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General principles
All employees should understand the council’s obligations in relation to language and respond positively to all our customers or clients, who are entitled to be treated with courtesy and respect.  

This is in line with the council’s stated commitments to:

· equality in the delivery of our services, as set out in our Equality Scheme

· compliance with the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages

· customer focus, one of the key elements within our improvement agenda

· improving communication and access to council services and

· our corporate objective of promoting good relations, which includes celebrating cultural diversity.

The principal language of the council is English and its approach to the use of other languages in council business is based on need and demand, balanced with consideration of the resources available to deliver services.

Sign  language
In line with official government policy, the council recognises that sign language is a language in its own right.  The Reception staff in the City Hall and Cecil Ward Building have been trained in sign language and other staff should make appropriate arrangements to provide sign language for customers if requested.

Sources of guidance
There are two primary sources of guidance on language.
The first of these is our Equality Scheme, approved by the Equality Commission in April 2001, which commits the council to making information available on request in minority languages to meet the needs of those “who are not fluent in English”.  This is increasingly important as our city becomes more diverse.

The second relevant document is a circular from the Local Government Division, issued as guidance to all District Councils in NI in 2002, which relates to the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages.  

The European Charter is an international agreement designed to protect and promote regional and minority languages; it places emphasis on the cultural dimension of the language in all aspects of the life of its speakers and in Northern Ireland relates to Irish and Ulster-Scots.
To ensure compliance with Part III of the European Charter, the council agreed to adopt certain recommendations in relation to the use of Irish at its meeting in January 2003.  This includes accepting requests/applications in Irish (oral and written) and providing translation or interpretation when required.  

The council is also committed to the active promotion of Ulster-Scots as an expression of cultural heritage and identity, as Ulster-Scots is recognised under Part II of the European Charter at this time. 
The council’s procedures are set out below.

Translations – written correspondence
The council uses the translation service within the Linguistic Operations Branch of the Department of Culture, Arts and Leisure (DCAL), which co-ordinates translation services for all government departments for all other languages.  All council departments have a designated person within Business Support to take responsibility for translations and the current system is operating well.  
When someone chooses to write to the council in Irish, the council will reply in Irish.

Interpretation
The council will also provide interpreters for small meetings or in individual interview situations if required, provided advance notice is given.  Please contact the Good Relations Unit for details.

Telephone calls
A Language Line telephone interpreting service has been established to assist with telephone enquiries from those who are not fluent in English.  Currently this service is available only within the Office of the Registrar of Births, Deaths, Marriages and Civil Partnerships; please contact the Good Relations Unit for details if required.

An Irish Voicemail service is available as an extension from the main switchboard; guidance has been issued to staff on its use.  

Names and addresses
The council will respect the wishes of anyone who wants to use the Irish form of their name or address and use those in correspondence or official business.   

Street naming
The council provides dual language street names, if two-thirds of the residents of the street request this.

Personal stationery for elected members of council
The council has provided dual language personal headed notepaper, business cards and compliment slips in English/Irish and English/Ulster-Scots for elected Members of Council, as requested, for the past ten years.
Support for heritage and traditions
The council will continue to support a range of Irish and Ulster-Scots traditions, cultural activities and language in practical ways, for example, by providing use of the City Hall, or by providing grant-aid for significant events and projects as appropriate.
The Ulster-Scots bodies agree that this type of support for their work is more beneficial and cost-effective than simply translating written documents into Ulster-Scots.  

Irish medium schools
The council is aware that the Irish medium schools represent a fast growing sector and all correspondence to Irish medium schools will be in Irish.  We will provide information in Irish on request for pupils who visit council properties for educational/study purposes e.g. the Zoo, the City Hall etc.   Information on major council initiatives or policies may also be provided in Irish where schools are considered key target audiences.

Signage in council properties
Fixed signage at and in council properties is either pictorial, tactile or in English. A ‘Welcome’ sign may be provided, at a reception area or other appropriate place, in a number of languages, including Irish, Ulster-Scots and other languages e.g. Filipino/Polish to reflect Belfast’s growing diversity and multi-cultural composition.

Recruitment
The council is an equal opportunities employer and welcomes applications from all sections of the community.  We currently offer a Careline telephone number (9027 0396) giving assistance to job applicants whose first language is not English.

Welcome pack
A Welcome Pack for newcomers and visitors to Belfast is available. This provides information on the council’s services in a user-friendly way and will be translated into other languages as requested.

Council website
The council website is designed to be as accessible as possible, with current on-line information in plain English (we aim to have the Plain English Internet Crystal Mark by April 2007).  The council will keep this under review and may provide information in other languages as requested.

Advertisements
Council advertisements will be in English.

Language training
Departments may choose to organise basic conversational level language classes for appropriate staff, where management decides it will be useful to improve service delivery and increase local customer response.

Other formats
Major council policies, strategies and publications (e.g. City Matters) may be made available in other formats on request, e.g. Braille, audio or large print.

Consultation
This policy was circulated to the relevant Irish and Ulster-Scots language bodies in Belfast i.e. the official North-South Language Body, made up of Foras na Gaeilge, which promotes the Irish language and the Ulster-Scots Agency (tha Boord o Ulster-Scotch), which promotes the Ulster-Scots language and culture; also Pobal and the Ulster-Scots Heritage Council.

We have also consulted with the council’s Equality Consultative Forum and appropriate representatives of minority ethnic groups in the Belfast area.

Any comments received have been incorporated into this policy. 

Monitoring and review
The policy will be monitored and reviewed in due course, in line with council procedure.

Guidance and enquiries
Comprehensive guidance on language issues and translation arrangements was circulated to all Departmental Business Support Managers in May 2005.  This will be re-circulated along with this policy when adopted and training will be provided for appropriate council staff.

If you have any queries regarding this policy or our arrangements with DCAL, please contact the Good Relations Unit, 028 9032 0202 extension 6025.
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