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Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Arts and Culture

Submission on the South African Languages Bill from the Editors-in-Chief of the National Lexicography Units (LexiEditors’ Forum)
As Editors-in-Chief of the National Lexicography Units (NLUs), we welcome this opportunity to submit our comments on the South African Languages Bill, as, contrary to what has been stated in Section 6 of the Bill (p.9) the NLUs were not consulted during its preparation. Nor, to the best of our knowledge, were the National Language Bodies (NLBs), of which the Editors-in-Chief are ex officio members. (Some of the NLBs have, in fact, been unable to convene for some three years as a result of PanSALB’s financial difficulties.)

Preamble

The National Lexicography Units (NLUs) are Non Profit Companies (formerly Section 21) established under Section 8. (8)(ii)(c) of the PanSALB Amendment Act of 1999. Their core business is the production of monolingual dictionaries for each of South Africa’s official languages. Paragraph (iii) of that section 
stipulates that they shall ‘adhere to the principles of promoting language development’, and it is within that context that we wish to offer our submission.

In 2004 the Editors-in-Chief, who are also Executive Directors of the NLUs, established the LexiEditors’ Forum with the following objectives, as stated in the Forum’s constitution:
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At a meeting of the Forum held on 24th and 25th November 2011, the South African Languages Bill was discussed extensively, and we would like to submit the following comments for the Portfolio Committee’s consideration.

1. Duplication of responsibilities

Our overarching concern is the apparent duplication and/or overlap of structures proposed within the Bill with those of the Pan South African Language Board. For instance, the Bill’s provision for the monitoring of language use, as articulated in sections 2, 6 and 9,  appears to encroach on PanSALB’s functions and powers as described in section 8 of the Pan South African Language Board Act of 1995 (the PanSALB Act). A perception of such encroachment had already been identified in PanSALB’s existing relationship with the Department of Arts and Culture (DAC) by the members of the Ad hoc Committee on the Review of Chapter 9 and Associated Institutions (the so-called ‘Asmal Commission’) in their 2009 Report: 

Given these powers accorded to the Minister by the Act, it is not surprising that the  (PanSALB) Board

informed the Committee that its relationship with the Department of Arts and Culture is not cordial. The Committee was informed of severe tension between the Board and the Department and a view from the side of the Board that the Department was encroaching on its mandate on language development, which, in turn, it felt, compromised its independence. (Chap.9 (d), p.125)

It is our view that lack of clear differentiation of roles between the Department of Arts and Culture and PanSALB have, in the past, substantially weakened the implementation of effective language policies and activities. We are concerned that unless there is explicit clarification of the distinction between what is proposed in the Bill and PanSALB’s role the resulting confusion of responsibilities may once again impede progress on the establishment of multilingual language practices in South Africa.

2. Language Development 

Of equal concern is the absence in the Bill of any mention of language development. We note that the 2003 version of the Bill contained the following section: 
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We feel that the omission of this element in the current version of the Bill is a disturbing oversight, for the following reasons. 

Although it has been assumed that language development falls largely under PanSALB’s remit, the PanSALB Act of 1995 states that the organisation is responsible for ‘The creation of conditions for the development … of all the official South African languages.’ (Para. 3,(a),i.). Consequently, in its Strategic Plan of 2009 PanSALB resolved to place the emphasis of its mission on the ‘creating of conditions’ for the development of language, rather than being actively responsible for language development per se. While we, as the NLUs, continue to be somewhat puzzled by the semantic differentiation being made by PanSALB, their decision has manifested in an increasing isolation and neglect of the NLUs and NLBs, which are the principal structures involved in language development within PanSALB.  

It may be of interest to note that in its 2009 report, the ‘Asmal Commission’ commented: 

i. The (PanSALB) Board does not have the required human and financial capacity to deal adequately and comprehensively with the important task of developing indigenous South African languages. In contrast

the National Language Services Directorate situated in the Department (of Arts and Culture) is well-funded and better equipped to deal with the development of South Africa’s indigenous languages; and

ii. The Board as such is not involved in the issue of language development, but has for all intents and purposes delegated this task to the National Lexicography Units. The rest of the Board’s work relates to raising public awareness, dispute resolution, the promotion of multilingualism and the promotion of respect for other languages.

While we are aware that the SA Languages Bill is not intended to deal with specifics such as the location of the National Lexicography Units, we feel that as an important component of language development in South Africa we should highlight the risk inherent in omitting this aspect from the Bill. It seems clear that unless unequivocal mention is made in legislation of the points covered in Section 8 of the 2003 draft of the SA Languages Bill, there is a real possibility that no sector of government will be accountable for this fundamental factor in the construction of a multilingual nation.

Conclusion
In the light of the points made above, and the substantial challenges currently being faced by PanSALB, we would respectfully submit that before the Bill is promulgated it should be subject to comparative analysis against existing acts and bills such as the PanSALB Act, the National Lexicography Units Bill, and initiatives to intellectualise the African languages that are being proposed by the Departments of Higher Education and Training and Basic Education. The report and recommendations of the Ad Hoc Committee on Chapter 9 and Associated Institutions might also be germane. 

We recognise that the South African Languages Bill has already been a long time in its gestation. However, we feel that it is critical that parliament take the time for further consideration, in order to achieve a much-needed consolidation of the efforts  of all the agencies responsible for developing multilingualism. Although conducting a review of cognate legislation and initiatives may somewhat delay the enactment of the Bill, ultimately the result would be an Act which ensures the coordination of government’s efforts for the promotion, development and regulation of South Africa’s languages as languages for learning and teaching, government and commerce.  
Yours sincerely
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Dr. W.F. Botha

Chairperson: LexiEditors' Forum

Development of indigenous languages and South African Sign Language/s


8 Subject to the provisions of section 9(a), the Minister shall take practical and positive measures for the development of the indigenous languages and South African Sign Language/s, in particular to:


(a) identify priority areas for the development of these languages;


(b) support existing structures involved in the development of these languages;


(c) establish new structures and programmes for the development of these languages, and 


(d) support cross-border projects for the development of these languages in the Southern African region.
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