The Importance of the Welsh Language in the Public Sector

The Welsh Language is the longest language in Britain being over four thousand years old. Throughout time this language has evolved in numerous ways such as there being different variants like North-Walian and South-Walian. Both of these languages share certain words however, the majority of the language is spoken differently in the North in comparison to the South.

The Welsh language has had a massive history in the past going from once nearly abolished to now being encouraged and spoken in numerous primary and secondary schools in both North and South Wales. Over more recent years however, it is starting to become more necessary to speak Welsh. This has proven to be very controversial for most people as only around 899,500 people can currently speak Welsh in Wales (Gov.uk, 2022) whilst there are currently around 3,170,000 people living in Wales (Office for National Statistics, 2021) meaning that only 35% of Wales current population can speak the national language. One force which is currently making fluency in the Welsh language compulsory is The Police Force. As of 30th March 2017, the government made it compulsory and a law that the Police Force must comply with the new language standards and currently South Wales Police are working hard towards this and are looking at making speaking the Welsh language a mandatory requirement if wishing to climb the ranks in the Police Force (South Wales Police, 2022). Although there is no direct law in the public sector stating that everyone must speak a certain level of Welsh, the vast majority of forces are encouraging the language as each year the percentage of Welsh speakers goes higher and higher. Certain areas in Wales do not have that many Welsh speakers however, there are certain places which have a very high percentage of individuals who can speak Welsh for example, in Bridgend only 18% of individuals can speak Welsh fluently, however further northwest in Gwynedd, 76% of individuals can speak Welsh fluently (Welsh Government, 2021). Although not speaking fluent Welsh in the public services might not be an issue in certain areas, it will become more of an issue in more Welsh spoken towns and cities such as if you were living in Gwynedd where 76% of individuals speak fluent Welsh, there is a high chance that you will encounter numerous Welsh speakers therefore if an issue did occur, it would be important that you were able to communicate with all the individuals involved. Following this incident if it was more severe and there was little to no communication, then it may be exceedingly difficult to defuse the situation and could result in worsening leading to injuries and potentially even fatalities. 



Due to these reasons, the Welsh language is now being encouraged to be spoken in both primary and secondary schools, however, it never used to be this simple. In the 15th century, Henry VIII’s Act of Union in 1536 meant that the use of the Welsh language was banned, and more laws were passed making the Welsh language officially removed as a language, but this did not stop individuals from speaking the language outside of jobs and education. A few centuries later in the 18th and 19th century, the speaking of Welsh in schools was prohibited but there were currently no law stating that the use of Welsh was not allowed. In fact, up until 1850, 90% of individuals living in Wales spoke Welsh (Jacob P, 2017). Even though the Welsh language was widely spoke around Wales, there were still numerous amounts of allegations that the Welsh language was actually slowing learning down and making it harder for people to reach their potential. These allegations were a massive part in Welsh history and were known as ‘The Blue Books of 1847’ (National Library of Wales, 2022). The Blue Books of 1847 was an event where three Anglican churchmen from England were commissioned by the Parliament to specifically provide justification for the reform of education in Wales. The allegations set by the churchmen were described as deceitful as it viewed the Welsh language in a ‘extremely negative light’ (Open Learn, 2022). Following this, the event goes down in Welsh history known as the Treachery of the Blue Books. After this event, no further major events would take place until the Welsh Language Act of 1993. 

The Welsh Language Act was a massive step in the right direction for Welsh culture as this meant that the language could now officially be used in businesses, schools and government legislation. The Act also meant that court proceedings and other legal services could be requested in Welsh, and it also gives the power for Welsh ministers to prescribe any legal documents they find sufficient in Welsh rather than in English (Law Wales, 2020). This has proven to be massive for the Welsh language and the Public Sector as it would now open the option for any court proceedings to be held in Welsh meaning that any potential offenders who desire to use the Welsh language now have the opportunity making it a fairer trial. This would also mean that if someone were to be speaking the Welsh language when they were arrested or taken to custody then anything which they had may of said could be used in a court of law correctly. Section 22(1) of the Welsh Language Act 1993 states that “In any legal proceedings in Wales the Welsh language may be spoken to any party, witness or other person who desires to use it”. This section of the Welsh Language Act 1993 has proven to had affect all over Wales in courts such as statistics say as of 2011, the Swansea Crown Court has two fluent Welsh speakers meaning 8% of the crown court can speak Welsh. This is slightly less than the Swansea local authority which is 11.4%. Although there were only two members who could speak fluent Welsh in Swansea crown court, in 2013/14 there were five cases heard in the Crown Court with a Welsh language requirement, and a further six in 2014/15 (UK Government, 2022). If the Welsh Language Act 1993 had not taken place, then the majority of these court hearings could have been extended by a long period of time due to the translation which would have been required. Not only this, but in certain cases a large amount of evidence would have had to be translated and could potentially lead to misinterpretation and further issues. 

The Welsh language is extremely important throughout the entirety of Wales as it can open a large number of job opportunities for anyone who can speak Welsh. For example, after COVID 19 a high number of businesses had to close resulting in a surge of jobless individuals. An individual fluent in the Welsh language however can look for jobs in different services which involves speaking Welsh or translating, for example the Police force offers opportunities for individuals to become a translator where they would translate from North Walian or South Walian variants of Welsh into English in order to help the desired office in the Police understand what the individual is trying to say. Not only does this prove to be beneficial as it gives people jobs, but it also proves useful as the more translators there are in the Police Force, the better the response times there will be overall which can help save lives. The Police Force is not the only Public Sector Service which requires Welsh speakers, for example the Public Health Sector plays a vital part in today’s society. It is of the upmost importance that individuals in the emergency services can speak Welsh as during a crisis, certain individuals who speak Welsh as a first language may struggle to give key details in English. One example of this would be if someone has been involved in a severe incident and they need to give details to someone either over the phone or in person then they may struggle to give the details in English which could lead to mistreatment, or something not being correctly understood which could then lead to severe injuries or even fatalities. 

The Welsh Government (2012) has identified four different priority groups where the Welsh language is crucial. These groups are children and young people, older people, people with learning disabilities and people with mental health problems. The Welsh Government (2012) states that these people are particularly vulnerable because their care and treatment suffers when not being treated in their own language. One way in which they are trying to improve this is by prioritizing people with language barriers in order to make sure they gain the correct and best treatment which they could have. The Public Health Sector is working towards using the Welsh language as much as possible. One example of this would be if you ring 999, 111 or your local GP they will always have an option to receive the information in English or Welsh therefore making it much easier for people who prefer using the Welsh language rather than the English. The Welsh Government (2021) has launched numerous campaigns in order to increase the use of Welsh in daily life. One example of this is the ‘Cymraeg 2050’ campaign. This campaign was launched by The Welsh Government (2021) and has an aim to double the number of Welsh speakers living in Wales by using Welsh in day-to-day activities. There are various ideas on how to increase the number of Welsh speakers and how it can be used in a positive aspect however, one of the more standout ideas by The Welsh Government is placing Welsh speakers together with communities in areas around Wales that use Welsh as the primary language. They believe that by doing this it will strengthen and encourage the community to use Welsh more often. This also means that there will be more job opportunities in these communities as more Welsh speaking individuals will emerge and primarily use Welsh as their first language when in these areas. They also state that they are working towards having more Welsh and Welsh-medium teachers as they feel that if children see family, teachers and friends speaking Welsh then it may encourage the younger generations to learn the language as well.

How important is the Welsh language in the Public Sector? Overall, we can see that the Welsh language is a vital part of the public sector in Wales as every sector will have assistance for those who prefer speaking in the Welsh language. We are also shown that the majority of roles in the public sector are trying to increase the amount of Welsh being spoken for example the Public Health Sector is trying to encourage more employees to speak Welsh, and the Police Force is trying to encourage more officers to speak Welsh and if an individual does not necessarily speak Welsh then they always have alternatives for anyone who would prefer to speak Welsh when being involved with any jobs inside these sectors.
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