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THE POSITION OF THE IRISH LANGUAGE IN NdRTIiERN lRE~D: 
PKRSONAL AND PLACK NAHlS 

M 

1. Aa you know. there has been discu'i~:10l'l of the positi (JU (':,f tla 

Irish lao&uage in Northern Irel.and in the Anglo-Irlah 
IntergoveroJ,llental Confl!Tence. Paragraph 6 of the Joint ~ t.te"E: l1l 

of 17 June indicated a number of are.. for pOS5 tble fut u re 

develop.ent.. CPL 18 r~8ponslble for coonH,natlng work set i n h .:i.! l d 

by the NI Depart.ent. 4lt the Secretary of State' fI requeat, ng6io ,Jt 

~he general policy which be has dectrle~. I vrite to you now , 

belatedly and apologetically. to conf,ult ~ ; ou about the 
iapl iC8 t: lons for your Divisions of one pal ,ticular issue on whlcb 

Cent.ral Secretariat has been eon8ul ting N :~ Departaents . The 01',1 '1 

excuse for overlookins those nearer to h~e is ~y failure. a.id 

o~her preoccupations. properly to p1~k up the thread. on ay re tl l 

from leave earlt~r this Donth. 

Ge.neral policy 

2. Firstly however , you will wish to knc w the gene r al ftppt'o&ch 

which the Secretary of State has decided to take to the lrtah 
language . It l a des cribed below. 

l. Everyone in Northern Ireland SPeaks 1~n811ah. The re are no 
native Iriah 8peakers. There 16 no offif.!1.1 estiLlAte of the 

aumber of people who have A knovledge of Irish. Hut fro. the 
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CONFIDENTIAl, 

( inforaation aval1abl. the nUGber 1. likely to be sDall. Against 

thl. background, the ~ernaent recognisea and supports the wish 

of individual. to .peak and use the Iciah language, but not to the 

extent of proaoting • bilingual lociety. It res~onds to dea&nda 

through the education .ytell and through support for the arts. 
Government policie. 10 Scotland and Wales are .imilarly ba.ed on 

p081tlve r~aetion to the will and wiSh of people to speak Scots 

Gaelic OT Welsh. In Wales these factors are 80 strong and 

widespread th.at Welsh has been accorded equal &t&tUB with Engllsr, 

in certain aspect. of official busln~8s snd the Courts. 

4. The Governeent 1. pledged in article S of the Anglo-Irish 
Agreement to foster the cultural heritage of bot~ traditions; 

there iB no requirellent to create a bilingual society in Narther iJ 

Ireland. 'nle overall objecti~e ill t(i promot~ reconciliation 

between thesa. It would arouse areat opposition all10ng the aajori .( 

if Irish in Northern Ireland were given equal etatus to English. 

This would not help reconciliation. Nor does the number of peoi" t ~ · 

eRtlaated to speak it justify that status. Nonetheless. the 

Secretary of State haa decided that it .ay be possible within OU t ' 

policy t.o give AOre recognition to the use of lriahJ to 

acknowledge the iaportance ,mich some of the minority attach to 

the. language. 

Personal and Place naaes 

5. The Irish Government ha.ve asked that Irish personal names and 

addresses a1ght be recognised by the Northern Ireland 
authorities. Having .,reed t~t DOE would produce a director y o f 

the English and Iriah ver.ion of place names. the Secretary ~f 
State's reapOdae was that the laplicatlons would be studied. The 

ItNI authoritiett tl cover a wide variety of bodies. We decided 
therefore to focus on the !HO. NI De-pnrtmeots. th~ NI Court 

Servlce and the aecurity forces. Con~ult8tion w1th the last two 
are continuing (with the R.UC and Ar~y vis. LOB) but our soundings 

of t.he NI Departmentl reveal the folloving picture . 
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'. At common lava peraon 1. entitled to aaauae any name he 

tiahes .. Iriah or EUlliah - and if he 1, generall y krtO~ by that 

.aae, it ill valid for purposes of lesal identification. In the 

Jain, Depart.entl accept the use of the Ir1.h form of ~er.on81 
laaea in correspondence and on official documents but there is no 

mlformlty of practice and no central 8uidsDce. We have 

tlltabl1ahed lnfot'llAlly that they cause no dlff1cul t.y to the Post 

)fflce. 

T. The use of Irish place names on official docu.en~s is subject 

:'0 legal eonatralnt. A place naae needs to identify a particulu 
location for a wide variety of le,al p~rp08es, e8 planning 

.ppllcation., rating, land registration: in the absence of 

regl.tration to give legal effect ~o Irish fO~$ of place n • .es 

(Which the Irish have in their Place Na~s (lrt~h For.s) Act 197~) 
the Identification of location8 could be disputed. The use of 

Irish foras of place names alone on official dGCuments ia 
therefore ruled out. But Oep&rtGent~ agree that there appears to 

be no legal reason why the Irish and English form should not both 

appear ~re the recipient 80 vi8he~> and in principle ~ould not 

object if this vere aade standard prbctice. The English form 
would remain the legal identlfica.tion of the plaee. ThUB an 

applic&tlon for a driving licence bearing the Irish form of a 
place na.e would be accepted and the licence i6sued hearing that 

fora alongside the English version. 

8. There would be reaource iaplications for all Department8. 

Record keeping would be coaplicated ~lnce the English version of ~ 

naae received in Irish would have to be checked. presumably in the 

directory produced by DOE, And both versioos would have to be 
noted. Ne~ official forms migh~ have to be designed and computer 

prograaoes changed. But Departments believe that the probl(~6 
"ould not be insuperable. and are present ly trying 1:.0 quantify ti lt:: 

cost. 
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9. ~ Post (,lfflce already try to dt> 1i ver eorresl'olldence wit}1 aI', 

Iri~h address, and liven an appro~.d list of Irish plAce n •• es , 

wou l d Bee no insurmountable diffIculty in delivering official 

eorrespoodence .0 addre.sed. 

10. On this basis. CeDtral Secretariat and 1 believe that It 

vould be rel18onabl~ to recoaaend to Mildst~r. that it shouldl>! 

.tandard practice for offici.la in NI I~partments 

<a> to accept the use of the Irish vereion of per.onal nalZo • . 

by individuals 1n public bU6tn.s~: 

(b) to Accept the use of the Irish version of plf._ce names b 

individuals, although ID Governaent business the English 
veralon would still be used for official purposes. 

'We are not suggesting that corre&pond~I\c:e in Iri.6h l>hould be 

rep lIed to in Irish. 

11 .. I should be It ateful to know 1 f 8.1ch 80 apl,roach would p0 6.t:. 

problems for the work of your DivlRi(ln~ and an estill!Ste of sny 

COfita which would be incurred. I sh.)u ld like to be able t.o 

include the NI0 in the reco~ndat1on8. 1 know that Hr Pal.er 
believes that the Prison Departaent record keeping needs to be 

Integre.t.ed into that of the security forces and the Court sy6te~. 

We have d1scusaed his concern and 1 ~\tait: his vl~8. I should be 

happy to talk over any of this with you. The Secretary of State 
and Ministers are discussing this and other Irish language issues 

in two weeks tiae. To enable ae to put up a coordinated 

submission, it WOUld be helpful to ha~e your reactions by 1 

October. 
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