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A STATEMENT SUBMITTED BY THE WELSH LANGUAGE BOARD 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 

1. In our comments on the Consultation Paper on the Gaelic Language 
Bill in December last year, the Welsh Language Board made it clear 
that we strongly support the Scottish Executive’s decision to introduce 
for the first time specific legislation in support of the Gaelic language.  
We welcome this opportunity to give evidence to the Education 
Committee in their stage 1 consideration of this Bill.  This is the second 
time that the Board has given evidence to the Committee: the first 
occasion was in January 2003, in the context of the Gaelic Language 
Bill introduced by Mr Michael Russell. 

 
2. On that occasion, we submitted a long paper which offered extensive 

background on the Board’s work and vision, and on the position and 
status of the Welsh language in Wales, as well as offering some 
general comments on the previous Bill.  As far as the work of the 
Welsh Language Board is concerned, we do not propose to repeat 
what we set out in that paper; instead, we will confine ourselves to 
commenting on the current Bill.  In doing so, we will outline what we 
see as the strengths and weaknesses of the Bill as introduced; we will 
also allude to some practical ways of maximising the potential of the 
Bill once it has been enacted. 

 
3. However, we should again stress that our comments are based 

primarily on our experience in promoting the Welsh language.  We 
offer the Welsh language planning model for your consideration not as 
one that should be slavishly followed in Scotland, but as a model that 
you might usefully continue to draw upon.  Naturally, we are pleased 
that you have already given detailed consideration to the operation of 
the Welsh Language Act 1993 in drafting the current Bill.  Generally 
speaking, the Bill as introduced is much less wide-ranging than the 
Welsh Language Act, but the key question, we suggest, is whether the 
Gaelic Language Bill when it is enacted will be wide-ranging and 
appropriate enough, not only to reflect the present circumstances of 
Gaelic in Scotland, but also to promote and facilitate its use in the 
future. 

 
 

4. Purely from the restrictive point-of-view of the declared status of Gaelic, 
there are some aspects of this Bill which could be construed as being 
stronger than the Welsh Language Act.  Firstly, it alludes to the official 
status of Gaelic; secondly, it specifies Gaelic culture and Gaelic 
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education; and thirdly, it extends not only to the use, but also to the 
understanding, of Gaelic.  The second and third provisions are 
encouraging, but we find the first more problematic because it is 
difficult to determine both the force and practical effect of the 
declaration in the preamble that the Act will be concerned with 
‘securing the status of the Gaelic language as an official language of 
Scotland’, especially when this is read in conjunction with the 
statement in paragraph 19 of the accompanying Policy Memorandum 
that ‘“Official” is descriptive of the status of the language rather than a 
principle which confers rights to usage’.  We believe that, in order to 
give some practical meaning to this declaration of official status, some 
equality principle should be introduced into the Bill.  This could mirror 
the central principle of the Welsh Language Act (‘that in the conduct of 
public business and the administration of justice in Wales the English 
and Welsh languages should be treated on a basis of equality’), or it 
could relate to equal validity.  Surely it should be stated explicitly 
somewhere that something done in Gaelic, in accordance with any 
Scottish public authority’s Gaelic language plan, should be equally 
valid as though it had been done in English? 

 
 
Bòrd na Gàidhlig 
 

5. We fully support the Bill’s fundamental provision to establish Bòrd na 
Gàidhlig on a statutory basis to oversee the development of Gaelic.  
Based on our experience, we venture to suggest that there will be a 
direct correlation between the effectiveness of the new Act and that of 
the statutory Bòrd, and that the Bòrd’s effectiveness will depend not 
only on adequate resources, but also on the commitment and 
cooperation of its partners, and in particular that of the Scottish 
Executive.   

 
6. The Welsh Language Board has already proved that much can be 

achieved across several wide-ranging areas given adequate funding 
and effective partnership, and it is instructive to note that we have 
achieved far more as a result of our general function of promoting and 
facilitating the use of the Welsh language, than we have through our 
specific statutory functions relating to Welsh language schemes.  What 
we mean is that our general function has proved in practice to be very 
far-reaching, not that our specific statutory functions have somehow 
proved inadequate.  If Bòrd na Gàidhlig is adequately resourced from 
the outset, and the commitment and cooperation of its partners are 
evidenced and developed, we see no reason why the Bòrd’s effects 
and influence should not prove as far-reaching as ours. 
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The national Gaelic language plan 
 
7. The production of this plan - and its subsequent implementation - has 

great potential:  it will allow Bòrd na Gàidhlig to set out its strategy 
based on sound language planning principles; it will also allow the 
Bòrd to map out its action plan for implementing its strategy.  However, 
while the plan is potentially strong, much will depend in practice on the 
attitude of the Scottish Executive, which is why we remain convinced, 
as we said in our response to the Consultation Paper on the Bill, that 
the plan should include a strong statement from the Executive on the 
part that it will play in the plan’s fulfilment.  This is not, of course, a 
matter for the current legislation.   

 
8. A new dimension was added to the position of Welsh in Wales when 

over two years ago the National Assembly Government reiterated its 
policy commitment to revitalising the Welsh language and creating a 
bilingual Wales, which led in December 2002 to the publication of the 
comprehensive document, Iaith Pawb, the Assembly Government’s 
national action plan for realising its objective of a bilingual Wales.  This 
document sets out in detail the specific actions and initiatives for 
increasing bilingualism and strengthening the Welsh language.  It also 
affirmed the Welsh Language Board’s central role as the national 
language planning body for Wales, and gave the Board a central role 
in delivering the Plan.  To this end, the Assembly Government 
announced that the Board’s grant would be substantially increased (by 
a total of £16 million over the next three years).   

 
 
Gaelic language plans 
 

9. Paragraph 34 of the Policy Memorandum acknowledges that the 
concept of Gaelic language plans is drawn from the experience of the 
Welsh Language Act.  However, it is important to appreciate that the 
Welsh Language Board’s role in overseeing the process of preparing 
and implementing Welsh language schemes is much stronger and 
much more detailed than that proposed for Bòrd na Gàidhlig in relation 
to Gaelic language plans.  Four of the principal differences are the 
following: 
• The Welsh Language Board has a clearly defined supervisory role, 

and is empowered to conduct statutory investigations into non-
compliance. 

• The Welsh Act extends to the administration of justice in Wales. 
• It mentions Crown bodies, and de facto (as a result of a 

commitment given by the UK Government during the Parliamentary 
process leading to enactment) the Act applies to them in much the 
same way as it does to public bodies. 
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• It also extends to those public bodies which deliver a service to the 
Welsh public, even though these may operate on a wider GB or UK 
basis, and their headquarters are located outside Wales. 

 
10. We fully appreciate that the Scottish Bill reflects Scottish 

circumstances, but we invite you again to study the Welsh model to 
see what more might be done to strengthen the specific provisions 
relating to Gaelic language plans.  For example, we see no reason why 
the Bill should not extend to the administration of justice in Scotland, 
and why it should not also mention specifically the right to use Gaelic 
in Court.  On the other hand, we understand why certain reserved 
functions (Gaelic language broadcasting, for instance) cannot be 
included in it at present. 

 
11. It is encouraging to read in paragraph 79 of the Explanatory Note that 

the Scottish Executive has already identified a number of Scottish 
public bodies which have already said that they are ready to prepare 
Gaelic language plans.  It might also be opportune now to begin to 
discuss the possibility of preparing plans, albeit on a non-statutory 
basis, with Crown bodies and public bodies serving Gaelic speakers, 
but based outside Scotland.  Whatever the provisions of the future Act, 
without the willingness of public bodies to cooperate and make a 
commitment to its aims, the effectiveness of the legislation would still 
be constrained. 

 
12. We commend the principle to allow Bòrd na Gàidhlig to give advice to 

Scottish Ministers and public bodies about Gaelic language plans.  We 
also support the provision for the Bòrd to give advice to others relating 
to the Gaelic language generally.  This latter function will, of course, 
ensure that Bòrd na Gàidhlig is able to extend its work beyond the 
public sector to the voluntary and private sectors, which impinge just 
as much, if not more, on the daily lives of Gaelic speakers. 

 
13. As far as the content of the advice relating to Gaelic language plans is 

concerned, again we would invite Bòrd na Gàidhlig to draw on the 
Welsh model, and not only on what the Board did to establish its 
processes, but also on our continuing work to improve them.  We are, 
in fact, currently reviewing all our procedures and guidance in this area, 
with a view to: 
• making the guidance simpler and more user-friendly; 
• offering models and templates for preparing Welsh language 

schemes; 
• making the procedures less process-driven and more service-

driven, by taking an holistic view of specific sectors, such as health 
and care services; 

• assessing the impact of our schemes on Welsh speakers in Wales. 
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14. If Bòrd na Gàidhlig were to include electronic models and templates as 

part of its advice on Gaelic language plans, then the process of their 
drafting could be greatly facilitated and a greater number could be 
implemented each year.  To give a concrete example: we see no 
reason why Gaelic language plans for Scottish local authorities with 
similar concentrations and numbers of Gaelic speakers should not be 
virtually identical. 

 
 
Gaelic education 
 

15. It is very encouraging to see Gaelic education specified in the Bill.  
This, in itself, is an important recognition in the part education has to 
play in the language’s future.  After all, there are two main reasons why 
minority languages decline: lack of transmission of the language in the 
family from generation to generation, and the availability of education 
only in the majority language.  It is also encouraging to note, in 
paragraph 57 of the Policy Memorandum that the Scottish Executive 
subscribes to the view that Gaelic medium education is the key to the 
future of the language.  

 
16. Nevertheless, the Welsh Language Board is still of the view that this 

aspect of the Bill should be strengthened by declaring, in some way, 
Gaelic education as a right, if sufficient demand for it exists.  In view of 
the current uneven provision where demand exists, Scottish local 
authorities must be expected to do more than just ‘react positively’ 
(paragraph 65 of the Policy Memorandum) to such demand.  If Gaelic 
medium education is the key to the language’s future, then there must 
be some statutory requirement to provide it, or to enable it to be 
provided.  Where sufficient demand exists, Gaelic medium education 
should become to be regarded, as Welsh medium education is in 
Wales, as a normal part of educational provision, not as special 
treatment for the language. 

 
 
Conclusion 
 

17. Scottish considerations are central to the future success of this Bill 
when it is enacted, and the development of effective partnerships 
between the statutory Bòrd na Gàidhlig and organisations working in 
Scotland, particularly the Scottish Executive, will be paramount.  
Nevertheless, these partnerships will extend beyond Scotland, and we 
trust that the Welsh Language Board will be regarded as one of the 
principal partners in this category.  With that in mind, we reiterate again 
our willingness to assist the Bòrd and the Scottish Executive in any 
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way we can in the work of securing a better future for the Gaelic 
language. 

 
 
Welsh Language Board 
December 2004 
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EDUCATION COMMITTEE 

 
School transport 

 
Introduction 
 
1. At its meetings of 1 and 8 October 2003, the Committee discussed the Scottish 

Executive’s school transport policy and the recently revised guidance that the 
Scottish Executive issues to local authorities on the subject. 

 
2.  The Committee wished to see a more coherent approach by the Executive to 

its policy in this area and, at its meeting of 14 January 2004, appointed Rhona 
Brankin MSP as a reporter. Following Ms Brankin’s resignation from the 
Committee, this paper invites the Committee to decide on its next course of 
action in this policy area. 

 
Possible next steps 
 
3. Given that over a year has elapsed since the revision and issue of the circular 

on school transport, it may be relevant to ask education authorities to outline 
their views on the usefulness of the revised guidance. Secondly, as the revised 
guidance encourages authorities to keep the criteria for provision of school 
transport under review, allowing for flexibility and taking safety issues into 
account, it may be worth asking how authorities have responded to this aspect 
in particular. Finally, it may be worth asking how education authorities are 
integrating environmental, safety and children’s health concerns into their 
school transport policy. 

 
4. It is envisaged that responses could be requested by the end of February 2005 

with a Committee review of the responses during March or April 2005.  
 
Action 
 
5. The Committee is invited to CONSIDER whether it wishes to pursue the 

approach outlined in paragraphs 3 and 4. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Martin Verity Mark Roberts
Clerk to the Committee Senior Assistant Clerk
 


