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THE. I R lSH GOVERNMENT' S PROPOSALS ON THE POS ITl 0.."1 Of' THE 
IRISH ~GUAG£ ~N NORTHERN IRELAND 

1. Thank you for your minute of 6 June which records the 

Secret.try of State'. agr·ee..Jent t.o the It-U99"ested response to 

the Jr"lsh Gove-rnaent·. proposals contained 1n my .ubrat •• ion 

of 2 May. 

2. A$ requested, I attach for the Secr~~ary Of State's 

approval a note based on the 5~ission designed to be handed 

over to the I.r1.s.h at the next -.eetlnq 01' the Inter90v~rnmental 

Conference. Secause of other pressures t I aft afraid t:.bAt. 1 

have not had ti~e to clear 1t with inten~" sted colleagues. 

l. A separa.te .peaking not~ on the s-ub)ect. is included in the 

Secretary of State's Conference brief. 

MISS D F L ELLIOTT 

CPL 

13 June 1986 

PBD 
COrJFiOEr~TIAl 



'nlE POSITION OF nIE IRISH LANGUAGE Ilt NORT'HBlUI IRELAND 

nrrROOOCTI06 

1. The Irish Government preaentf:d propoSAl:; on the Irish 

lanqu<tge to the I.nter<Jovernmental Confere-J\~ on to January 

under Articleli .. and · S of 'the An91o-Irish A<Jreement which 

state thbt. it shall be a frAw.ewor~ for the accOlUIOdatlon of 

the r19bts and identi~ie. of the t:wo traditions in Northern 

Ireland: and shall concern itself with .easures to do .0, 

including steps to foster the cultural heritage of both~ It 

vas a9reed that the British aide would study the paper. The 

subject. would be discussed at a. future Conference meetlnq. 

2. This note describes the UJ\ Government: '. approach to the 

use of Irish in Northern Ireland and r£sponds to the Irish 

Government's specific sU9gestions fOT change. 

GENERAL POLICY 

3 * Everyone in Northern Ireland speak.5- £n9Ush. There are 

no native Irish speakers. '!'here is no official est.ilnate of 

the n~r of people who have a knowledge of Ir ish. But. 

from the information available the n\mber i$ lik.ely to be 

amall. Against this backgt"()und. the Governae'llt recognises and 

supports the wish of lnd1 viduals to speak and use the Ir1sl"J 

language but not to the extent Of promoting a bilingual 

society. We respond t.o demand thI'ough the education syst:eft 

and through support for t.he ~ut$. Governa:ent policies tn 

Scotland and Wales are sl1.'1.11arly based on positive reaction 
- ~ to the w1.11 and wish of people t.o speak Scot~ Gaelic or Welsh. 

In wales these factors are 80 strong and Widespread that 

Welsh has been a.ccorded parity of estee-a with £ngli$h. 

4. The me Government: 1s pledged in the Mglo-lrish AgreeJlent 

to foster t.he cultura.l heritage of ~ traditions; there is 

no require.-ent t.o create a. bl1in9ua.l SOC'iet.y in Northern Ireland. 

The overall objective is to prOPOte re~onciliation between them. 

Yt would arouse C}re-at opposit:ion amon9 tbe majority if Irish in 

Nor~ern ~rel&nd were qiven parity of e$~~ with Enql1sh. 

This would not help reconciliation. Nor does the number of 
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people estuaabed to speak it justify that .tatu.. Mon.thel ••• , 

we believe that. it .ay be po.aible within our policy to <JJve 

..are recOCjnit100 to the u~ of Irish to acknovledcJe the 1q><>rtance 

which some of t..h~ II.1.nor1t.y attach t.o the lllll9Wlqe. 

RESPONSE TO THE IRISH GOVEIUllM£N'T t S PROPOSALS 

5. The Irish Goverruaent' 5 propoaala are set out ~low, 

followed by the ~ Governaent·s response to each. 

6 • Place n.aJDeS 

(1) A list of place naMeS in Northern Ireland should be drawn 

up 9~ving the original rrish, .a well as Enq11sh, forms; 

public authorities should recognise both . 

.In Northern Ireland there is no statutOl"r ba&is for deterJlllnll'1g 

the official ~ of a place. ~y custo~ and tradition, the 

Ordnance SUrvey is the 4uthori ty. !'her~ is no procecillre whereby 

place naJne£ can be changed. W~ wl11 consider the ca.se for: 

change, taking into account pr&ctice in Creat Brital~ and the 

Republic of Ireland, including th~ work of the Dublin Place 

Ha~a Commission. We will also investi9ate t.he pO$$ibi.llty 

of sponsoring an Irish lanquaC]e version of the Northern Ireland 

Ordnance Survey Bap, with a directory giving tbe ..eani.ngs of 

the naaes. Recoqnition of lrish place na.e$ by public 

authorities b4y have re80u~ce Umplications and is more 

proble»a.tlc. But. we shall investi9ate the implications of .0 
dO~9 if a satisfactory Ordnance Survey directory can be produc ed. 

(ii) The residents of a defined dist~iet should be entitled . , 
to have street na..es di5played 1n I.rish as well as Enqli5h; 

(they are Allowed only in £nql ish at present). 

lie aCJree that it vould be right to .llow local residents 

to decide whether or not they want bilin9ual street naaes. 

'JhiJs is a District. Council resp::!rWibili1..y_ 00£ are consider1n9 how 

best to -.end the Public Health I Local G.overM'Itmt (MiscellAneous. 

~) let 1949 to provide it a:;hece which wolld ~ local pre!erl<n;-a5, 

.. , 6 ~ ...... . . ... . . ~ .. _ .............. .. ~ .. ... ........ . ...... ~. ~ .... .... .. ....... . ~ • ••• ~ • ••• • •• •• •• •• • • • ~ '~ ' • • • • ~ . .. .... ...... ... . . .... 4 .. ........... ... .. . .... . ...... . ....... ... ... ... . ........ ~ ................... .. .. ............... .. . . . ~ . .. . . ....... . . . 
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but could not be abuaed by th~ aajorlty in control of each 

District Council. Implementation of the propo&~l vill be 
dependent. upon identification of a pract.ical .ch~m.e. 

(111) Road si~s should also be in Irish And £ngll$h. 

We do not believe that dual laDQu4ge ro.d signs would be 

justified by comaon u.e (t~ criterion u~ in Vales) and 

indeed 1n .any parts of Northern Ireland, ¥OUld probably provoke: 

a counter-productive r~ction aJI1On9 the Njor1ty Against the 

Irish language-. We therefore do not proposed to adopt. this 

aUCJge s tion . 

1. Official business 

Legal provision (s~ilAr to the Welsh LAh9~age Act 1967) 

should be taken to pen11t th~ use of Irish 11\ official busin'ess, 

including the courts. 

8. The ~lsh Language Act 196, allow5 Welsh to be used in the 

courts by anyone who BO desire-Sf and pe-nuts Ministers to 

provide Welsh ~erslon£ of official 40cuaants &nd fOrDS. It is 

thus based on large concentrations of We15h speakerSt .a~y of 

vham are within public adMinlstra~1on. Welsh is used in 

official business on the basis of demand, likely use and cost. 

In the courts, little busine.', er i.rainlil or civil, 1s conducted 

1n Welsh; but facilities are provid.ed if they are requested. 

These arrange~nts flow from the wide.pread use of W~lsh as a 

lan9uag~ of daily lif~. This is not ti.e CAse with Irish in 

Northern Ireland . We therefore believe that it -.ould ~t be 

appropriate to grant Irish the parity 01 esteem which Welsh 
enjoys. .. 

9. rhe 19~1 Census 

A question should be 1nclud~ to find ont. bow 1Mny people say 

that they know Irish . 

..... .. . ........................ _ .... .................. ........................ " ................ ................. ~ .............. ................ ....... ~.~ .. ~ .. .................. . ~ ......... .. .... ......... .... .... ......... .. ' " . . . 
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10. There is ... lack of inforaat:.ion about the number of people 

professln9 .. knowledqe of Irish. We shall include question. 

about the degree of interest in end knowledge of the Irish 

language in the Continuous Houaehold Surv~y for 1981. Xn the 

light of the results obtained, we sh.ll con.ide[" the desirability 

of including ... que.stion in the 1991 Cen.sus. 

11. Support for Irish lanqua.qe: publications, cult.ural event.s 

A ney authority shoold be •• tablished to promote the lanquage 

as a vehicle for accoaaodatin9 the nationali&t identity, 

rather than on artistic ~rit. 

12. The Arts Council of NOrthern Ireland provides 5Uppo["t for 

writing in Irish and for t..radit.ional Arts. Reque.t$ for support 

for publIcations in Enqli.h and Irish are treated in exactly the 

same way and d~clded on art1stic merit. In the last five years 

only t1llO aanuscripts in Irish hav-e beE::n subaitted. One was 

9iven a publishing qrant. a. third applicat.ion is under 

consideration. The traditi~l art. budq~t is £30,000. 

A native Irish speaker and expert on traditional ausic hellcis 

the relevant ~ct1on. We have no eviden~ of uns.atl$fi~ 

deraand. Nonetheless we shall im,ite t:he Arts Council t.o 

consider whether it would like additional fund. f~ the 

traditional arts, in particula~ for ~~1sh 1anguage and cultural 

activities. 

13. We believe however tha t it would be inappr opr iate to set 

up a separate body to prolllOt..e the IrisJ\ laDguage. In Northe r n 

Irela.nd many traditional art.s , 5uch aa auslc, are shared by 

Protestan t and catholic ~ltles, especially in rural areas . 

The objective should ~ to promot.e shared inur:-ests in \:bese 

activities. The establishment of An Yr1sh language body woul d 

be d.ivisive. It tDight atiftllate calls for 4 new author ity to 

encoura9~ unionist ·Ulster- art •• 

... .. .. . .. 6 .. .. .. ..... .. . . .. . ...... ..... . .. . . . ...... . . .. .. .. _ .. .. _ ••• ~ • •• • • •• •••• • _ • • •• •• • • _ ... .. .. ......... . . .... .. .... .. ...... . . . . ... . ...... ... ... . ...... _ •• • , .. . . to ..... . .. ....... .. ... .. .. ...... .. ..... . . .. .... . ..... . .. ... . .. . . . . .. .. . . ... . ...... . . . .. . .. , . ... " ~ " •• • " ... .. . .o • .o. , 
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SUMMARY OF C~LUSIOMS 

14.. The OK Coverruaent recogn1aes and suppOrts the wish of 

individuals to speak and use -the Irish laD90Age. But it 

would not promote peace, stability and reconciliation - the 

overall objective of the Anglo-Irish Agreement - to promote 

bil1n9Uali~ in Northern Ireland. AgaJ~st this back9round, 

the Governa.ent' s response to the Irish Gov~rnment' s proposals 

1s aa follawa. 

1) we will conSider the case for' a proc:edure t.o enable 

place names to be changed. We will investigate the possi­

b!lity of sponsoring an Irish version of the Northern 

I.relAnd Ordnance Survey map, "'tth a direetory giving the 

I'eAn1ng5 of the names. If that can ~ done # we shall 

conaider the implications of publlc authorities recognising 

the Iri&h version .. 

i1) The residents of a defin~d district should be entitled 

to have street naaes displayed in Irish as well as in £n9l1sh ~ 

Work is in hand on a praetlcal achf'-M to irapleraent. this. 

i11) 1'0 introduce dual lan9uage ~d sign~ would provoke a 

counter-productIve reaction agaInst th~ use of Irish amongst 

the majority and the propo$al vi11 thereiote not be Adopted. 

iv) There 1s no need for Irish to b~ 9iven pbrIty of e$~ee~ 

with Enqlish in official busines~ and ~~e courts. rhe number 

who .peak it and the widespread prevalence of English as the ,. 
everyday lan9uage ~litate 89ainst following law and practice 

in ~les. 

v) ~he UJ( Go"ernment lac)c prec1.se information about the 

n~er of Irish speakers ip Norther~ Ireland, the extent of 

their knowledge and int~rest. Ou~stion. about the IrIsh 

lanquage vi1l be included In t.be 1981 Continuous Household 

Survey. In the liqht of the results , consideration will 

be 9iven to includ1.nq a question 1n the 199\ cenSU$. 
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vi) It would not aid reconciliation to Ht up is sep;!rate 

body to prClDOte t.he Ir ish lal!9.uage as An expression of the 

nat.ionalist tradition instead of on (Jrounds of art~stic or 

literary aerit. But we aholl invit4 the Arts Council for 

Northern Ireland 1:0 cons.1der whethf:c there 1.5 great.er scc>pe. 

throu~h its support for traditional arts for 9iving 

financial assistance t.o Irish cultural act:ivities. 

NQRTHEltN IRELAND OFFIO 

June 1986 
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