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Foras na Gaeilge 
 
Dia dhaoibh agus fáilte romhaibh. Tá an-áthas orm a bheith ag labhairt libh ag an 
gcomhdháil seo inniu. 
 
That’s a standard type of opening at formal occasions – a polite and respectful 
acknowledgment of the Irish language, but immediately afterwards the speaker 
usually turns to English and continues with the rest of the presentation in that 
language.  
 
What if I were to continue to deliver the remainder of my presentation in Irish? Who 
would understand me? Why is that the case? Who would be able to ask a question 
informally afterwards in Irish?  
 
These questions are at the heart of the work of Foras na Gaeilge and I’d like to use 
this hypothetical presentation fully in the Irish language to explore particular 
questions about how Foras na Gaeilge has developed since its inception and to put 
these questions in a wider context, which affects what we do. I realise that this is a 
rather impressionistic approach, but it will, I feel, provide a more nuanced picture of 
both the work that we do and the operational processes by which we do it.  
 
Before I move on to do that, I should quickly explain that Foras na Gaeilge is the 
implementation body set up to promote the Irish language on an all-island basis. As 
well as taking over the functions of Bord na Gaeilge, a wide range of responsibilities 
was given to Foras to add to its effectiveness in the promotion of Irish, for example, in 
the area of education, dictionaries and terminology. It also took over the functions of 
An Gúm in relation to publications. 

Turning back to the wider issues which I mentioned, perhaps the most important fact 
for all those interested in the Good Friday Agreement [sin atá á thabhairt air sa 
chomhdháil] to bear in mind is how very atypical both the United Kingdom and 
Ireland are in linguistic attitudes. The citizens of most other European countries have 
very real language abilities in at least one other language other than their mother 
tongue and seem ever eager to learn more and more languages. This mentality is not 
part of the culture of these islands and rather than having a ‘language issue’, it’s 
probably more accurate to say that we ‘have issues’ with language.  
 
Within our shared linguistic conservatism there is however a major difference with 
regard to Irish which has implications for the cross-border operation of Foras na 
Gaeilge, and that is the fact that Irish is a core part of the education curriculum in the 
South while it does not have this position in Northern Ireland. This affects not just the 
general ability in the language itself, but the perception of the language. While almost 
all of the language organisations which Foras na Gaeilge is directed in its founding 
legislation to fund were operating on an island-wide basis, the extent to which this 
occurred differed from one organisation to the next for various, quite complex 
reasons. The organisations are in the main in the not-for-profit sector and the pattern 
has been that they have been required to cater for a wide range of language needs in a 
specific geographical area or for a specific need over an area that has been overly 
demanding on the resources at their disposal. The danger of lacunae in the complex 
pattern of language promotion is all to obvious: without an island-wide co-ordinating 
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body which can set priorities with stakeholders, whole areas of work may go 
neglected or indeed whole organisations may fail because of random factors such as 
the ill-health of a wonderful and charismatic community organiser or a duplication of 
effort may occur in adjacent geographical areas. The need for co-ordination and 
longer-term planning is obvious and having an island-wide framework is simply 
common sense. 
 
A recent study of the Irish-language not-for-profit sector has shown that these 
organisations see themselves in the main as concerned with service provision. 
Education is an area, as I’ve already mentioned, where the specific needs might be 
different in Northern Ireland as opposed to what we have here, so an island-wide 
perspective on education – something which Foras na Gaeilge has – is of great benefit 
in planning and co-ordinating educational resources and learning aids for use in both 
jurisdictions, for example. This is just one example from the field of education, but 
obviously co-ordination is possible and useful in other areas. 
 
My hypothetical presentation fully in the Irish language – to return to it – would thus 
be comprehensible to all who came through the education system in the South, while 
only those who actively chose Irish as a school subject – and had it available to them 
– in Northern Ireland would understand me. The extent to which either of these two 
comprehending groups would be able to have a chat with me afterwards over coffee 
would depend on the opportunities they would have had to use, to ‘practice’, if you 
like, their Irish since leaving the education system. On the level of formal, official 
communication there are differences here in that the Official Languages Act 2003 in 
the South has provided a very practical, statutory framework for the abstract but very 
strong expression of linguistic rights expressed in our Constitution. In Northern 
Ireland, the opportunities for usage in official contexts are grounded on Part III of the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, which links official usage to 
‘appropriate demand’. 
 
These differences affect what linguists call the ‘normalisation’ of language – by 
which they mean the extent to which we allow a language to be part of our everyday 
experience. In some areas of life, however, the joke is actually on us if we think we 
control the presence of Irish – for example, most place-names on the island of Ireland 
proclaim loud and clear that Irish was the main language of communication for most 
of our history and the meanings of these place-names can reveal to us a wealth of 
knowledge about landscape, topography, inhabitants, farming methods, travel and 
communications – knowledge about who we are. As the cultural critic Professor 
Michael Cronin has argued recently, this type of information must be at the core of the 
much-vaunted ‘knowledge society’ towards which we are moving.  
 
One of the challenges facing Foras na Gaeilge is – what to do with those who couldn’t 
understand my hypothetical presentation fully in Irish? Traditionally, most Irish 
language organisations, with the exception of Bord na Gaeilge, to be fair, preached to 
the coverted, that is worked with Irish speakers. While Foras na Gaeilge must 
continue this work, it is also acutely aware of the necessity to provide information 
about and rationales for its work to those who do not share our sense of the value of 
Irish. This necessitates research and while Foras was instrumental in having the first 
research into language attitudes on an island-wide basis carried out, the 
disestablishment of ITÉ, the Irish Linguistics Institute, which formerly conducted this 
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and other language-related research on a regular basis, has caused Foras na Gaeilge 
some difficulty.  
 
That particular instance of lack of continuity is, thankfully, unusual. The operational 
expertise within the bodies subsumed into Foras na Gaeilge has been invaluable – 
particularly in the light of the greatly increased responsibilities given to it as opposed 
to the remit of Bord an Gaeilge. In the Strategic Plan drawn up in 2001, the necessity 
was recognised in principle for a staff complement of 65 to fulfil the duties assigned 
to Foras na Gaeilge. After several recruitment campaigns, and after key posts having 
been filled, we are currently operating with about twenty people less than the 
complement agreed in principle. It is only the ‘organisational memory’ within Foras – 
by which I mean, the expertise of legacy staff from Bord na Gaeilge and from legacy 
staff in highly specialised professional areas such as An Gúm and An Coiste 
Téarmaíochta (who deal with textbooks and standardised terminology) – it is only this 
organisational memory and the assistance of the sponsor departments and the North / 
South Ministerial Council that has allowed Foras na Gaeilge to continue to move 
towards realising the vision set out for it. A key element in achieving an island-wide 
profile for the new organisation has been the opening of the Belfast Office of Foras na 
Gaeilge. 
 
Co-operation 
Foras na Gaeilge emphasises co-operation and co-ordination among language 
organisations to foster an understanding of each other’s work and to avoid duplication 
of effort – this ensures the best value not just for money but best value for the huge 
voluntary efforts that are expended by people in Irish language organisations. This 
emphasis on co-operation is in many ways the Good Friday Agreement ‘writ small’ 
and extends to our own work with The Ulster-Scots Agency with whom we co-
operate on many, many practical matters. 
 
Co-ordination 
We have tried to move away from the sense, perhaps previously existing, that all the 
organisations that we fund were competing with each other for the same funding. We 
have done this by stressing results, impacts: changes in language behaviour:  the 
means of doing this has been to move gradually away from viewing funding as being 
for organisations per se towards funding for activities in particular areas, such as 
‘building a language community’ or ‘providing a monthly Irish language magazine’ 
or whatever. In this way competition and a more commercial ethos is fostered, but this 
way of working is not some sacrosanct end in itself, rather it is just a more efficient 
way of achieving our aims.  
 
This all-island co-operation and co-ordination is the main contribution of Foras na 
Gaeilge to the promotion of Irish, but co-operation and co-ordination are not ‘events’ 
– they are processes and Foras is acutely aware of this. As a result Foras na Gaeilge is 
soon to begin a consultative process with all those interested in Irish – and with those 
inimical to it! – as to how we agree on and organise the work that has to be done and 
this process is the crystallisation of so much of what has been happening in the case of 
Foras na Gaeilge;  

• the co-ordinating and planning on a cross-border basis with the stakeholders in 
the language which will extend the island-wide co-operation and co-ordination 
which Foras an Gaeilge has introduced to this sector – out to the wider public;  
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• the utilisation of expertise already within the sector among language 
organisations, community groups, the wider public and the support of the 
sponsor departments and the North / South Ministerial Council 

 
Finally, I should like to thank the Institute for British-Irish Studies for their kind 
invitation and their assistance and thank you for your attention – and to do so with a 
(slightly playful!) ‘Go raibh maith agaibh.’ 
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