The Welsh Language – History, facts and figures 
Although it may be old, the Welsh language is most certainly not old-fashioned. Arsenal footballer Aaron Ramsay, and singers Connie Fisher, Rhydian Roberts, Cerys Mathews and  Duffy all speak Welsh, as does BBC anchorman Huw Edwards and Guto Harri, Boris Johnson’s director of communications. 

Hollywood also has fluent Welsh speakers in its midst with Fantastic Five actor Ioan Gruffudd and Brothers and Sisters actor Matthew Rhys both being proud Welsh speakers.

How many people speak Welsh today and where do they live?

There are 575,730 individuals who speak or use Welsh, some 21% of the total population of Wales.  The 2001 census also highlighted that 40.8% of children ages 5 – 15 spoke Welsh.

Between 1991-2001 there was an increase in the number of Welsh speakers in 14 of the 22 counties. According to 2001 census, Gwynedd has the highest percentage of Welsh speakers at 69% and Cardiff has the largest increase in the number of Welsh speakers with an increase of 14,415 which is 4.4%. The language is stronger in the north and west of Wales, but is growing in urban as well as in rural Wales.

Welsh Medium Education

Because of the campaigning of parents, who demanded a Welsh language education for their children progress was made with the Education Acts of 1944 and later the Act of 1988

The popularity of Welsh Medium Education has exploded since opening the first specifically designated Welsh-medium local authority primary school in Llanelli in 1947. Today, around 20% of primary school children receive their education primarily through Welsh, including over 30% in Wales’ capital city Cardiff. 

The demand for Welsh Medium education is growing rapidly and in many areas of Wales demand exceeds supply, which is why the Welsh Assembly Government is preparing a Welsh Language Education Strategy. 

Age is no barrier to learning. There are almost 20,000 adults currently learning Welsh and hundreds of these succeed in becoming fluent Welsh speakers every year.

Welsh Language Services

Research has shown that 42% of fluent Welsh speakers report that they use, or prefer, Welsh language services. However, actual usage of some Welsh language services does indicate that this is an optimistic figure. This may be down to the barriers that exist to using Welsh language services; they may be difficult to find, the provision of Welsh language services can vary from day to day, the Welsh language version of a form may not be in stock, the standard may be lower that the equivalent English services or a service in Welsh may simply not be offered. Using the Welsh language option can require the investment of time and effort for the customer. 

However, evidence shows that when Welsh language services are marketed properly and the service is easily available, the use of those services increase. For instance, Dŵr Cymru and Carmarthenshire County Council both recorded a 50% increase in the use of their Welsh language help lines as a result of recent marketing campaigns.
Welsh language and business
The Welsh language also works wonders in the business world. In recent years numerous market leaders have been adopting bilingualism because it makes good business sense. It generates customer goodwill and loyalty and creates a better relationship between companies and the communities they serve.

Marks and Spencers, HSBC, Tesco, Microsoft and Borders are amongst the companies who have worked with the Welsh Language Board to develop services such a bilingual self-service supermarket scanners, Welsh language signage, designated Welsh-speaking staff and predictive texting. A Welsh language user interface pack is also available from Microsoft as a free download.
The Welsh Language Board (WLB) has a Private Sector unit which works with companies to voluntarily promote the Welsh language in the private sector. Over 50 companies have already developed voluntary Welsh language policies, with the help of the WLB, following the launch of the Board’s policy template in November 2008. Another 100 companies will be working with the Board to develop their policies. In addition, over 140 companies have signed up to the “Investing in Welsh” scheme (Cefnogi’r Gymraeg); a sign of their support for the language and a commitment to producing a language policy.
The historical context

In the sixth century Welsh was spoken in most of Britain, including Strathclyde in Scotland, which is derived from its former Welsh name. Some shepherds in Cumbria were still counting their sheep in Welsh in the twentieth century.

Welsh was one of the earliest written languages in Europe.
In 1536 the passing of the ‘Act of Union’ of Henry VIII prohibited the use of Welsh in public administration and the legal system. 


"Henceforth no Person or Persons that use the Welsh Speech or Language shall have or enjoy any manner Office or Fees within this Realm of England, Wales, or other the King's Dominion, upon Pain of forfeiting the same Offices or Fees, unless he or they use and exercise the English Speech or Language".

This act had a disastrous impact on the Welsh language.

 
In 1847 a Royal Commission investigated the state of education in Wales. One of the main conclusions was that education in Wales was falling because people continued to speak Welsh and prevented from getting on in the world. Following the ‘treachery of the Blue Books’, a term coined by Welsh speakers due to the colour of the cover of the report, after a number of steps were taken to prevent people from speaking Welsh. 

The first wave of the industrial revolution in Wales was migration from rural Wales to newly industrialised areas. During the early years of the industrial revolution the language of these new industrial areas was Welsh. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, large scale migration from over the border changed the linguistic pattern of these areas.

The 1911 census recorded the highest number of Welsh speakers – 977,366. It also revealed that the Welsh language had, for the first time become a minority language, spoken by 43.5% of the population.

The Welsh language continued to decline during the twentieth century until the 1991 census. The 2001 census recorded a slight increase in the numbers speaking and using Welsh.

The fight to save the language

1922 – Urdd Gobaith Cymru, today one of Europe’s largest children and youth movements, was established.

1939 – the first private Welsh language school was established in Aberystwyth.

1942 – the Welsh Courts Act established limited rights to use the Welsh language in a court of law for the first time since 1536.

1947 – the Welsh medium school Ysgol Gymraeg Llanelli opened. This was the first designated Welsh medium school to be fully maintained by an Education Authority 

1956 – Ysgol Glan Clwyd opened in Rhyl – the first Welsh medium secondary school of its type


 In 1962 a radio broadcast entitled 'Tynged yr Iaith' (the fate of the language) by playwright Saunders Lewis, foresaw the demise of the language and urged listeners to use the language in their daily lives and insist on using it for official purposes. This led to the establishment of Cymdeithas yr Iaith Gymraeg (the Welsh Language Society) 


The Welsh Language Act 1967 granted the right to testify in Welsh in Court, and the right to have official forms in Welsh. . 

Radio Cymru was established in 1977.

In the 70s and early 80s the campaign for the establishment of a Welsh Language television channel, S4C,  which culminated in campaigner Gwynfor Evans's intention to go on hunger strike, forced the hand of the then government to keep its promise to the people of Wales. The first S4C broadcast went out on 1st November 1982.


The 1993 Welsh Language Act was another step forward, creating the Welsh Language Board and confirming the equal status of English and Welsh. 

In 2003, Iaith Pawb, the Welsh Assembly Government’s National Plan for a Bilingual Wales was published, receiving cross party support in the National Assembly.

It declared:

‘The Welsh Assembly Government is committed to supporting and promoting the Welsh language. Our vision of a truly bilingual Wales is a bold one. A truly bilingual Wales means a country where people may choose to live their lives through the medium of either or both Welsh or English, and where the presence of the two languages is a source of pride and strength to all of us.’
