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If you would like this information in another official language, call us. 
   English 

 
Si vous voulez ces informations dans une autre langue officielle, contactez-nous. 

French 
 

Kīspin ki nitawihtīn ē nīhīyawihk ōma ācimōwin, tipwāsinān. 
Cree 

 
Tłıc̨hǫ yatı k’ę̨̀ę̨̀ . Dı wegodı newǫ dè, gots’o gonede. 

Tłıc̨hǫ 
 

Ɂerıhtł’ıś Dëne Sųłıné yatı t’a huts’elkër xa beyáyatı theɂą ɂat’e, nuwe ts’ën yółtı. 
Chipewyan 

 
Edı gondı dehgáh got’ıę zhatıé k’ę́ę́ edatł’éh enahddhę nıde naxets’ę́ edahłı.́ 

South Slavey 
 

K’áhshó got’ın̨e xǝdǝ k’é hederı ɂedıh̨tl’é yerınıwę nıd́é dúle. 
North Slavey 

 
Jii gwandak izhii ginjìk vat’atr’ijąhch’uu zhit yinohthan jì’, diits’àt ginohkhìi.  

Gwich’in 
 

Uvanittuaq ilitchurisukupku Inuvialuktun, ququaqluta. 
Inuvialuktun 

 

ᑖᒃᑯᐊ ᑎᑎᕐᒃᑲᐃᑦ ᐱᔪᒪᒍᕕᒋᑦ ᐃᓄᒃᑎᑐᓕᕐᒃᓯᒪᓗᑎᒃ, ᐅᕙᑦᑎᓐᓄᑦ ᐅᖄᓚᔪᓐᓇᖅᑐᑎᑦ. 
Inuktitut 

 
Hapkua titiqqat pijumagupkit Inuinnaqtun, uvaptinnut hivajarlutit. 

Inuinnaqtun 
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October 1st, 2016 
 
The Honourable Speaker 
Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories 
Legislative Assembly Building 
Yellowknife, Northwest Territories 
 
 
Mr. Speaker, 
 
Pursuant to Section 23 of the Official Languages Act, I am pleased to submit to the Legislative 
Assembly, for consideration, the Annual Report of the Languages Commissioner of the Northwest 
Territories for the fiscal year 2015-2016. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
Shannon Gullberg 
Languages Commissioner of the Northwest Territories 
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Message from the Languages Commissioner 
 
Greetings, 

 

I was both humbled and honoured when, in October 2015, members of the 17th Legislative 

Assembly appointed me as Languages Commissioner for the Northwest Territories for a four year 

term.  I am pleased to present the Annual Report on my first full term in office. 

 

The Annual Report provides an overview of the activities of the office during the 2015 - 2016 

fiscal year. The report also examines how the Legislative Assembly of the Northwest Territories 

and the Government of the Northwest Territories have responded to the recommendations 

contained in previous annual reports presented by Languages Commissioners. The report also 

provides an overview of recent court decisions and their potential impact on the provision of 

language services in the Northwest Territories. Most important, the report contains 

recommendations to be considered as we move forward. 

 

As Members of the 18th Legislative Assembly also complete their first year, I am certain that new 

Members are getting a sense of the many obligations and responsibilities to the public. I sincerely 

hope that we can all work together to ensure that the provisions of the Official Languages Act are 

met, and that the spirit and intent of the Act is honoured. It is only by working together that we can 

ensure the best possible service to residents of the Northwest Territories.  

 

Please do not hesitate to contact my Office if you have any questions or concerns about this 

Annual Report, or if you have a complaint or inquiry that should be directed to the Office.  

 

Mahsi. 

 
 

 Use Your Language or Lose Your Language 
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The Past 
 

 

Overview of the Official Languages Act and the Office of the 

Languages Commissioner  

 
 

In 1984, the Legislative Assembly passed the first Official Languages Act. Modelled after 

the Federal Act, it had two essential purposes: the Act guaranteed equal status for English and 

French by member of the public using government programs and services, and the Act officially 

recognized the Aboriginal languages in use in the Northwest Territories. In 1990, the Legislative 

Assembly made major amendments to the Act to give greater status to northern Aboriginal 

languages.  Recognizing the official status of Aboriginal languages was intended to preserve and 

promote Aboriginal cultures through protection of their languages. 

 

In 1990, amendments to the Act created the position of Languages Commissioner of the 

Northwest Territories, to be appointed by the Legislative Assembly for a term of four years. The 

Act gave the Languages Commissioner authority to investigate complaints in regard to compliance 

with the Act, to initiate investigations as appropriate, and engage in activities related to the 

promotion and protection of Official Languages.  

 

In 2001, the Legislative Assembly appointed a Special Committee on the Review of 

Official Languages (SCOL). In 2003 - 2004, the Government of the Northwest Territories 

(GNWT) considered and responded to the SCOL report. The end result was that major 

amendments were made to the Act. Some of those amendments had a direct and significant impact 

on the Office of the Languages Commissioner: 

 

- Section 20(1) of the Official Languages Act used to contain a provision giving the 

Languages Commissioner a broad mandate, including taking steps to ensure the promotion 

and preservation of Official Languages. This promotional role was removed and the 

position of Languages Commissioner was narrowed to that of an “ombudsman type” role. 

That is, the role of the Languages Commissioner became one of ensuring compliance with 

the Act through investigating complaints, handling inquiries, and initiating investigations 

where appropriate. 

 

- The role of promoting and preserving Official Languages was turned over to the newly 

created position of Minister Responsible for Official Languages. As part of fulfilling this 

role, the Minister established two Boards - the Official Languages Board and the 

Aboriginal Languages Revitalization Board. The Official Languages Board is to review the 

rights and status of Official Languages and their use in the administration and delivery of 

services to government institutions. The Aboriginal Languages Revitalization Board is 

responsible for reviewing programs and initiatives dealing with Aboriginal languages, and 

promoting and revitalizing Aboriginal languages. The role of these two boards, and 

whether they should be amalgamated, is currently under discussion. 
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- Before the amendments, the Act referred to eight Official Languages (Chipewyan, Cree, 

Dogrib, English, French, Gwich’in, Inuktitut, and Slavey). In the definitions section of the 

Act, “Slavey” was defined to include North Slavey and South Slavey, and “Inuktitut” was 

defined to include both Inuinnaqtun and Inuvialuktun. With the amendments, the Act now 

clearly identifies North Slavey, South Slavey, Inuinnaqtun and Inuvialuktun as separate 

Official Languages. As well, “Dogrib” is referred to by it proper name, Tłıc̨hǫ. As such, the 

Northwest Territories now has eleven distinct Official Languages.  
 

 

With the 2001 amendments, the Languages Commissioner now needs to be available to 

handle inquiries, investigate complaints, and initiate investigations of non-compliance with the 

Act. The Languages Commissioner acts in a truly ombudsman like fashion, and maintains distance 

from the Legislative Assembly and the GNWT. This adds to the independence of the Office. 

 

 

Section 35 of the Official Languages Act stipulated that the Act had to be reviewed in 2008. 

The Standing Committee on Government Operations conducted this review, which included 

consultation with various stakeholders. That committee tabled its report, entitled “Reality Check: 

Securing a Future for the Official Languages of the Northwest Territories”. The report included 

numerous recommendations, including the development of an Official Languages Services Act to 

replace the Official Languages Act.  No such Act has been implemented, and most of the 

recommendations from the review remain outstanding.   
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Recommendations Previously Made by Languages 

Commissioner  
 

 

During the tenure of previous Languages Commissioners, many recommendations have 

been made. Many of these recommendations have been contained in annual reports. Others can be 

found in special reports (i.e. the “Special Report on Privatization and Language Services” report of 

2000 and “Speaking of Health - Official Languages as part of Quality Health Care in the 

Northwest Territories in 2008). All of these recommendations were provided to the Legislative 

Assembly for consideration. Typically, the recommendations were accepted by the Standing 

Committee on Accountability and Oversight (or Standing Committee on Government Operations). 

The rest were seen to be of interest, and the Committee passed motions that they be given serious 

consideration by the Government of the Northwest Territories, with a comprehensive report to be 

provided within 120 days. These Committee reports were then tabled and approved by the 

Legislative Assembly.  

 

Except for the steps referred to above, there has been little concrete response to the many 

recommendations made by the Languages Commissioner to the Legislative Assembly over the 

years. Further, from what can be determined, there has never been a report back to the Languages 

Commissioner. The Special Committee on Official Languages pointed this. At page 15 of their 

summary report, the committee stated: 

 “... the Legislative Assembly has often not responded to the Commissioner’s 

recommendations...” 

 

This point was reiterated by the Court of Appeal in the case of Northwest Territories 

(Attorney General) v. Fédération Franco - Génoise (2008 NWTCA 06). This point has also been 

reiterated by each Languages Commissioner over time, with the same lack of response by the 

Legislative Assembly.  

 

The continued failure of the Legislative Assembly to the recommendations put forth by 

Languages Commissioners over the years downplays the importance of the Office, and 

undermines the role of the Office. It must be remembered that, the only “power” the Languages 

Commissioner has is to make recommendations. If recommendations are ignored, it calls into 

question whether the Office has any real purpose.  

 

In this report, a number of those previous recommendations will be revisited again, as they 

are important and need to be considered. In the interim, it is recommended that the Legislative 

Assembly adopt a formal process for recommendations made by the Languages Commissioner, 

including a timeline for response. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly develop a formal process for responding back to the Languages 

Commissioner on recommendations presented by the Office. The process should include that the 

response be in writing addressed to the Languages Commissioner, with specific timeline for 

response. 
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The Present 
 

 

i.  Complaints and Inquiries  
 

(1) Definitions  

 

Inquiry - A simple request for information, usually related to the status or use of Official 

Languages, or about the Official Languages Act. It does not include any suggestion that a person 

feels that he or she has been unfairly treated.  

 

Complaint - A complaint involves a situation where a person or group feels that their language 

rights or privileges have been infringed or denied. They may feel that they have been treated 

unfairly or have been adversely affected by some policy, program, action or lack of action.  

 

Investigation - A situation where the Languages Commissioner decides to investigate a specific 

situation or larger systemic issue, regardless of whether a complaint has been filed with the Office.   

 

 

(2) The Inquiry Process, established for the Office is as follows: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Receive Inquiry 

Can Office assist directly with inquiry ? 

Yes. 

 Accept inquiry 

Respond to inquiry. 

Follow up if necessary, 

to ensure satisfactory 

response to inquiry. 

NO, 

Advise person making 

inquiry. Possibly refer person 

to another agency. 

Follow up if 

necessary 
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   (3)  The Complaint Process, established for the Office is as follows:  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Complaint is filed. 

Is the complaint within the jurisdiction of the Languages Commissioner ? 

 

No. 

Advise Complainant that 

complaint is not within 

jurisdiction of Languages 

Commissioner.  Possibly 

refer complaint to another 

organization and / or make 

practical suggestions for 

resolution of the issue. 

Yes. 

Languages Commissioner investigates complaint. 

Investigation typically involves advising Deputy 

Minister or head of government board or agency 

about the complaint. If complaint is against the 

Legislative Assembly, then investigation typically 

involves advising Speaker. 

No Merit. 

Investigation reveals 

no merit to the 

complaint. 

Merit. 

Investigation reveals 

merit to the 

complaint. 

Complainant advised 

and file is closed. 

Make recommendation to department board or agency and 

provide for time to respond to recommendations. If complaint 

is in regard to Legislative Assembly, recommendations are 

made to Speaker. 

Follow up to ensure recommendations are considered. If no 

response, or inadequate response, Languages Commissioner 

may bring matter formally to the attention of the Legislative 

Assembly. 

File is closed and responses are in the Annual report. 



 

8 

 

 (4) Statistics for 2015 - 2016  

 

 

(a) Complaints  

 

In the 2015 - 2016 fiscal year, the Office received nine complaints: 

 

Public vs. Private Sector: 1 complaint was received by a member of the public sector. Eight 

complaints came from the private sector.  

 

Official Language Involved in the Complaint: Two of the complaints involved French and the 

other seven complaints involved Aboriginal languages. Of interest is that in regard to all of the 

complainants involving Aboriginal languages, the complainant was not concerned about a specific 

Aboriginal Official language - the complaints were in regard to Aboriginal Official languages as a 

whole.  

 

Location of Complainant:  

 

4 - Yellowknife 

1 - Inuvik 

1- Aklavik 

1- Fort Resolution 

2- from outside NWT  

 

Type of Complaint: Two complaints dealt with availability of French language services - one when 

dealing with a housing authority and one dealing with a hospital.  One complaint dealt with 

receiving services in Aboriginal languages in health centres in small communities. That complaint 

was received from an Aboriginal organization following concerns raised by community members 

in the region, so this complaint really deals with numerous persons. Two complaints related to a 

denial by officials with the Vital Statistics Registry to allow parents to register their newborn baby 

with a name containing Dene fonts. A further complaint was in regard to the availability of 

interpreters and translators, and another complaint was in regard to the competence of interpreters 

and translators. There was also a complaint in regard to a lack of emphasis on Aboriginal language 

use in the GNWT workplace. Another complaint was in regard to the competence of Aboriginal 

language teachers in schools. The last complaint was in regard to the use of Aboriginal languages 

when dealing with a private industry, regulated by the Federal government, and was outside the 

jurisdiction of the office.  

 

In addition to the above, formal complaints, there were many concerns raised when attending 

functions. Though individuals did not wish to file a formal complaint, such concerns still deserve 

attention. Common themes include: 

 - lack of funding for language projects 

 - lack of education in Aboriginal languages 

 - concerns with regard to Aboriginal language education in schools 

 - lack of formal training for interpreters/translators including interpreters/translators in 

specific settings such as courts and health care facilities 

 - lack of ability to access well trained interpreters/translators 
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(b) Inquiries  

 

There were eleven official inquiries made to the office in the 2015 - 2016 year. 

 

Private vs. Public Sector: Five inquiries came from the public sector and seven came from the 

private sector.  

 

Official Language Involved in the Inquiry: Six of the inquiries were in regard to all Official 

Languages, or the Act more generally. One inquiry involved French.  Two were in regard to 

Aboriginal Official languages and another two inquiries involved questions regarding the 

expansion of language rights. One inquiry was in regard to reviewing the language policy of a 

private organization and providing input on that policy.  

 

Location of Inquirer: 

 

Yellowknife: 8 

Inuvik: 1 

Fort Smith: 1 

Outside NWT: 1 

 

Type of Inquiry: 

 

Two inquiries were in regard to the current list of Official languages and whether the Official 

Languages Act adequately covers the languages in use in Northwest Territories, including 

Aboriginal languages and sign language.  Other inquiries were in regard to obtaining 

interpreter/translator services and some inquiries were in regard to obtaining general information 

about the Official Languages Act and its provisions.  Some other inquiries were in regard to 

funding for language initiatives. One inquiry was in regard to reviewing a new language policy for 

a private organization, where the organization was intending to do work in the Northwest 

Territories.   

 

Some of the issues raised through inquiries will be discussed further later in this report.  

 

 

(c) A closer look - Dene Fonts in Names: Honouring Heritage  

 

A mother complained that she was unable to honour her heritage by giving her newborn baby a 

name that included Dene fonts. Officials with the Vital Statistics Registry declined to allow her to 

register a name that included Dene fonts, citing that the Vital Statistics Act only allowed for names 

composed entirely of Roman orthography. After some back and forth with Registry officials, the 

mother continued to be dissatisfied with their response and filed a complaint with the Office in 

2014. The complaint has garnered national attention. In addition, in the course of dealing with this 

complaint, a second complainant came forward and stated that he had the same issues with the 

Vital Statistics Registry in 1994, but that he had long given up trying to resolve the issue. 
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In 2015, and after thorough investigation of these two complaints, the Office determined that: 

 

- The Northwest Territories Vital Statistics Act is similar to legislation in most jurisdictions in 

Canada, limiting the registration of birth names to names that contain Roman orthography. 

 

- The Official Languages Act is quasi-constitutional legislation, and its provisions take precedence 

over the provisions of the Vital Statistics Act in so far as that Act may attempt to limit rights under 

the Official Languages Act. 

  

- The Vital Statistics Registry, while located in Inuvik, serves a “region” that encompasses the 

whole Northwest Territories. Services to the public needs to be available in all Official languages 

of the Northwest Territories when dealing with that office. 

 

- “Communicating” with the public includes providing documentation to government officials and 

obtaining documentation from government officials, such as registering births and receiving birth 

certificates. 

 

- Technical issues to registering birth names with Dene fonts have decreased over time, especially 

given advances such as Unicode and Dene font keyboards. 

 

- Providing for birth registration with Dene fonts could cause some issues for parents dealing with 

Federal government or government officials in other jurisdictions, for purposes such as obtaining 

passports or licenses. This is not a reason to not proceed with providing for registration with Dene 

fonts, and solutions need to be found to deal with these issues on a national level. These issues are 

not insurmountable.  One solution would be to work on double - sided identification that has Dene 

fonts on one side and Roman orthography on the other.   

 

The Office awaits an official response from the Ministry of Health and Social Services.  

 

 

(d) A Closer Look - Housing: Languages When Accessing Basic Needs  

 

As stated, one complaint was in regard to obtaining services in French when dealing with a 

housing authority. Specifically, a Francophone individual complained that an application form for 

housing was not available in French. 

 

In reviewing the matter, it appears that housing authorities are absent from the list of government 

institutions covered by the Official Languages Act. It is speculated that this is an oversight, as the 

list of institutions bound by the Act is quite extensive.  Despite this, the Housing Corporation took 

steps to have documents translated in French and committed to work on a plan to increase 

language services to the persons it serves. The Housing Corporation is to be commended for the 

steps it took once a member of the public brought his concerns forward.  
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ii.  Budget  
 

Total expenditures to run the Office of the Official Languages Commissioner in the 2015/2016 

fiscal year were $127,141.17  A detailed breakdown of these expenses are highlighted in the 

below charts. 
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iii.  Highlights  
 

(1) Website  

 

Ensuring a functional, cost-effective website has proven to be a challenge.  

 

It is hoped that the new website will be up and running in the very near future. 

 

(2) Promotional Activities  

 

There were numerous promotional activities taken with respect to the Office, including: 

- radio advertisements for the Office were run on CBC radio and CJCD radio 

- print advertisements were run in L’Aquilon and UP HERE magazine 

- promotional materials for presentations/events were refreshed 

 

(3) Important Meetings/Events  

 

There were numerous, important events and meetings attended throughout the year, including: 

 

- Participated in numerous interviews for radio, television and print including, CBC radio, CBC 

television, APTN, Radio Taiga, and CKLB. Some interviews were general in nature, and some 

were about current cases and issues in the media.  

 

- Met with Graham Fraser, Federal Official Languages Commissioner 

 

- Met with Jackson Lafferty, former Minister Responsible for Official Languages 

 

- Met with Alfred Moses, current Minister Responsible for Official Languages 

 

- Renewed relationship with, and participated in various telephone meetings of, the International  

Organization of Languages Commissioners (IOLC) 

 

- Attended Aboriginal Languages Board and Official Languages Board meeting and did brief 

presentation 

 

- Attended Tłıc̨hǫ10
th
 Anniversary Celebration in Behchoko and provided promotional materials 

 

- Attended and did a brief presentation at the opening of the Francophone Affairs Secretariat 

launch of the Active Offer Toolkit 

 

- Attended in Fort Smith and presented information on the Official Languages Act at Fort Smith 

Health and Social Services, Paul Kaiser School and Aurora College 

 

- Attended in Inuvik and presented at Aurora College and Beaufort Delta Health and Social 

Services 
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(4) Recent Court Cases of Interest  

 

 

Association des parents ayants droit de Yellowknife et. al. v. Northwest Territories 

(Attorney General) et. al. 2015 NWTCA 2 

 

This is a complex case with respect to minority language education. Some of the issues determined 

were: 

-Section 23 of the Charter did not place any obligation on the government to create more s. 23 right 

holders, or persons interested in a minority language education by creating daycare spaces or other 

linguistic opportunities. 

-Neither the Francophone school board nor the Minister of Education had the power to interpret 

who were rights holders under Section 23 of the Charter. That issue was ultimately up to the 

courts. Further, the school board could not dictate what facilities it was entitled to. 

-In this case, it was reasonable to conclude that a school gymnasium was a crucial feature in the 

maintenance of the minority educational experience.    

 

R. v. Singh, 2016 ONSC 3688 

 

The case of R. v. Singh is a criminal law case where the Ontario Supreme Court delved into issues 

of providing interpretation services in languages other than the two Official Languages of Canada.  

 

The trial judge conducted a qualification hearing to determine if two Punjabi/English interpreters 

were competent. However, the Supreme Court found that the trial judge erred in not making 

specific inquiries relating to why the proposed beneficiaries of the interpretive services could not 

be accommodated in one of Canada’s Official Languages.  The court found that there was an 

absolute right for a witness to testify in either of Canada’s Official Languages pursuant to section 

16 of the Charter. However, section 14 of the Charter only provides for interpretation services in 

other languages where the witness has shown he or she “does not understand or speak the 

language” of trial proceedings. The Supreme Court found that a trial judge should be “generous 

and open - minded” when assessing a witness’ constitutional protection under section 14. 

However, the court found that the onus was ultimately on the witness to prove that he or she was 

actually in need of interpretive assistance.   

 

The case stresses the importance of language rights being entrenched and having protection. It also 

shows the limits that exist with respect to language rights, and the importance in giving due 

consideration to the value we attach to language rights.   

 

W.F. v. CAS, 2015 ONSC 6751  

 

This is a case involving an appeal from a child protection hearing, a civil case. One of the grounds 

of appeal was that the motion judge erred in questioning the need of the Appellant to have a 

bilingual hearing.  

 

The appeal court found that the motion judge erred in an attempt to weigh and evaluate the ability 

of the witness to speak French. The appeal court found that the Supreme Court of Canada and 

Court of Appeal of Ontario had made it clear that language rights needed to be interpreted 

purposively and remedially. Further, once it was established that a person had a right to a bilingual 

hearing, and chose to exercise that right, the right needed to be accommodated.  
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This type of case has implications in the Territorial Court system, where a person may exercise his 

or her right to a bilingual trial pursuant to section 9 of the Official Languages Act. Courts need to 

be able to accommodate such requests, even in civil cases.  

 

R. v. Caesar, 2015 NWTCA 4  

 

This is a case closer to home. 

 

The Court of Appeal for the Northwest Territories found that there was a procedural error made 

when the Appellant was not advised of his right to a trial in either English or French. The Crown 

conceded that section 530(3) of the Criminal Code was not complied with, and the appellant 

argued that it was a “fatal error”.  

 

The Court of Appeal found that, in the circumstances, the appellant had not demonstrated that 

there was a wrong or miscarriage of justice that would justify the setting aside of the verdict of the 

jury. It is important to note that this conclusion is case specific, and the violation of section 530(3) 

of the Code could have had a different result in different circumstances. 

 

R. v. Munkonda, 2015 ONCA 309 

 

As stated, a violation of section 530 (3) can have important implications. 

 

In the case of R. v. Mukonda, the Court of Appeal for Ontario found that during a bilingual 

preliminary inquiry, notices served to Mukonda were in English, two of the three Crown 

prosecutors and the court reporter spoke only English, and the judge gave a decision in English on 

a motion made in French by the accused asking that all the prosecutors be bilingual. 

 

The Court of Appeal was unable to conclude that the errors were made in bad faith. However, the 

court found the errors to be a significant violation of language rights and quashed the committal for 

trial of the accused and awarding him costs. Justice Rouleau stated that “if the order quashing the 

committal for trial was accompanied by an order awarding the appellant his costs, this would 

compensate the appellant and would hold the prosecution responsible and accountable for its 

misconduct.”  

 

(5) Statistics 

  

The results of the 2011 NWT Census show that Official languages of the Northwest Territories, 

with the exception of English, are in danger. Some highlights of the census are: 

 

- English remains the predominant mother tongue (first language learned during childhood 

still understood) in the Northwest Territories (77.5 % of the population). English is the 

home language (language most commonly spoken at home) of the vast majority of the 

population (almost 89%).  

 

- The number of persons who indicated an Aboriginal language as their mother tongue 

decreased by 4.1% from 2001 - 2006.  Only three of those languages (Inuinnaqtun, 

Gwich’in and Tłıc̨hǫ ) showed a slight increase. Cree showed a staggering 33.3% drop as 

mother tongue. With the exception of Tlicho, having an Aboriginal language as a mother 

tongue is concentrated in older age groups. 
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- There was a slight increase in the number of persons with French as their mother tongue. 

French as a mother tongue increased in younger age groups.  

 

- Language retention is characterized by the ratio of home language to mother tongue. If 

the ratio is greater than one, the language is considered healthy. If the ratio is less than one, 

the language is being eroded. With the exception of English, all Official languages have a 

ratio of less than one. 

 

These statistics are alarming, and require that immediate steps be taken to ensure the health of all 

Official languages. This includes ensuring that all items in the Aboriginal Language Action Plan 

and Strategic Plan on French Language Communication and Services be taken.  All steps should 

be taken in conjunction with community leaders, ensuring that the needs of the public are being 

met and that all Official languages are healthy.  

 

The 2016 Census results were not available at the time of this report, but the Office will be keeping 

an eye on latest census results. The Office encourages the Legislative Assembly and government 

officials to review the 2016 Census once results are available.  

 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly and government officials carefully review the 2016 Census, once 

results are available, with a critical eye on language issues in the Northwest Territories. 
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The Future 
 

iv.  The Office of the Languages Commissioner  
 

Over the past year, there has been significant discussion in the media regarding the role of the 

Languages Commissioner, including whether the position should be full-time, and whether the 

office is adequately resourced. In the last annual report of the office, there were also concerns 

expressed that the office was not truly open and accessible to the public. Given that the Legislative 

Assembly and GNWT are in a time of fiscal restraint, it is important to touch on these points: 

 

  - There were suggestions in the media that the office is backlogged with 

complaints. At present, no backlog of complaints appears evident. While some 

complaints are complex, such as those cited above, and require significant time to 

manage, the number of complaints is relatively small and they move through an 

established process.  

 

  - The relatively small number of complaints over many years makes the position 

manageable on a part-time basis. This is, of course, provided that there is adequate 

administrative support for the office to assist with managing complaints and office 

activities, such as travel and presentations. This does not appear to be an issue at 

present.  

 

  - There have also been reports in the media that the budget for the office has 

remained unchanged since 1992. To compare the budgets from 1992 to present is 

like “comparing apples and oranges”. There have been significant changes to the 

function and authority of the Languages Commissioner since 1992. In 1992, the 

Languages Commissioner was a full - time position and the Languages 

Commissioner was responsible for the promotion and preservation of Official 

Languages of the Northwest Territories. Those responsibilities have now shifted to 

the Minister Responsible for Official Languages. The Language Commissioner is 

now an ombudsman type position, designed to deal with complaints that language 

rights have been violated.  

 

  - There have also been reports that the Office of the Languages Commissioner has 

no authority - specifically, that the Languages Commissioner only has the ability to 

make recommendations. While in broad terms it is true that the authority of the 

Languages Commissioner is limited, it must be remembered that thoughtful, 

considered recommendations can have impact. In some respects, the power to 

persuade through recommendations can be more powerful than rulings and 

determinations, Recommendations force people to give consideration to an issue 

and participate in a response to concerns, this can have longer lasting, more 

effective impact. The issue, as already stated in this report, is the lack of response to 

recommendations, and there is a need to establish a procedure that will require a 

response by the Legislative Assembly and government officials.   
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It should be noted that the Legislative Assembly should revisit the needs of the Office of the 

Languages Commissioner on a regular basis to ensure adequate resources for the functioning of 

the Office. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly review, on a regular basis, the structure and resources for the proper 

functioning of the Office of the Languages Commissioner.    

 

 

v. Amendments to the Official Languages Act and Regulations   
 

(1) The Preamble  

 

Paragraph 6 of the preamble states: 

 

“Desiring to provide in law for the use of the Aboriginal languages in the Northwest 

Territories, including the use of the Aboriginal languages for all and any purposes of the 

Northwest Territories at the times and in a manner that is appropriate.” 

 

On the surface, this paragraph seems to give some importance to Aboriginal languages. However, 

on closer reflection, it is troublesome.  

 

Nowhere in the Act does it define “official purpose”, but the phrase “all or any of the official 

purposes” seems to suggest that the public has a broad ability to use Aboriginal languages when 

dealing with the government. In other words, Aboriginal languages are seen as important. 

However, the phrase that follows it, stating “at the time and in the manner that is appropriate”, 

seems to place significant restrictions on the use of Aboriginal languages and suggests that a 

government official will tell a member of the public what “appropriate use” is. Not only is this 

phrase paternalistic, it clearly narrows any importance suggested earlier in the paragraph, and 

gives Aboriginal languages a second class status.  

 

The Legislative Assembly needs to reconsider its commitment to use of Aboriginal languages. The 

preamble of the Act should give a clear indication that the government is committed to providing 

services in Aboriginal languages as identified in the Act. The Legislative Assembly should 

determine what is meant by the term “official purpose”, and define it, and then commit to services 

in accordance with the Act for the official purposes. Suggested wording is: 

 

“Desiring to provide in law for the use of Aboriginal languages in the Northwest 

Territories, including the use of Aboriginal languages in the manners and circumstances 

specifically identified and provided for in the Act.” 

 

Paragraph 10 of the preamble states: 

 

“Desiring that all linguistic groups in the Northwest Territories should, without regard to 

their first language learned, have equal opportunities to obtain employment and participate 

in the institutions of the Legislative Assembly and the Government of the Northwest 

Territories, with due regard to the principles of selection of personnel according to merit.” 
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This section appears to be drawn from the preamble of the Federal Official Languages Act, which 

specifically provides for equality of use of English and French in the workplace. The Northwest 

Territories Official Languages Act does not have any provisions with respect to language of work. 

As such, this section incorrectly suggests certain language rights in the workplace are provided for 

in the Act, which they are not. Indeed, the Government of the Northwest Territories has no official 

policy with respect to language of work and this should be considered in some detail. In addition, it 

suggests that the Act protects from discrimination in employment practices based on racial 

background. That is provided for in the Human Rights Act of the Northwest Territories, and not the 

Official Languages Act. Given these points, consideration should be given as to whether this 

paragraph is appropriate and whether the Legislative Assembly wants to consider language of 

work in the Act. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly review the preamble to the Official Languages Act to determine if it 

accurately reflects the language rights set out in the Act, including the status of Aboriginal 

languages and any language of work rights.  

 

 

(2) Section 1 - “Government Institutions”  

 

Section 1 defines “government institution” to mean a department or ministry of the Government of 

the Northwest Territories, the Office of the Legislative Assembly, and an agency, board, 

commission, corporation, office or other body designated in the regulations”. 

 

As already stated in this report, the Government Institution Regulations do not include housing 

authorities. Given that the Government Institution Regulations are quite broad, it is strongly 

suspected that this is an oversight. Further, like health care, shelter is a basic need to ensure a 

thriving, safe, and healthy public. Further yet, when the public can converse with government 

officials in the various Official languages, it helps show respect. It also improves the 

understanding by members of the public in regard to their rights and responsibilities regarding 

housing. Given all of this, it is reasonable for the public to expect to be able to converse with 

housing authority officials in the various Official languages.  

 

It is strongly recommended that the Legislative Assembly add housing authorities to the list of 

institutions covered by the Government Institution Regulations. The Legislative Assembly should 

also review the list of institutions covered by the regulations, to ensure it adequately covers those 

institutions that should be subject to the Act. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly should amend the Government Institution Regulations to add 

housing authorities to the list of bodies bound by the Official Languages Act. It should also review 

the Government Institution Regulations to ensure they adequately cover those institutions that 

should be subject to the provisions of the Official Languages Act. 
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(3) Contractors  

 

In 2000, the Languages Commissioner prepared a report entitled “Special Report on Privatization 

and Language Services”. In that report, she stated: 

 

“Perhaps one of the most obvious reasons why languages services might decrease with 

Privatization is that, under the current Official Languages Act, there is no legal requirement 

on the part of contractors to provide services at the level required under the Official 

Languages Act. Only the Legislative Assembly, the Government of the Northwest 

Territories, it boards and agencies need comply. With no legal requirement to provide 

services in accordance with the Official Languages Act it certainly opens up the possibility 

that some contractors will choose to ignore its provisions in whole or in part.” 

 

In the same report, the Languages Commissioner went on to make the following recommendation: 

 

“That the Official Languages Act of the Northwest Territories be amended to include a 

provision that it binds all contractors with the Government of the Northwest Territories. 

Suggested wording is as follows: 

 

Every government institution has the duty to ensure that, where services are provided or 

made available by another person or organization on it behalf, any member of the public in 

the Northwest Territories or elsewhere can communicate with and obtain those services 

from that person or organization in any particular Official Language in any case where 

those services, if provided by the institution, would be required to be provided in that 

Official Language,” 

 

A similar recommendation was also made in the 2005 - 2006 Annual Report and the 2006 - 2007 

Annual Report for the Office of the Languages Commissioner. 

 

The requirement for contractors with the government to provide services in accordance with the 

Official Languages Act should not prove to be too onerous. Most contractors with the government 

do not provide services directly to the public. They provide services to government boards and 

agencies. For those who do provide services directly to the public on behalf of the government, a 

plan, and the costs associated with providing language services, could be included in a proposal or 

tender as an expense that would be incurred by the contractor but recouped from the government. 

This would appear reasonable. First, even if the government was providing the service directly to 

the public, no assumption should be made that the government would be able to provide for 

language services internally. Secondly, in the Final Report of the Standing Committee on Official 

Languages, the committee recognized that there is a cost to providing appropriate language 

services. 

 

The wording proposed in the above recommendation came directly from the federal Official 

Languages Act. It is drafted in such a way that the onus remains on federal government 

departments to ensure that contractors provide language services as required under the Act. It also 

gives the federal Official Languages Commissioner authority over contractors. Similar wording is 

again being recommended in this report. 
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In all, the goal of the proposed amendment is not to transfer the responsibility and expense of 

providing language services to the public sector, but to make it a joint responsibility of government 

and private sector where services are contracted out. Members of the public should receive the 

language services they are entitled to, regardless of whether the government or private sector is the 

direct service provider. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Official Languages Act of the Northwest Territories be amended to include a provision 

that binds all contractors with the Government of the Northwest Territories. Suggested wording is: 

 

“Every government institution has the duty to ensure that, where services are provided or made 

available by another person or organization on its behalf, any member of the public in the 

Northwest Territories or elsewhere can communicate with and obtain those services from that 

person or organization in any particular Official Language in any case where those services, if 

provided by the institution, would be required to be provided in that Official Language.”    

 

 

(4) Section 4 - Official Languages  

 

Section 4 of the Act defines the eleven Official Languages of the Northwest Territories.  

 

For years, this Office has heard from the public that there are concerns in regard to which 

languages have been seen fit to be included in the definition of “Official Languages”, and which 

have not. Members of the Aboriginal language communities, in particular, have expressed 

concerns that there are many other languages and dialects are not adequately protected through this 

definition. For example, this year,  there were renewed inquiries in regard to the Michif language, 

and whether it should be included as an Official Language of the Northwest Territories.  

 

There was also a request this year to see if sign language is an Official Language under the Act. In 

this regard, cases such as Eldridge v. British Columbia (Attorney General) [1997] 3 S.C.R. 624, a 

unanimous decision of the Supreme Court of Canada, re important. The Supreme Court of Canada 

found that the failure of the Government of British Columbia to provide interpretation services 

where they are needed for effective communication in the delivery of health care services violated 

the Charter rights of the disabled, namely, deaf persons. The Supreme Court of Canada ordered the 

Government of British Columbia to pay for sign language services when deaf people access health 

care services. The Eldridge ruling has far-reaching implications, and it is clear that a government 

cannot escape its Constitutional obligations to provide equal access to public services. While the 

Eldridge case dealt with the Constitutional rights of the disabled, the case could just as easily have 

dealt with the Constitutional rights of a person based on race or colour.  

 

It is time to seriously reconsider the definition of “Official Languages” in the Official Languages 

Act, and the protection afforded to languages given that status. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly reconsider what languages should be given the status of “Official 

Languages” of the Northwest Territories and provided with the protection of the provisions of the 

Official Languages Act.   
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(5) Section 6  

 

Section 6 of the Act states: 

 

“Everyone has the right to use any Official Language in the debates and other proceedings 

of the Legislative Assembly.” 

 

It is recognized that there is a significant cost to providing interpretation/translation services at the 

Legislative Assembly. It is also recognized that there is a rotation for interpretation/translation 

services at the Legislative Assembly, and Members can request, in advance, to have services 

available. However, how does this approach promote the use of Official Languages?  A more 

proactive approach is advisable, and the following amendment is recommended: 

 

“Everyone has the right to use any Official Language in the debates and proceedings of the 

Legislative Assembly, and every Member of the Legislative Assembly has the right to 

translation of those debates in another Official Language.” 

 

This type of amendment might also encourage Members of the Legislative Assembly to use their 

mother tongue. Further, what better way to celebrate the Official Languages of the Northwest 

Territories than by encouraging their use in the Legislative Assembly. This would be leading by 

example.  

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That section 6 of the Official Languages Act be amended to read: 

 

“Everyone has the right to use any Official Language in the debates and other proceedings 

of the Legislative Assembly, and every Member of the Legislative Assembly has the right 

to translation of those debates into another Official Language.” 

 

 

This issue will be considered in more depth by the Office this fiscal year. 

 

 

(6) Section 11 - Services to the Public  

 

Section 11(1) and (2) of the Official Languages Act state: 

 

“11(1) Any member of the public in the Northwest Territories has the right to communicate 

with, and to receive available services from, any head or central office of a government 

institution in English or French, and has the same right with respect to any other office of 

that institution where: 

 

(a) there is a significant demand for communication with and services from the office in 

that language; or 

(b) it is reasonable, given the nature of the office, that communications with and services 

from it be available in both English and French. 
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“11(2) Any member of the public in the Northwest Territories has the right to communicate 

with, and to receive available services from, any regional, area or community office of a 

government institution in an Official Language other than English or French spoken in that 

region or community, where: 

 

(a) there is a significant demand for communications with and services from the office in 

that language; or 

(b) it is reasonable, given the nature of the office, that communications with and services 

from it be available in that language.” 

 

Section 11 is very problematic and, when considered in detail, it does not make good sense. 

Section 11(1) specifically deals with the right to receive services in English and French when 

dealing with a head or central office of a government institution. 11(1)(a) and (b)  deal with the 

right to receive services in English and French in other government offices,  presumably regional 

and area offices. 11(1)(a) and (b) state the right is based on the concepts of “significant demand” 

and “nature of the office”. These terms were derived directly from the federal Official Languages 

Act, but unlike the federal government, the territorial government did not initially define these 

terms. The federal government’s definition of “significant demand” is based almost entirely on a 

numerical criteria, and regulations establish the term “nature of the office”. In large part, it refers to 

basic services being available in either English or French where the office in question deals with 

issues of health, safety or security.  

 

In 2013, the Legislative Assembly attempted to clarify these terms in the Government Institution 

Regulations. The regulations state: 

 

“2. For the purposes of paragraph 11(1) (a) of the Act, there is a significant demand for 

communications with and services to the public in both English and French from an office 

of a government institution located in the following communities: 

  (a) Fort Smith 

 (b) Hay River 

 (c ) Inuvik 

  (d) Yellowknife 

 

3. For the purposes of paragraph 11(1)(b) of the Act, the nature of an office of a 

government institution is such that it is reasonable that communications with and services 

from that office be available in both English and French, if the office 

(a) generally offers services to the public; and 

(b) in respect of those services, is a central service point or referral centre providing 

services to the public for the whole of the Northwest Territories.” 

 

These regulations fell short of clarifying the terms. For example, is section 2 of the regulations 

trying to limit “significant demand” to certain geographical locations? If not, how is “significant 

demand” determined in communities other than Fort Smith, Hay River, Inuvik and Yellowknife? 

Is it based on the number of requests for services in that language?  Section 3 also appears to be an 

attempt to limit French language services to geographical locations, and appears to indicate that 

outside of certain communities (Fort Smith, Hay River, Inuvik, and Yellowknife), services will 

only be available in French if the office is a central point of service for the whole of the Northwest 

Territories. How is this speaking to the “nature of the office” and the types of services that office 
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provides?  How does it ensure that residents are receiving services in a manner that protects and 

promotes French? 

  

It is also interesting to note that in the regulations, the government did not clarify the terms 

“significant demand” and “nature of the office” in regard to 11(2), and services in Aboriginal 

Official languages.  Section 11(2) of the Act deals with services in regional or community offices, 

and gives a person the right to communicate with that office in the Official Languages of that area, 

but only where there is a “significant demand” or due to the “nature of the office”. Does section 

11(2) mean that an elder from Behchoko, who is unilingual, can demand services at the health 

centre in Tlicho? Does that one person’s request constitute a “significant demand”, or is the health 

centre required, due to the “nature of the office”, to oblige all such requests. And, how does this 

approach do anything to promote and preserve languages?   

 

The answer to all of the above questions is important and calls into question an individual’s ability 

to demand language services from the Government of the Northwest Territories in any of the 

Official languages. These issues should have been sorted out long ago and, instead, we are left 

with an Act that is ambiguous and complex.  Perhaps the nonsensical approach seen in the current 

legislation is best highlighted by the example of the Vital Statistics Registry. While the Registry is 

clearly a “central office”, it is located in Inuvik and services a “region” that encompasses the whole 

of the Northwest Territories and would be dealing with clients who speak the various Official 

languages.  Or, what about an example of a Tlicho elder in Behchoko who is medivaced to 

Yellowknife, an area not designated as Tlicho. The bottom line is, how can consideration of the 

location of the office really be such a determiner of when language services are available? The 

bigger question is, does the office provide services to the public and, if so, how do we provide the 

best services to the residents of the Northwest Territories in the Official languages of the territory.  

 

In the end, a truly northern approach is needed to ensure that language rights are respected in 

communication with the public. A number of factors need to be considered in developing an 

approach: 

 

i) Simplicity: Complicated formulas to determine language rights are neither practical nor 

effective. The system should be simple and easy to understand. 

 

ii) Accessibility of Services to the Public: The focus must be on accessibility of services to the 

public and not administrative ease for the government. Certain basic services should be available 

in all Official Languages of the Northwest Territories, regardless of location. The concept of 

“nature of the office” in the federal Official Languages Act is helpful in this regard. It focuses on 

basic services, such as health care and safety, as being primary importance to the public. The 

Government of the Northwest Territories needs to look at what basic services the public should be 

entitled to in any Official Language, and take steps to ensure universal accessibility in all 

languages. It may be that other language rights are based on designated areas, and may include the 

types of services currently outlined in the Official Languages Policy and Guidelines. However, 

given advances in technology, including the ability to access interpreter/translators through 

videoconferencing and other means, it calls into question whether there should be any restrictions 

on language rights based on designated areas. In any event, any consideration being given to 

restricting language rights should be done in consultation with language communities.  

 

iii) Holistic Approach: Language rights must be clearly entrenched in legislation and regulation 

and be all encompassing.   
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It should be noted that Members of the 17
th

 Legislative Assembly were aware of these types of 

issues with the legislation.  On June 14, 2012, they passed a motion to move towards a service 

based Act that recognized the unique features of the North: 

 

“That the Legislative Assembly continue to move forward with the concept of a 

service-based model as suggested by the development of the proposed Official Languages 

Services Act. However, in moving forward, consideration must be given to: 

(a) the fact that not all speakers of an official language reside in designated areas; 

(b) that residents in the Northwest Territories travel in order to receive services; and  

(c) the Legislative Assembly and the Government of the Northwest Territories have a 

positive obligation to promote and protect official languages.” 

 

It should also be noted that this approach is in keeping with the GNWTs Policy on Official 

Languages: 

 

“The Government of the Northwest Territories will adhere to the following principles 

when implementing this Policy: 

(1) A government’s ability to communicate in the official languages of the public it serves 

is an important part of the operation of good government. 

(2) In order to understand and benefit from the government’s programs and services, the 

public requires information in the official languages. 

(3) A government’s provision of services in its official languages recognizes and supports 

the efforts of communities in maintaining and developing those languages.”  

 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That Section 11 of the Official Languages Act be amended such that, instead of language rights 

based on the concepts of “significant demand” and “nature of the office”, language rights in the 

area of communication with the public are based on the following principles: 

i) that the approach be simple and holistic, with accessibility of services to the public being the 

focus. 

ii) that some basic services should be available in any and all Official languages, regardless of 

geographical area. Basic services should include health services, mandatory registration, licensing, 

safety and other services the legislators consider essential 

iii) That other services may be available according to designated language areas as are established 

in regulation.  Any attempts to limit services according to designated language areas should be 

done in consultation with language communities. 

 

 

 

vi.  Official Languages Services Act  
 

As stated, in the Final Report on the Review of the Official Languages Act, the Standing 

Committee on Government Operations recommended that an Official Languages Services Act be 

developed. In its nine detailed recommendations regarding such legislation, the emphasis is on 

service delivery to the public. This is the type of approach identified in this report.  
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Somewhere along the line, the concept of an Act focussed on service delivery seems to have been 

lost. Given the concept is so important, it is recommended that the Legislative Assembly revisit the 

concept. Whether the Legislative Assembly agrees to continue on with such an Act, or makes 

amendments to current legislation, it is clear there is a need to focus more on service delivery as 

this has consistently been the priority of the public. Further, the Legislative Assembly should 

advise the public as to whether it intends to develop a new Act, or will continue to struggle with the 

current approach. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly make a determination in regard to whether it will develop an 

Official Languages Services Act and advise the public of this decision, with reasons. 

 

 

 

vii.  French Language Secretariat and Aboriginal Languages 

Secretariat  
 

In 2012, the Francophone Affairs Secretariat was open. The office provides advice and support to 

GNWT departments and agencies in the development and provision of French language services to 

meet the needs of the Francophone community. As part of this initiative, and as indicated earlier in 

this report, this included the development of the French Active Offer Toolkit to assist frontline 

government staff in providing services to the public through a variety of means. In other words, an 

emphasis on services to the public.  

 

In the 2011 - 2012 Annual Report, there was a call to ensure that an Aboriginal Languages 

Secretariat was opened. In 2013 - 2014, EYE undertook the establishment of the Aboriginal 

Languages Secretariat in a two phase approach identified in the 2013 - 2014 Annual Report on 

Official Languages as: 

 

Phase One focussed on the establishment of the Aboriginal Languages Secretariat 

(ALS) through the consolidation of associated Aboriginal language funding to 

strengthen accountability, internal capacity, and improved the integration of 

programs and services. 

 

Phase Two built community capacity and enhanced the delivery of government 

services in Aboriginal languages through partnerships with regional Aboriginal 

Governments, ongoing business planning and coordination across government and 

with other stakeholders.” 

 

While this is positive, the plan seems to be heavy on bureaucratic changes and business plans and 

light on specific processes designed to ensure that members of the public can access service. In 

other words, it approach does not seem to focus on front line services to the public that is seen with 

the Francophone Affairs Secretariat model. Ensuring that such services are critical for a number of 

reasons: 
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-The reason for both Secretariats is to, ultimately, provide services to the public. As 

such, this must always be the focus.  

 

-The complaints filed with this Office have, as a general rule, a common thread - a 

desire for basic services in the various Official Languages. 

     

- In speaking to members of the public, the biggest concern expressed is always in 

regard to basic services being available to the public in a timely fashion. 

 

Given this, it is imperative that the focus for both the Francophone Affairs Secretariat and the 

Aboriginal Languages Secretariat be on service to the public. Further, there should be continued 

consultation with language communities to seek input on the best way to provide such services to 

the public. 

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly and Minister Responsible for Official Languages ensure that the 

focus for both the Francophone Affairs Secretariat and the Aboriginal Languages Secretariat be on 

service to the public and that there be continued consultation with language communities to seek 

input on the best way to provide such services.  

 

 

 

viii.  Language Rights as a National Issue  
 

It is increasingly important to view language rights as a national issue, not a territorial issue: 

 

-The cases cited above regarding Dene fonts and birth registrations show the 

interconnectedness between territorial issues and federal issues. If the GNWT 

allows Dene fonts to be incorporated into official documents, it could impact on the 

ability of a member of the public to receive services from the Federal government 

or another jurisdiction. A failure to deal with such issues from an interjurisdictional 

perspective, and in isolation, will not benefit the public. 

 

- Many of the court decisions referenced in this report, and dealing with language 

rights, can have impact in other jurisdictions and be referenced by courts in other 

jurisdictions. Close attention needs to be paid to what is going on throughout the 

country. 

 

- In July 2015, the national chief of the Assembly of First Nations (AFN), Perry 

Bellegard, renewed the call for official recognition of First Nations languages. The 

AFN called on the Federal government to invest in the promotion, protection and 

enhancement of First Nation languages. Some professors, including Onowa 

McIvor, the Director of Indigenous Education at the University of Victoria, believe 

that national recognition of First Nation languages is possible, with implementation 

at the regional level.  
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- The Truth and Reconciliation Commission, in its final report, made five specific 

recommendations with respect to “Language and Culture”. The Commission called 

on the Federal government to acknowledge Aboriginal language rights including 

the enactment of an Aboriginal Languages Act, to appoint an Aboriginal 

Languages Commissioner and to provide sufficient funding for Aboriginal 

language preservation and revitalization.     

 

RECOMMENDATION: 

 

That the Legislative Assembly and GNWT officials look at language rights and issues as national 

concerns and work with other jurisdictions in Canada in honouring language rights and dealing 

with language issues.  

 

 

Summary of Recommendations  
 

1. That the Legislative Assembly develops a formal process for responding back to the 

Languages Commissioner, on recommendations presented by the Office. The process 

should include that the response be in writing addressed to the Languages Commissioner, 

with specific timeline for response. 

 

2. That the Legislative Assembly and government officials carefully review the 2016 Census, 

once results are available, with a critical eye on language issues in the Northwest 

Territories. 

    

3. That the Legislative Assembly review, on a regular basis, the structure and resources for 

the proper functioning of the Office of the Languages Commissioner.    

 

4. That the Legislative Assembly reviews the preamble to the Official Languages Act to 

determine if it accurately reflects the language rights set out in the Act, including the status 

of Aboriginal languages and any language of work rights.  

 

5. That the Legislative Assembly should amend the Government Institution Regulations to 

add housing authorities to the list of bodies bound by the Official Languages Act. It should 

also review the Government Institution Regulations to ensure they adequately cover those 

institutions that should be subject o the provisions of the Official Languages Act. 

 

6. That the Official Languages Act of the Northwest Territories be amended to include a 

provision that binds all contractors with the Government of the Northwest Territories. 

Suggested wording is: 

 

“Every government institution has the duty to ensure that, where services are 

provided or made available by another person or organization on its behalf, any 

member of the public in the Northwest Territories or elsewhere can communicate 

with and obtain those services from that person or organization in any particular 

Official Language in any case where those services, if provided by the institution, 

would be required to be provided in that Official Language.”    
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7. That the Legislative Assembly reconsider what languages should be given the status of 

“Official Languages” of the Northwest Territories and provided with the protection of the 

provisions of the Official Languages Act.   

 

8. That section 6 of the Official Languages Act be amended to read: 

 

“Everyone has the right to use any Official Language in the debates and other 

proceedings of the Legislative Assembly, and every Member of the Legislative 

Assembly has the right to translation of those debates into another Official 

Language.” 

 

9. That Section 11 of the Official Languages Act be amended such that, instead of language  

rights based on the concepts of “significant demand” and “nature of the office”, language 

rights in the area of communication with the public are based on the following principles: 

 

 i) that the approach be simple and holistic, with accessibility of services to the 

public being the focus. 

 ii) that some basic services should be available in any and all Official languages, 

regardless of geographical area. Basic services should include health services, 

mandatory registration, licensing, safety and other services the legislators consider 

essential 

iii) That other services may be available according to designated language areas as 

are established in regulation.  Any attempts to limit services according to 

designated language areas should be done in consultation with language 

communities. 

 

10. That the Legislative Assembly makes a determination in regards to whether it will    

develop an Official Languages Services Act and advise the public of this decision, with 

reasons. 

 

11. That the Legislative Assembly and Minister Responsible for Official Languages ensure 

that the focus for both the Francophone Affairs Secretariat and the Aboriginal Languages 

Secretariat be on service to the public and that there be continued consultation with 

language communities to seek input on the best way to provide such services.  

 

12. That the Legislative Assembly and GNWT officials look at language rights and issues as 

national concerns and work with other jurisdictions in Canada in honouring language 

rights and dealing with language issues.  

 

 

 

 

 

Mársı |  Masi | Mahsi | Quana | ᖁᔭᓐᓇᒦᒃ | Quyanainni | Kinanāskomitin | 

Merci | Thank you 
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Contact Us 
 

Office of the Official Languages Commissioner 

PO BOX 382 

Yellowknife, NT   X1A 2N3 
 

 

Phone Number (867) 920 – 6500 

Toll Free Line 1-800-661-0889 

Fax Number  (867) 920 – 2511 
 

 

Email Address  admin@olc-nt.ca 

 
 

Our office is currently located at 5018 – 47
th

 Street in Yellowknife. 
 

We are Moving in 2017     Our new location will be on the 1
st
 floor of the Laing building,  

    in Yellowknife. The office entrance will on Franklin Avenue. 

 
  

mailto:admin@olc-nt.ca
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