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Opinion

Languages in self-governing

First Nation communities critically
endangered, it’s time to act

Work cannol wail
until the economy
improves or inflation
is under control—hy
then, many more
speakers will have
been lost. If Canada’s
relationship with
Indigenous peoples
is truly its most
important, then now
is the time to provide
support for the hard
work we've done, to
follow through on
words with action.
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r Indigenous peoples, revi-

talizing our languages is one
«of the mast critical elements of
self-determination and healing.
Our languages are at the heart of
‘our cultures and identities, and
the process of learning lan-

it commits Canada to address
our expenditure needs in the
areas of our jurisdiction and

o building
well-being and community. As
self-governing First Nations, this
is our most urgent area of work
as we watch the number of fluent
speakers decline year after year.
We know what work needs to be
done, and we need the resources
required to do it effectively.
Years of experience by Indige-
nous communities worldwide has
shown what is needed to be truly
effective in the work of language
revitalization. A focus on full-time
immersion and active speaking
is essential. We now know that a
few hours of lessons a week will
not revive a language. We are
walking a difficult path, trying to
overcome the ongoing effects of
decades of language suppression.
ut we know how to do the work,
and we need the support of our
partners in reconciliation to do it.
The group of 25 self-governing
First Nations has been working
in collaboration with federal
officials since 2016 to rebuild and
develop Canada’s fiscal policy on
self-government. This policy is
key to the new fiscal relationship
promised by the government, and

‘Over the past two years, we
have worked together to build
a detailed model of the capac-
ity and resources needed for
self-governing First Nations to
implement proven language revi-
talization programs with a track
record of creating new speakers.
Our research has identified full-
time adult immersion cohort pro-
grams, preschool language nests
and mentor-apprentice partner
ships as key programs. We must
also support oursilent speak-
ers”—those who can understand
the language, but have not spoken
it for years, due to suppression
and sl E.
Programs like full-time adult
immersion cohorts have resulted
in strong speakers after two years
of focused work. In our research,
we looked at the successes of Mo-
hawk, Coast Salish, and Southern
Tutchone communities with this
approach. We also reviewed pre-
school language nests that lead to
children being active speakers by

e five, as seen with Secwépemc
(Shushwap), Maori, and Hawaiian
Panana Leo preschools. We did

the same in-depth research for
all programs in the model, and
assessed in detail what would

be needed to implement it in
self-governing First Nation com-
‘munities. In short, we have done
'our homework, and we have done
it in collaboration with federal
officials.

Our leaders and language war-
riors have recently spent many
‘hours with federal leaders and
senior staff explaining our pro-
posed approach, and the critical
need to resource this work now.
‘We call on all parliamentarians
to stand with us and support the
resourcing of our co-developed
language model in the upcoming
federal budget.

Not only is the federal govern-
ment's support for our co-devel-
oped language model essential
for implementing its treaty and
policy commitments, it is also an
investment that will pay huge div-
idends in wellbeing. People who
‘have success with their language
build strong personal identi-
ties and pride, and they in turn
become an inspiration for others.
There is a solid body of research
on the links between language
vitality and improved outcomes
around health and education,

and lower rates of addiction and
self-harm.

‘The Government of Canada
has taken important first steps
by passing the Indigenous Lan-
guages Act and through the re-
cent settlement agreement that
addresses impacts of residential
schools on culture and language
However, these measures will
only address a small portion of
the costs involved with im-
plementing proven programs
that will revitalize and sustain
our languages. We need your
support to resource our co-de-
veloped model in the upcoming
budget.

Virtually all the languages
in self-governing First Nation
communities are critically endan-
gered, and we have a short time
to take decisive action. This work
cannot wait until the economy
improves or inflation is fully un-
der control—by then, many more
speakers will have been lost. If
Canada’s mla[innxhip with In-
digenous peoples is truly its most
important one, then now is the
time to prmrldt support for the
hard work we've done together,
to follow through on words with
action.

With respect and urgency.
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