Forum and 
his fellow senior executives. The senior executives will control the flow of information 
between the Strategic Forum and the Board of Foras na Gaeilge.  

This structure gives the Chairman / senior Foras executive an astonishing level of 
direct influence on priority-setting and the distribution of resources within the core-
funded sector. Indeed, it appears to be intended to do so. The model was, in fact 
designed by the senior executives of Foras na Gaeilge, who have shown an increasing 
tendency in recent years to treat the voluntary organisations as sub-contractors whose 
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function is to provide services defined by and decided by Foras. As Róise Ní Bhaoill 
has outlined in the previous chapter, a healthy balance between state and (state-
funded) voluntary organisations involves a certain amount of tension, in which the 
state provides resources for organisations which may pursue policies not always in 
consonance with state policies, may set priorities not always aligned to state priorities, 
and may, in fact, be critical of the state’s own policies and priorities. 

Rather than a healthy tension between the state and voluntary sectors, the model now 
being set up by Foras na Gaeilge involves a kind of politbureau dominated by a single 
Foras na Gaeilge bureaucrat, who, in the early stages at least, could do considerable 
damage to any organisation which offers sustained opposition. The power 
relationships between the various components of the Strategic Forum is so unbalanced 
that any of the “compromise and joint agreement” cited as an operating principle by 
Foras appears to be aimed solely at the ‘lead’ organisations.  

While a case can be made for this kind of centralised power in terms of increased 
coherence, efficiency, focus and effectiveness, under such a structure positive outcomes 
will depend, not only on an extraordinarily high level of competence on the part of a 
single powerful individual, but on that person’s ability to inspire those under his 
direction.  

It is safe to say that no-one in a leadership role within the Irish language voluntary 
sector would willingly entrust the strategic development of the language movement on 
the island of Ireland to the individual wisdom of anyone within the current senior 
management of Foras na Gaeilge. Nor would they entrust this role to the collective 
wisdom of the Board of Foras na Gaeilge, which consists exclusively of individuals 
appointed by whatever political parties happen to be in power in the two jurisdictions.  

However, while in the short term, the Chairman of the Strategic Forum will be able to 
steer the ‘lead’ organisations more or less in any direction he wishes, this situation will 
not last long. Paradoxically, once the budgets are set and the new structures are 
operating, the ‘lead’ organisations will be able to recover some of their former 
autonomy.  

The last shake-up of the sector turned out to be so troublesome that there will be no 
political will to initiate another upheaval. This means that the funding of the ‘lead’ 
organisations will be fairly secure into the foreseeable future. The grants are also 
unlikely to change significantly relative to each other – while it may be reasonably easy 
to increase funding for individual organisations, supposing additional finance can be 
found, cutting funding will be much more difficult. Most of the ‘lead’ organisations 
have alternative sources of funding (something which gave them an advantage in the 
selection process). Foras na Gaeilge has assumed that this added value would be used 
to further its own priorities, and the successful organisations may have in fact given 
the impression that they would so be used. However, many of the ‘lead’ organisations 
have priorities that are not included in the areas of work allocated to them. Conradh na 
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Gaeilge (the Gaelic League), for example, is not solely concerned with the advocacy 
areas of work for which it will be funded, but also needs to maintain a support and 
administrative infrastructure for the organisation’s numerous voluntary branches 
(these activities were partly funded in the past by Foras but this funding is now lost). 
Cumann na bhFiann, now responsible for promoting and supporting (but not actually 
providing) youth activity throughout the island, will presumably wish to maintain its 
own highly successful youth clubs. Until now, these have been supported by funding 
from Foras na Gaeilge and the profits of its own summer colleges. With the loss or 
dilution of the Foras grant for direct support of its youth clubs, the burden of funding 
them will fall increasingly on the organisation’s own resources.  

Two more factors should be taken into account. The first is that the organisations 
applying for ‘lead’ organisation status did so without knowing what budget they 
would have if they were successful. In other words, none of their plans were costed. As 
a result, the applications made by the successful ‘lead’ organisations are likely to have 
been highly ambitious. In fact they could well have been unrealistically ambitious,  
their planning goals set “in terms of needs rather than in accord with resources” as 
Fishman put it. There is some evidence that Foras na Gaeilge itself contributed to the 
air of unreality which pervaded the process, providing a framework of  expectations 
far in excess of any realistic assessment of what could actually be done with the 
available resources. For example, in relation to the area of work for which one of the 
‘lead’ organisations will be responsible, Foras outlined the following areas of activity 
on 26 August 2013  

Awareness-Raising, Defending Language and Representation 
(on behalf of the language with the state authorities) 

Additional possibilities have been recognised, but their implementation will depend 
on the appropriate resources being available. 

These priorities are not in order of priority. 

 Mediate with State Authorities on behalf of the aspirations and needs of the Irish 
language community; 

 Mediate with State Authorities on behalf language rights and the status of Irish in 
the context of legislation and ongoing monitoring; 

 Organise special celebratory and awareness-raising events; 

 Develop a portal website and keeping it up to date; 

 Co-ordinate, plan and administer awareness-raising campaigns, [aimed at], among 
others: 

o Schoolchildren 
o Parents 
o Adult language learners 
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o The following communities: 
 People without Irish 
 People who do not use it 
 People who wish to improve their knowledge [of Irish] 

o Teachers 

o The Public Sector 

o The Pivate Sector (businesses, restaurants, public centres) 

o The media / social media sector 

o Parent service providers 
o Atomic [recte: ethnic] groups and immigrants 

 Develop and provide resources in support of awareness-raising; 

 Provide advice on other sources of funding for the Irish language (European funds, 
etc); 

 Projects to support cross-community awareness. 

 

 

 

 in their turn may use the funding for purposes not always criticise state institutions, or 
reflecting priorities not necessarily agreed beforehand by those state institutions. ???? 
imbalance the relationship between the state and the voluntary sector, which will 
become increasingly clientelist, and in which the clients (the six lead organisations) 
provide a service for Foras na Gaeilge). This structure will severely undermine the 
independence of the core-funded sector. 

From a northern perspective, the fact that all six CEOs are southerners, and represent 
organisations whose main focus is the southern jurisdiction, is extremely worrying. As 
Conchubhar Ó Liatháin pointed out in a recent blog: 

 

CATEGORY ERROR 

The GAA was founded in 1884 and in 2012 slightly over €3m of the €52.7m total 
revenue earned by the association was accounted for by state funding, an outcome 
achieved after attracting 1,360,070 supporters to inter-county football and hurling 
championship games. Over 300 of the 2,550 clubs affiliated to the GAA are 
international clubs and over 81,000 children participated in Kelloggs GAA Cul Camps 
in 2012. MYLES DUFFY, Letters Page, Irish Independent, 26 Feabhra 2014 

 

There are other profound implications.  
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The support infrastructure that was beginning to develop for the Irish language 
movement in Northern Ireland will be severely curtailed; 

There will be a significant distruption of continuity of service; 

Much of the goodwill, influence, relationships, expertise and experience that has been 
built up by the Northern-based core-funded groups over the years will be disappated; 

Much of the voluntary input into the current structures will be lost; 

Added value – in terms of grants accessed from sources other than Foras na Gaeilge – 
may be lost;  

There is likely to be significant loss of personnel (those employed directly with Foras 
funding – approximately 20 people – and those whose employment depends on the 
stability provided by core-funding); 

 

 

 

 

The sector was not only concerned that the proposed changes would cause 
considerable disruption and loss of experience and expertise. Most of the nineteen 
organisations were unhappy with the proposals to change the relationship between the 
voluntary and statutory sectors from a partnership model involving dynamic 
interaction – and sometimes tensions – to a contract funding model, in which the 
primary aim of core funded organisations is to provide services. 

They were also uneasy at proposals to centralise the activities of the sector and bring 
them more directly under the control of Foras na Gaeilge. In the latest manifestation of 
the plan, control of the sector by Foras will be more or less complete.  surviving six 
organisations will be brought together in a  

Organisations based in Northern Ireland were particularly concerned that the various 
mainfestations of the New Funding Model were not in the best interests of the Irish 
language in this jurisdiction.  

 

 

 

 Voluntary organisations which operate solely or primarily on a Northern Ireland 
basis should not be excluded from funding by the NI Draft Strategy. 
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This recommendation was made in response to a proposal in paragraph 4.6.19 of the NI 
Draft Strategy that support be given to the voluntary sector only on ‘national and local 
levels’.  

 

This is not just because the current aims and objectives are not fit for purpose. 
Northern Ireland is neither a ‘national’ jurisdiction nor a ‘local’ area. The proposal 
appears to exclude organisations which work solely or primarily on a Northern Ireland 
basis, no matter how effective they are.  

 

CATEGORY ERROR,  

 

Paragraph 4.6.19 also undermines the priority identified in the Programme for 
Government, the policy imperative to promote Irish on a cross-community basis.  This 
issue applies to the entire jurisdiction of Northern Ireland, applies only to Northern 
Ireland, and is identified in the Programme for Government as applying only to Northern 
Ireland. The cross-community promotion of Irish is neither a ‘national’ issue, by any 
definition of the word, nor a ‘local’ one. It requires a Northern Ireland response to a 
Northern Ireland problem, but no Northern Ireland-based organisation will be core-
funded to carry it out. 

On this last point, we would add that Foras na Gaeilge’s proposal to exclude from core-
funding organisations which work on a jurisdictional basis in Northern Ireland, rather 
than on an all-island basis, will severely undermine the effectiveness of the voluntary 
sector within this jurisdiction. A range of activities, particularly those dealing with 
issues specific to Northern Ireland, do and will benefit from voluntary organisations 
which operate primarily on a jurisdictional rather than a ‘national’ (i.e., all-island) 
basis. This policy will particularly affect organisations with expertise in areas of work 
involving legislation and government policy such as education and the 
implementation of the European Charter for Regional and Minority Languages. It will 
also affect ULTACH Trust, the only core-funded organisation whose core aim is cross-
community promotion of the Irish language – an activity restricted to Northern 
Ireland. We believe that Foras na Gaeilge’s proposal, like DCAL’s proposal in 
Paragraph 4.6.19, contravenes the Programme for Government.  

Our case for maintaining a robust independent voluntary sector is made in Chapter 8. 
Our case for maintaining a robust independent voluntary sector within Northern 
Ireland is made in Appendix 1. 
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APPENDIX 1 

 
Differences in Conditions for Language Revival and Revitalisation: 

Republic of Ireland / Northern Ireland 
 

REPUBLIC OF IRELAND NORTHERN IRELAND 
 

CONSTITUTIONAL STATUS 
The Irish language was designated as the National 
Language in the 1922 Constitution of the Irish Free State 
and as the First Official Language of the state in the 1937 
Constitution. There is an implicit constitutional 
imperative on the southern state to promote the Irish 
language. 
 

The Irish language has no constitutional status in 
Northern Ireland.  
 

LEGAL STATUS 
In addition to the constitutional status of the Irish 
language in the Republic, and the legal implications of 
that status within the state, there is a large body of 
primary legislation which supports the language, 
including: The Ministers and Secretaries (Amendment) Act 
(1956), which established the official Gaeltacht areas, the 
Údarás na Gaeltachta Act (1979), The Official Languages Act 
(2004), The Placenames (Irish Forms) Act 1973, and 
numerous other legislative and statutory instruments, 
which make significant references to and legislative 
provision for the Irish language. 
 
 
 
 
 
The Government of the Republic of Ireland declined to 
sign the European Charter for Regional and Minority 
Languages on the basis that it could undermine the status 
of Irish in the state. 
 

The only statutory support afforded the Irish language 
in the north is contained within the limited 
commitments made in the Good Friday and St. 
Andrews Agreements, both of which have the force of 
an international treaty. From these has come two pieces 
of legislation: The North-South Co-operation 
(Implementation Bodies) (Northern Ireland) Order (1999), 
which established the Cross-Border Language Body, 
and an item in the Education (Northern Ireland) Order 
1988 which led to the establishment of Comhairle na 
Gaelscolaíochta (The Council for Irish-medium 
education) and Iontaobhas na Gaelscolaíochta (The 
Trust for Irish-medium education). Legislation remains 
on the statute books which prohibits the use of Irish in 
the courts.  
 
Irish is provided certain additional protection under the 
European Charter for Regional and Minority 
Languages.  
 

THE OFFICIAL LANGUAGES ACT, THE LANGUAGE COMMISSIONER, 
ADMINISTRATIVE AUTHORITIES AND PUBLIC BODIES 

Every public body named under The Official Languages Act 
(2004) has a statutory duty to comply with Regulations 
made by the Minister with responsibility for Gaeltacht 
Affairs under section 9(1) of the Act. Under the 
Regulations, Every public body named under the Act has 
a duty to prepare a language scheme when requested to 
do so by the Minister for Community, Equality and 
Gaeltacht Affairs and to implement that statutory scheme. 

There is neither a language act nor a language 
commissioner in the north, and there is no equivalent to 
the legislative measures – or their accompanying 
legislative sanctions – which exist in the Republic. 
 
Government departments, and their associated bodies, 
facilitate customers who wish to conduct their business 
in Irish either orally or in writing. A telephone 
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The scheme describes the services which the public body 
proposes to provide: (a) in Irish only, (b) in English only, 
or (c) bilingually. The public body must also specify the 
steps which it intends to take to provide the stated 
services in Irish or bilingually. 
 
Implementation of the language schemes is overseen by 
the Language Commissioner, an independent post 
established by statute to oversee the implementation of 
the Official Languages Act. 
 

voicemail facility has been set up for members of the 
public who wish to conduct business in Irish. 

COURTS 
Either of the two official languages may be used in any 
court; in any pleading in any court or in any document 
issuing from any court. The court has a duty to ensure 
that any person may be heard in the official language of 
his or her choosing. 
 

All proceedings in the courts, including any 
documentation relating to those proceedings, must be in 
English. The requirement that court proceedings be 
conducted in English was imposed by the Administration 
of Justice (Language) Act (Ireland) 1737, which is still in 
force. All similar acts were repealed in other UK 
jurisdictions by the end of the 19th century. 
 

STATE POLICY TOWARDS THE IRISH LANGUAGE 
Since the foundation of the southern state, the revival of 
Irish has been identified as a fundamental state objective. 
This guiding principle has informed a wide range of 
legislation and public policies, education, broadcasting, 
publishing, public signage and many other areas within 
the state system.  
 

For the first fifty years of the northern state, Irish did 
not enjoy any public presence except through the 
activities of voluntary organisations and, to a limited 
extent, in the education system. Provision within the 
education system was, in the main, a weak reflection of 
provision that had been established before partition. 
Since the 1980s there have been some advances in the 
position of the language within state policy.  
 

LANGUAGE MAINTENANCE POLICIES 
The southern state is committed to maintaining the 
language in the historic Gaeltacht areas. These areas are 
designated in law, and a semi-state development body, 
Údarás na Gaeltachta was established in 1980 to 
strengthen the Gaeltacht. A branch of Government 
(originally a distinct Department) was set up in 1956 to 
facilitate Gaeltacht development and language promotion 
outside the Gaeltacht. The southern state has both a 
language maintenance role and a language revival role 
(see 5 below). 
 

No historic Gaeltachts survive in the north. The state 
neglected those areas in which there were still native 
speakers of Irish in the early years of the state.  
 

LANGUAGE REVIVAL POLICIES 
For almost ninety years, efforts have been made by the 
government of the southern state to develop and 
implement a range of language maintenance and 
language revival strategies. The state takes the lead role in 
these strategies. The latest of these is the 20 Year Strategy 
for the Irish Language (2010), through which it is intended 

The northern state has never had a state-sponsored 
language revival strategy. The strategies for Irish and 
Ulster Scots represent the first attempts to develop such 
a policy. Little research has been carried out on issues 
relating to language planning in the north. We are not 
aware of any sustained input from language planning 
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to implement a comprehensive, co-ordinated, state-led 
multi-institutional strategy backed by the full resources of 
the state. Under its founding legislation, Foras na 
Gaeilge’s role will be to implement state strategy in the 
Republic of Ireland.  

experts in the initial stages of the development of 
Northern Ireland’s minority language policy.  

INFRASTRUCTURAL SUPPORT: PUBLIC SECTOR 
Infrastructural support for the Irish language is well 
established in the south. This infrastructure covers wide 
areas of activity within the public sector both at central 
government and local authority level. It involves 
dedicated semi-state and public bodies, as well as a wide 
range of legislation and policies across the state apparatus.  

Infrastructural support is in its early stages in the north. 
It is limited, often inconsistent, and deals with a narrow 
range of activities. The main sources of public sector 
infrastructural support are from the Department of 
Education and Foras na Gaeilge. There have been some 
recent developments in provision through broadcasting 
and the arts. Some local authorities (with support from 
Foras na Gaeilge) provide a measure of infrastructural 
support.  
 

INFRASTRUCTURAL SUPPORT: CORE-FUNDED VOLUNTARY SECTOR 
Infrastructural support for the Irish language voluntary 
sector is well established in the south, where most of the 
core-funded organisations have their headquarters (some 
of them have an all-Ireland remit).  
 

A very small core-funded voluntary sector is based in 
the north and is currently under threat from policies 
initiated by Foras na Gaeilge and the North South 
Ministerial Council. 
 

PUBLIC OPINION 
There is wide consensus in the southern state that the Irish 
language is a thing of value. The majority of people in the 
Republic are nationalists, most of whom agree that Irish is 
a national language. Most of the southern public are 
positively disposed to the Irish language, at some level. 
What opposition does exist tends to be less towards the 
language itself than towards some manifestations of the 
language in the public sphere. 

The Irish language is a deeply contentious issue in 
Northern Ireland. Nationalists are in a minority and not 
all nationalists support the language. Within the 
unionist community there are large numbers who are 
either hostile to, or suspicious of, the Irish language, and 
there is a widespread view, sometimes articulated by 
unionist politicians, that the language is itself 
subversive of the state.  
 

THE VIEWS OF THE POLITICAL PARTIES 
Every political party in the south supports the Irish 
language – formally at least.  
 

In the north, nationalist and unionist parties are deeply 
divided on the Irish language issue. While individual 
unionist politicians with specific statutory obligations 
may find themselves responsible for promoting the 
language, they are often less than wholehearted in 
carrying out their obligations, and the policies of their 
parties tend to be negative. More than 50% of northern 
politicians oppose the Irish language.  
 

COMPETING MINORITY LANGUAGES 
No political party, community organisation or major 
pressure group in the south argues that state funding for 
Irish is at the expense of another indigenous language.  
 

Parties which are not supportive of Irish in the north 
tend to support Ulster Scots.  
 

IRISH IN THE EDUCATION SYSTEM 
At present, Irish is a compulsory subject in primary and Apart from the Irish-medium schools sector, Irish is 
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secondary schools in the south for most children of 
statutory school age. Most children are exposed to Irish in 
the curriculum for thirteen years. 
 
 
 
 
Degree courses, full and part-time, are available through 
the medium of Irish, in subjects other than the Irish 
language, in two universities in the Republic of Ireland.  
 

barely taught at primary level in Northern Ireland. It is 
taught in some secondary schools, mostly in the 
Catholic sector. A small proportion of the school 
population will study the language for seven years, but 
most of those who study Irish do so for five years or 
less. 
 
No degree courses in subjects other than Irish are made 
available.  
 

KNOWLEDGE OF THE LANGUAGE 
In the 2002 Census in the Republic of Ireland, 1,570,000 
people (43.85% of the population) claimed knowledge of 
Irish. Most of the remaining 46.15% have been taught Irish 
at school. 
 

According to the Northern Ireland 2001 Census, 167,000 
people (10.4% of the population) claim knowledge of the 
Irish language. Most of the remaining 89.6% have not 
been exposed to any Irish at school. 

BROADCASTING 
Broadcasting responsibilities in RoI lie with the Dublin 
Government. 
 
Public service broadcasters have made programming in 
Irish available in the southern state since the 1920s. Under 
its Charter as a public service broadcaster, RTÉ is obliged 
to recognize the bilingual nature of Irish society. The 
Republic of Ireland has a dedicated Irish language public 
service radio station, RnaG, and a dedicated Irish 
language public service television station, TG4. 
Commercial broadcasters and community broadcasters 
are obliged to provide some programming in Irish.  
 
 
 
 
 
The Broadcasting Corporation of Ireland sets aside part of 
its funding for Irish language broadcasting.  
 
There is an Irish language community radio station, 
Raidió na Life, which receives support from Foras na 
Gaeilge. 
 

Broadcasting in NI is not devolved and is the 
responsibility of the Westminster Government. 
 
There was no public service broadcasting in Irish in 
Northern Ireland for sixty years. A limited amount of 
Irish language radio programming (15 minutes per 
week) was initiated by the BBC in 1981. The BBC now 
broadcasts 150 hours of radio in Irish per annum. 
Television broadcasting began in 1991 with a 40-minute 
programme. The BBC now broadcasts 40 hours of Irish 
language television per annum, including repeats. It 
also produces some on-line material in Irish.  
Annual UK Government and BBC spend on Irish 
language broadcasting (excluding online) is under £4 
million. This compares with £146 million for Welsh and 
£26 million for Scottish Gaelic.  
 
An Irish Language Broadcasting Fund of £3 million per 
annum was established in 2004.  
 
One Irish language community radio station, Raidió 
Fáilte, receives support from Foras na Gaeilge. 
 

PLACENAME RESEARCH 
The Placenames Branch, once a part of the Ordnance 
Survey, is now in the Department of the Gaeltacht. It has 
produced the Placenames Database of Ireland 
(www.logainm.ie). This provides the official Irish 
language version of placenames and is widely used by 
both the public and private sector. Classroom resources 
are also provided. 

Government funding for the Northern Ireland 
Placenames Project, hosted by Queens University since 
the 1980s, was not renewed in the summer of 2010, and 
project staff were made redundant. 
 
 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (Mar 2014) 
 

 
99 

 

 

APPENDIX 2 

Language Planning in Ireland: a brief history 

 

Language planning: the development of policies or programs designed to direct or 
change language use54 

 

 

Planning for English, 1285-1891 

Language planning in Ireland has a long history. As early as 1285, under the 
expansionist Edward Longshanks, an English government commission recommended 
that native Irish clergy should not be appointed to the ecclesiastical hierarchy, in part 
because they would ‘maintain their own language’. Those early colonists who had 
begun to be absorbed, linguistically and culturally, into Gaelic society were described 
in legislation in 1297 as quasi degenerens, and in 1366 the Statutes of Kilkenny were 
enacted to counteract the Gaelicisation process; they were renewed several times over 
the following centuries.  

Such early measures were primarily defensive, but the Tudors began a policy with 
more ambitious aims, summarised in 1596 by the poet Edmund Spenser:  

‘... it hath ever been the use of the conqueror to despise the language of the conquered, 
and to force him by all means to learn his’.  

Henry VIII’s 1537 Act for the English Order, Habit and Language, which aimed at 
modifying ‘a certain savage and wild manner of living’ among the Irish, made 
knowledge of English a condition of loyalty to the crown, and insisted that only 
English be used in church services – this at a time when very few people spoke 
anything but Irish. Under Elizabeth, this law was amended to permit clergyman of the 
Established [Protestant] Church who knew no English to use Latin.  

Legislation in 1665, under Charles II, made it illegal to use the ‘barbarous and uncouth’ 
Irish language versions of placenames. A 1695 act, when William of Orange was on the 
throne, not only revived Henry VIII’s 2537 Act, but also forbade Irish papists to keep 
schools, in part because ‘of their not using the English habit and language, to the great 
prejudice of the public weal thereof’.55 During George II’s reign, an act of 1737 insisted 

                                                   
54http/dictionary.reference.com/browse/language+planning 
55The above references are taken from Tony Crowley, War of Words: the politics of language in Ireland 1537-
2004, Oxford, 2005, 2, 4-5, 13, and The Politics of Language in Ireland 1366-1922: A Sourcebook, London, 2000, 
26, 48, 76, 91.  
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that only English, even then not understood by a majority of the population, be used in 
courts in Ireland.56 Government policy in the national school system, set up in 1831, 
was that only English could be used in classrooms, even in areas where the children 
could understand only Irish. 

As Spenser noted, the purpose of the policies pursued, with varying levels of 
effectiveness, from the time of the Tudors right through to the 19th century was to 
replace one language in Ireland with another. Ultimately, the policy had a high degree 
of success; Ireland is today primarily an English-speaking island.  

But the Anglicisation process also shows how difficult it can be to change a 
community’s language; state-sponsored attempts to transform Ireland from an Irish-
speaking island to one whose main language was English took hundreds of years, had 
only limited success for a long time, and for many years the outcome was far from 
certain. However, over the centuries, the cumulative effect of military conquest, legal 
sanctions, overt and implicit state policies, cultural stigmatisation, increasing 
marginalisation of Irish-speakers, and, ultimately, intense economic and social 
pressures led to an acceleration of the process of language shift. Through Census 
returns, we can trace the pattern of language shift through the 19th century, in what 
looked like the final stage of the retreat of Irish. According to Garret FitzGerald: ‘... 
something approaching half – perhaps even half or more – of the children in Ireland 
spoke Irish at the start of the nineteenth century’. By mid-century, at the time of the 
famine, he concluded that at least 30% of the younger population were Irish-speakers.57 
The 1891 Census appeared to show that the language was in terminal decline as a 
community vernacular. It showed that no more than 3.5% of children under ten years 
of age in Ireland could speak the language.58 

Planning for Irish, the voluntary movement, 1893 – 1922 

The 1891 Census also proved to be a turning point in the fortunes of the language. In 
1893, partly in response to the recently published Census figures, the Gaelic League 
was set up with the intention of halting, and indeed reversing, the decline of the 
language. For the first time, a language planning process – albeit one initially led by a 
voluntary movement – aimed to counteract the policy followed by the state. In the 
years leading up to the War of Independence and the partition of the island, the Gaelic 
League was remarkably successful in changing the popular attitude of nationalist 
Ireland towards the language. It had other successes; in increasing the teaching of Irish 
in the school system, in developing learning resources, and instigating a modern 
literary movement. It had some success in developing a cadre of fluent speakers of 
Irish as a second language. However, as it became increasingly drawn into the 
                                                   
56Administration of Justice (Language) Act ( Ireland) 1737. 
57Garrett Fitzgerald, ‘Irish-speaking in the Pre-famine Period: a study based on the 1911 Census data for 
people born before 1851 and still alive in 1911’, Proceedings of the Royal Irish Academy, Vol. 103c, No. 5 
2003, 199. 
58Gearóid Ó Tuathaigh, ‘Language, ideology and national identity’, in: Joe Cleary, Claire Connolly (eds), 
The Cambridge Companion to Modern Irish Culture, Cambridge, 2005, 43. 
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turbulent politics of the time, the language movement, which had originally had a 
broad appeal, became more and more associated with nationalism, resulting in the 
alienation of the unionist population. 

Planning for Irish in the southern state, 1922 – 

In the 1920s, the Gaelic League’s objectives were adopted by the newly-formed Irish 
Free State, which designated Irish as the ‘national language’; it was later re-categorised 
in the 1937 constitution as the ‘first official language’. However, reversing the process 
of language shift turned out to involve more than changing its legal status. Possibly 
inevitably, those who formulated the state-led language revival movement failed to 
grasp the scale of the challenge that faced them. Ninety years of attempts by the 
southern state to bring Irish back as a widely-spoken vernacular have had only limited 
success. The 2011 Census shows that, outside of the education system and the historic 
Irish-speaking areas, fewer than 2% use the language on a daily basis, with a further 
2.5% or so using it on a weekly basis.59 

Although the southern state’s policy has not succeeded in fulfilling its original 
intentions, neither has it been a total failure. There can be no doubt that it slowed, 
although it did not halt, the decline of the historic Irish-speaking communities. It also 
ensured that almost all its citizens have some knowledge of the language, and that a 
large number of them have developed moderate to high proficiency in Irish as a second 
language; in the 2001 Census 41% of the population claimed knowledge of Irish.  

The state has sponsored a significant literary revival and considerable corpus 
development, and supports reasonably comprehensive media provision. Road signs 
are bilingual, except in the official Irish-speaking areas, where they are now available 
only in Irish. At regular intervals, the state also produces language strategies, the latest 
of which60 was discussed in Chapter 6.  

Planning for Irish in Northern Ireland: changing dispensations 

The principle that the state should sponsor the revitalisation of the Irish language in 
Northern Ireland is, however, rather new. For most of its history the Stormont 
government tended to base its ideological positions on those of the southern state; 
taking a stand diametrically opposed to that of the Dublin government. Zealous 
support for Irish in the south was mirrored north of the border by extreme hostility to 
‘the so-called Irish language’61, as Northern Ireland’s first Minister of Education put it 
in 1922. During the 1940s, one Prime Minister described Irish as ‘a language expressive 
of separatism’,62 and in 1945 his successor called it a ‘foreign language’ during a 

                                                   
59 Donncha Ó hÉalaithe, ‘Daonáireamh 2011 maidir le labhairt na Gaeilge’, Gaelscéal, 8-8-2012, 
6020 Year Strategy for the Irish Language, 2010-2030. 
61Lord Londonderry, February 1922. Cited in: Liam Andrews, ‘The Very Dogs in Belfast Will Bark in Irish’, 
in Mac Póilin (ed.), The Irish Language in Northern Ireland, Belfast, 1997, 59. 
62J M Andrews, cited in Cathcart, Rex, The Most Contrary Region: The BBC in Northern Ireland 1924-1984, 
Belfast 1984, 199. 
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Stormont debate.63 While the language was grudgingly tolerated in the education 
system (on the grounds that if it were banned ‘the very dogs in the street, at least the 
Falls Road dogs, would bark in Irish’), and attempts were made under direct rule in the 
1990s to assimilate it into the polity, the Northern Ireland state never saw its role as 
nurturing or maintaining the language. 

However, the situation is now significantly different, at least in a formal sense. In the 
Good Friday Agreement of 1998, which has the status of an international treaty, the 
British Government undertook to ‘take resolute action to promote’ the Irish language, 
and made a number of specific commitments. This responsibility was passed on to the 
Northern Ireland Assembly, which inherited the statutory obligation to promote the 
language by resolute action, an obligation somewhat undermined by the determination 
of the unionist parties to do no such thing.  

Various supportive measures have followed the Good Friday Agreement of 1998, 
particularly with regard to education and broadcasting, and including the setting up of 
a cross-border Irish language agency. These three areas represent the main sources of 
state support for the language.  

Support has also been made available to the language from the Northern Ireland Arts 
Council. Other institutions of the state also offer occasional support. Some local 
authorities are particularly active, although the level and consistency of support from 
local government usually reflects the political colouring of the local Council. 

 

                                                   
63Basil Brooke, from Hansard, 15 August, 1945. Information from Liam Andrews. Cited in Mac Póilin, 
Aodán, 'Aspects of the Irish Language Movement', in Aodán Mac Póilin (ed.), The Irish Language in 
Northern Ireland, Belfast, 1997, 184. 
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APPENDIX 3 
 
The interaction of monoglot and bilingual communities:  
some notes 
 

Inevitably, the linguistic balance within communities in which more than one language 
exists tends to favour the language of monoglots - those who speak only one language. 
A tiny number of monoglots may have no effect at all on the other language. A larger 
proportion of monoglots can, however, have a disproportionate effect on both the 
profile and the level of use of a language in any bilingual community. There is a 
revealing mathematical formula developed by Professor Ken MacKinnon that shows 
how the public profile of a language can be affected by this bilingual/monolingual 
imbalance. This is a bit counter-intuitive, but is worth sticking with.  

Take a community where half the population are bilingual Irish/English and half are 
monolingual English speakers. The entire population is, in fact, English-speaking. In 
random individual conversations an Irish-speaker has a 50% chance of having a 
conversation in Irish. It may indeed be less, as not all of the Irish-speakers may speak 
Irish to her, but for the purposes of this exercise we will presume that she will speak 
Irish to those who can speak it. The other half of her conversations will be in English. 
However, all the random conversations of the monoglot English speaker will 
inevitably be in English. The result will be that only one in four – 25% – of the random 
conversations of that community will be in Irish – remember that half of the 
community can speak Irish. For half the random conversations to be in Irish, more than 
70% of the population would need to be bilingual. The smaller the proportion of 
bilinguals, the worse it gets. If one out of five people are bilingual Irish and English, 
using the same formula, only 4% of the random individual conversations will be in 
Irish.  

The Census gives us nearly 11% of the population of Northern Ireland who claim 
knowledge of Irish. Let us suppose that they are all fluent. Let us suppose that all of 
these people know the other Irish-speakers, and let us suppose that they are all willing 
to speak Irish to each other. Over a period of time, in that best case scenario, each Irish-
speaker has one chance in ten of meeting another Irish speaker, and will speak English 
to the other nine. However, the other 90% of the population will speak English all the 
time. To put it another way, within that society, 99% of the conversations will be in 
English, and only 1% will be in Irish.  

Community language use is, of course, much more complex than a series of random 
conversations – very high proportion of conversations tend to be between established 
social networks, and patterns of language use among the bilinguals can be 



Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern Ireland (April 2014) 
 

 
104 

 

unpredictable. However, it is undeniable that the dominant language, spoken by 
monoglots, will be more prominent within society, and give the impression that the 
number who can speak the less well-known language is much smaller than it actually 
is. As a result, the high public profile of the dominant language can lead to 
demoralisation and demotivation among the speakers of the minority language. They 
often develop the sense that one of their languages is competing in the same market 
place as the other, high status language – and losing. While this may be a false 
perception – there is no necessary reason why the two languages have to be in direct 
competition with each other – this belief is often deeply rooted.  
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Towards an Irish Language Strategy for Northern 
Ireland 

Aodán Mac Póilin, ULTACH Trust 
 
 

ULTACH Trust was founded in 1990 to ‘promote the Irish language to the entire 
community of Northern Ireland’. As the first state-funded Irish language promotion 
agency, ULTACH carried out a wide range of functions. As well as promoting the 
language on a cross-community basis, it distributed grants, published a wide range of 
reports, resources and articles, and campaigned on issues such as Irish-medium education, 
Irish language arts and Irish language television. This last campaign finally bore fruit after 
13 years with the foundation of the Irish Language Broadcasting Fund in 2003. The Trust 
also became active in other organisations, such as the European Bureau for Lesser-Used 
Languages and the Irish-Scottish initiative Colmcille. Staff also participated in 
organisations such as the Northern Ireland Community Relations Council, the BBC 
Broadcasting Council, Foras na Gaeilge, Comhairle na Gaelscolaíochta, Iontaobhas na 
Gaelscolaíochta, Cultures of Ireland, the Irish Language Broadcasting Fund, Northern 
Ireland Screen. This breadth of experience has given the Trust a wide overview of Irish 
language issues, cultural politics, socio-linguistics, language planning. 
 
Following the Good Friday Agreement, other Irish language organisations with far greater 
resources began to deal with areas such as funding, education and broadcasting, and 
ULTACH was able to concentrate on its unique strengths, promoting the Irish language in 
a divided community, promoting the language on a cross-community basis, and 
developing Irish language learning resources. 
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