Strong Language: Does Wales need a new Welsh language act —
and is direct protest the only way of getting it
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Does Wales need a new Welsh language act - and

Is direct protest the only
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Welsh language provision, Cymdeithas Yr
laith would like to see a Wales where
‘people can choose to lead their lives
through the medium of either or both Welsh
or English and where the presence of both
languages Is a source of pride and strength
to us all®, It hopes a new law would
secure official status for Welsh, make it
llegal to discriminate against the use of
VWeish, establish a Welsh language
commissioner and a National Council For
The Welsh Languege

But the labour-led Welsh Assembly
Government has so far refused to meet
with Cymdeithas to discuss its campaign
for such an act. “Alun Pugh (the minister
for culture, sport and the Welsh language]
told me point blank when | met him last
year that they won't even think about
revising the act,” says Cravos.

This lack of communication, he
explains, 1s why Cymdeithas has resorted
to the controversial measure of non-violent
direct action, such as the protest
against Radio Carmarthenshire. Other
demonstrations have included graffiti-ing
[]J'JD ic property and ripping English only
labels off food produce. Cravos feels that
withou! previous direct protest, "Wales
would not have secured two Welsh
language acts, bilingual road signs, and
the television channel, S4C"

Although Alun Pugh was unfortunately
not available to comment on his party's
stance on the Weish language before
The Big Issue Cymru went to press,
representatives from the Conservatives and
Plaid Cymru told us that they are currently
preparing manifestos on the Welsh
language ahead of the Assembly elections
in 2007
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Lisa Francis, Assembly member and the
Conservative's spokeswoman on the Weish
language, feels that the current legislation
needs to be strengthened in order to allow

people the option 10 live their lives through ;

Welsh, She adds that bringing the Welsh
language under Assembly control means
“the language could once again become a
political football"

leuan Wyn Jones, Plaid Cymru Assembly :

group leader, says the major flaw with the
current act is "its failure to secure official

status for the language” and that it doesn't |

give Welsh speakers any rights as such,

“simply an obligation on public bedies to
comply with thelr schemes”™, He adds that
there are no meaningful sanctions available
1o the Welsh Language Board when public
bodies 1ail to deliver on the obligations
they have entered into under their
schemes. Plaid would like to see official
status for the language and to widen the
range of bodies which have to provide
schemes, such as the now privatised
utilities companies,

Meri Huws, chairwoman of the Walsh
Language Board, believes that a reform of
the current act, rather than a new act is
what is needed - a common practice with
old legislation. "We don't necessarily need
new legisiation,” she says. “We need to
ook at what we have got and strengthen it
I'm not trying 1o defend the Welsh
Language Board and its members, but we
need to try to continue its work. We don't
nead to take a step backwards.”

Whether what's needed Is new
egisiation, or an update of the old laws,
Francis is concerned that Labour has so far
refused to discuss the issue. "I recently

attended a forum In Cardiff to discuss this

with Cymdeithas where all political parties
were present but which the Labour party
decided not to attend,™ she says, "I don't
really understand their reasons for this
Even if they were to put forward a contrary
viewpoint or to disagree with Cymdeithas it
15 Insulting to this lobby group that they
cannot be gracious enough 1o accept an
invitation to engage in what was an open,
friendly and democratic discussion

“IThis shows] a fundamental lack of
understanding about what is a very
important and emotive Issue for thousands
of people in our country.” o



