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LANGUAGE FOR INCLUSION AND BELONGING

IMPLEMENTING THE OFFICIAL LANGUAGES
POLICY TO SAFEGUARD LANGUAGE RIGHTS

The passion and sense of threat that the issue of language
generated amongst Sri Lankans has long past. But the
language problem persists. Despite hopes of peacebuilders
and Tamil-speakers, the national anthem continues to be
sung only in Sinhala at Independence Day events, regular
functions of the state, and even private functions. There will
be a new opportunity for change when Sri Lanka celebrates
its 75th anniversary of Independence next year.

Language, a key marker of identity, has been fundamental in
human communication. Every nation and government
needs to take action to uphold language rights of all
citizens. In Sri Lanka, language rights have played a
significant role in the struggle for power and resources of
the different ethnic societies. 1956 marked a critical chapter
in the island’s implementation of the Official Languages
Policy (OLP) where the Sinhala Only Act disregarded the
Tamil language and deliberated Sinhala as the only national
and official language. That decision was one of the root
causes for the three-decade civil war which ruined the
country’s economic and cultural progress. Chapter IV of the
Constitution of the Democratic Socialist Republic of Sri
Lanka embodies the country’s law pertaining to language
rights. The 13th and the 16th amendments made to the
1978 constitution have recognized Sinhala and Tamil as
official and national languages with English given the status
of a link language.

Language is a way of creating unity within a group; it is also
a way of maintaining boundaries between groups.
Language is about identity. The threat to language is,
therefore, a potential threat to group identity. Human beings
understand best in their mother tongue, value it highly, and
feel indignant and threatened if their language is not given
its due place.Such was the national debate in 1956 when
the government decided to replace English, the language
of the departed colonial power, with the language spoken
by the masses.
However, as many as 25 percent of the people, and three of
the four main communities (Sri Lanka Tamil, Indian-origin
Tamil and Muslim) spoke Tamil as their mother tongue.
There were reasonable expectations that Tamil would be
one of two official languages alongside Sinhala. But this
was not to be. There was concern among the Sinhalese
majority that the Sinhala language needed special
protection if it was to survive in the face of competition from
the Tamil language, spoken internationally by over 60
million of the world population.
The language riots of those past decades are now a distant
memory.Tamil has been an official language since 1987.
The challenge from then onwards has been to ensure that
this law is implemented in the face of competing priorities of
successive governments and the lethargy amongst those
who do not feel the impact of discriminatory practices.
It is an uphill task, even in civil society, to ensure
sensitiveness and equity in the use of the other language.
Too often those who are Tamil-speaking have to sit out of
discussions that are conducted entirely in the Sinhalese as
they cannot follow what is being said unless they are
bilingual. The reverse is true in the Tamil-majority areas
where Sinhala speakers might be similarly left out.
The National Peace Council (NPC) is engaging in a wide
range of activities that foster national integration and social
cohesion. There is government support that is being given
to peace building activities at the local level. Government
officials do not wish to have
inter-community
conflicts
escalate in their areas which,
in the past, have led to
destruction of property and
life. They also have an interest
in strengthening their own
capacities to understand the
underlying
issues
and
developing the capacity to
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methods.
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However, as academics we believe that many changes at
the institutional and political levels are required to address
the failures of the implementation of the Official Languages
Policy. Though the constitution, the supreme law of the
country has given the same recognition to both Sinhala and
Tamil languages, its implementation has frequently caused
issues. In a multilingual country like Sri Lanka, there is a
tendency to consider one language (generally the language
of the majority) as intrinsically superior to the language/s of
the minorities. In such a context as this, we believe that it is
important to address the needs of the linguistics minorities
and empower them to access services using their language.
Failure to do such would adversely impact the values of the
human society. So, the active involvement of the
government agents working in the ministries, departments,
local authorities, and other institutions is essential for the
effective implementation of the OLP. Currently, despite the
fact that the trilingual policy has been formally adopted, in
most parts of the country, the services are rendered only in
Sinhala, and in Northern and Eastern provinces the essential
documents are handled only in Tamil. This clearly shows the
gap of both authorities and the general public with regards
to the OLP.
Amidst such inefficiencies, the BA (Hons) Degree
Programme in Translation Studies was introduced in three
universities of Sri Lanka: University of Kelaniya,
Sabaragamuwa University of Sri Lanka, University of Jaffna
and last year the Eastern University also took up the
challenge and started its degree programme.
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"If you talk to a (wo)man in a language (s)/he understands, that goes to (his)/her head.
If you talk to (him)/her in (his)/her language, that goes to (his)/her heart."
Nelson Mandela

LANGUAGE FOR INCLUSION AND BELONGING (Cont. from page 1)
Through the National Languages Equality Advancement
Project (NLEAP), NPC strengthens gender-sensitivity,
bilingual communication skills of public officers, and
improves their capacity to deliver public services in both
official languages (Sinhala and Tamil) at national levels.
There is also involvement of local community groups,
the Local Inter Religious Committees (LIRCs) in auditing
the performance of government institutions in their
areas and suggesting reforms.
NPC is extremely happy to be supported by NLEAP in
carrying out a language project in Beruwala,
Trincomalee and Akurana that involves teaching
government officers the language of the other
community. These government officers are in the front
line of service delivery. Their ability to be bilingual
ensures that they can serve the people better with a
fuller appreciation of problems and needs. An important
part of the project is to go on an exchange visit to a part
of the country where the other language is predominant,
to identify how language problems are dealt with and to
make friends. Another important activity is to audit a
sample of the government institutions to identify where
the government’s language policy needs to be
strengthened and the gaps that need to be filled.

‘Language is important – especially when it
comes to protecting our identity’

There is much appreciation from the field for the work that is done. NPC has received invitations from neighboring
and distant locations as well. These include Gampaha, Nuwara Eliya, Batticaloa, Trincomalee and Vavuniya. We
appreciate the generosity of the Canadian people in helping make our country more inclusive and where all
language groups feel a sense of belonging.

NATIONAL LANGUAGES DIVISION (NLD)
Ministry of Public Administration, Home Affairs, Provincial Councils and Local Government

Planning together to operationalize the Strategy Framework for the Implementation of the Official
Languages Policy
The main actors in the Language Sector meet to work
on Medium-Term plans based on Strategy Framework
NLD, with the support of NLEAP, organised a meeting with
its Partner Institutions the Department of Official Languages
(DOL), the Official Languages Commission (OLC) and the
National Institute for Language Education and Training
(NILET) to discuss the preparation of Medium-Term Plans,
and to lay the ground work for Long-Term Plans for the
Strategy Framework for the Implementation of the Official
Languages Policy.
Read More ➤

OFFICIAL LANGUAGES COMMISSION (OLC)
The OLC team gears up to serve a more digitally
savvy public
Equipping to leverage www.olc.gov.lk to
promote awareness of the Official Languages
Policy.

The Official Languages Commission, supported by
NLEAP, recently launched its website www.olc.gov.lk.
Following its launch, the OLC staff members
underwent a five day training session, conducted by
the website development consultant, on how to
effectively leverage the website as a public awareness
tool to promote the Official Languages Policy in Sri
Lanka. Acquiring such new skills empowers the OLC
team to
better reach and serve an increasingly
digitally savvy public.

Celebrating the Official Languages Day of Sri Lanka “The Citizen and the Official Languages Policy”

The timely discussion “Citizen and the Official Languages
Policy” by Mr D Kalansooriya, Chairman, OLC & Mr M
Thirunavukarasu – Deputy Director, NLEAP on SLBC's
Subharathi, to commemorate Sri Lanka's Official
Languages Day.

UNIVERSITY GRANTS COMMISSION AND UNIVERSITIES
The Professional Learning Community for Translation and Interpretation convenes for first In Person
Meeting
Working together to Professionalize Translation and Interpretation Services in Sri Lanka

The long-awaited first in person Professional Learning Community (PLC)
Meeting was held on the 10th & 11th June 2022 at Sigiriya Jungle,
Sigiriya. The two-day residential programme was attended by Academics
from the four partner universities that offer the four-year Bachelor of Arts
Translation Degree Programme. From the outset the establishment of the
PLC had two clear objectives. Firstly, to create opportunity for likeminded
academics to particularly discuss BA Translation Studies in the already
established forum of academics. Secondly, to also create a space for
translation professionals to focus on specific challenges relating to
translation, interpretation and promotion of languages.
Read More ➤

Implementing the Official Language Policy to Safeguard Language Rights (Cont. from page 1)
This degree programme was introduced as a result of the
discussions held between the University Grants Commission
and the Government of Canada. The platform for discussion
was created by the National Language Project (NLP 20112018) funded by the Government of Canada. One of the major
objectives of the BA (Hons) Degree Programme in Translation
Studies is to support the implementation of the Official
Languages Policy of the country by producing competent
trilingual translators and interpreters to fulfill the language
needs of all citizens. The National Languages Equality
Advancement Project (NLEAP) is specifically designed to
strengthen the implementation of the OLP. The project has
immensely contributed to preserve and promote the language
rights of all Sri Lankans. The project works in collaboration with
the Department of Official Languages, Official Language
Commission, National Institute of Language Education and
Teaching and other institutes in realizing the effective
implementation of the OLP.
NLEAP has further organized many activities to strengthen the
Sri Lankan government’s capabilities of ensuring that its
citizens are getting the services in their own language. As far as
the four universities are concerned, NLEAP (then NLP) was the
main source behind the initiation of the BA (Hons) degree
programme in 2014. In 2021, NLEAP organized the Training in
Translation Pedagogy Program (TTPP) conducted by Prof .
Malcolm Williams from the School of Translation, University of
Ottawa, Canada. The university academics of the four
universities benefited immensely from the knowledge shared
and the exposure gained from these sessions.
Moreover, the Professional Learning Community (PLC)
initiated by NLEAP has been very effective in promoting the
Honors degree program in Translation Studies.

One of the major objectives of the
BA (Hons) Degree Programme in Translation
Studies is to support the implementation of
the Official Languages Policy of the country by
producing competent trilingual translators and
interpreters to fulfill the language needs of all
citizens
The PLC has taken decisions to launch an international journal
on Translation Studies and Interpretation to provide a valuable
opportunity for the relevant academics, professionals,
students and other interested parties to unveil their expertise
and interest through research.
Further, the PLC has suggested student exchange
programmes to encourage students to learn language through
immersion. NLEAP has supported the academics and
undergraduates
to
effectively
contribute
to
the
implementation of the OLP.
The impact of language on a country’s social, economic and
ethical harmony is obvious and vital. In Sri Lanka, there is a
lack of public sensitivity and respect for the language rights,
especially those of the minorities. Thus, all the government
institutions, universities, civil organizations and all other
entities should take relevant measures to ensure the linguistic
rights of the people by effectively implementing the OLP.
NLEAP’s contribution towards achieving this objective, a
paramount need in Sri Lankan society, while being sensitive to
poverty, gender inequality, gender-based violence, and other
discrepancies, is commendable and exemplary.

Alinea is an international development consultancy providing technical and management expertise
that helps people improve their lives. Over 30 years, Alinea has delivered lasting change through
more than 500 projects worldwide. alineainternational.com

THE NATIONAL LANGUAGES FUND (NLF)
Establishing a solid knowledge of core NLF
Project Implementation and Operational
Fundamentals
NLEAP conducts 3 Virtual Orientation Sessions
for the NLF Call 2 Partners.
The Call 2 NLF Partners participated in a series of Virtual
Orientation sessions that familiarised them with some of the
areas critical to the successful implementation of a
Bi-Lateral Project like NLEAP.
Read More ➤

NLF Partner Activity

Sarvodaya Shanthi Sena Sansadhaya

Centre for Equality and Justice (CEJ)

Equipping the Future Generation for Peace Building and
Reconciliation through Second Language Learning

Towards improving the language intelligence among different
communities by improving the capacity of youth to communicate in
day to day situations in their second language.

Shaping the future of our nation with University
Champions for Language Rights

CEJ recently conducted a virtual orientation for the recently formed
coterie of Language Champions comprised of 34 undergraduates
representing the Universities of Colombo, Kelaniya and Sri
Jayawardenapura, and three of their student coordinators.

Read More ➤

Centre for Development Research and Interventions (CDRI)

Read More ➤

Palm Foundation

Launch of the project Youth Engagement for Language Rights Community Building through Second Language Learning and
Language Rights Awareness
Promotion
The one day training on Language Equality organised by CDRI for Youth
in Weligama marks a pivotal step in promoting youth engagement in
Language Rights.

Palm Foundation promotes Community Integration and Reconciliation
through Second Language Learning and Street Dramas.
Read More ➤

Rural Economic and Community Development Organization
(RECDO)

Engaging Women and Youth in Trincomalee to promote
respect for Diversity and Language Rights.
Mr Daniel Joly (CounsellorDevelopment and Head of
Development Cooperation,
Canadian High Commission) and
Mr Wipula Dahanayake
(Development Officer – Canadian
High Commission) visit NLF
partner RECDO.

5 Frankfurt Place

RECDO works with youth and Women in the Trincomalee District to
promote multi-languages policy, pluralism and reconciliation. Seen
here are youth from Kantale participating in Second Language
classes. The interactive nature of these classes encourages
dialogue amongst youth from different societies who are divided
due to language differences.
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