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Universal Esperanto Association Speaks Out on Language Rights
November 26. Three representatives of the Universal Esperanto Association, Nicole
Margot, Alain Favre and Stefano Keller took an active role in the eighth session of the
UN Minorities Forum in Geneva (24-25 November 2015). Its topic was “Minorities and the
Criminal Justice System.”
Several NGO representatives mentioned the language barrier as a cause of inattention
or pf unprofessional and superficial treatment of cases involving minority citizens. UEA
representatives exchanged ideas and discussed collaboration with representatives of
organisations that had raise language problems in their interventions.
On the second day of the meeting, Stefano Keller intervened on the fourth agenda item,
namely obstacles in the criminal justice system to satisfying the needs and requirements
of minorities. He pointed out the importance of considering the language aspects of
interaction with members of minority groups – at every level and in every aspect of
policing and the judicial system. As victims of crimes, members of minorities often do
not receive sufficient attention from the authorities, in part because of problems of
language and communication. Keller stressed the necessity of adding to the final Forum
document emphasis on linguistic considerations in the entire process of communication
with minority members in legal proceedings.
Reminding his audience of the official status of the Universal Esperanto Association in
the United Nations and UNESCO, Keller mentioned the fact that UEA not only supports
the language rights of minorities and indigenous peoples, but also proposes a solution
for balanced communication between members of different ethnicities, namely the use
of Esperanto, a truly inter-national language.
Keller also drew attention to the 101st World Congress of Esperanto, due to take place
in Nitra, Slovakia, in July 2016, with the topic “Social Justice – Linguistic Justice” – a
topic that will be addressed by Esperanto speakers of many ethnicities. He also pointed
out that the centenary of the death of Zamenhof, the author of Esperanto has been
singled out by UNESCO for particular recognition in 2017 (see our November newsletter).
For a recording of the intervention, and its text, go to:
http://www.linguistic-rights.org/eventoj/eventoj.html#MF8
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Chuck Smith Named “Esperantist of the Year”:
200,000 People Learning Esperanto through Duolingo
December 15. Chuck Smith, an American living in Germany, has been named
“Esperantist of the Year” for 2015. The immediate reason for the honour was the launch
of the Esperanto version of Duolingo, a free web-based program for learning Esperanto.
The program, developed by a team headed by Smith and by Ruth Kevess-Cohen, of
Washington DC, has attracted over 200,000 learners, and the number continues to
increase at the rate of 1000 a day. Nor is this the first of Smith’s achievements: he was
the driving force behind the development of the Esperanto-language Wikipedia,
initiated in December 2001. The Esperanto Wikipedia now comprises over 225,000
articles and continues to grow. With collaborators in all parts of the world, the
Esperanto Wikipedia has by far the most international spread of contributors. In size,
it is the 32nd largest in the world. The group Balta Ondo, associated with the monthly
journal Ondo de Esperanto, chooses the Esperantist of the Year.

Association’s Position Paper on the SDG’s
Criticizes Lack of Attention to Language
Although supportive of the Sustainable Development Goals recently approved by the
United Nations for the period 2015-2030, the Universal Esperanto Association has
pointed to a significant omission in the development of the SDGs, namely language. “It
is striking that the dimension of language is barely mentioned in most discussions of the
SDGs, and not at all in the seventeen goals themselves,” according to the Association’s
recent position paper on the SDGs. Quoting Helen Clark, Administrator of the UN
Development Program and former Prime Minister of New Zealand, the document points
out that “This 2030 agenda is for everyone everywhere.” “In short,” the paper continues,
“we are looking at an effort that involves everyone – in a dialogue, a two-way
conversation, on development – and a dialogue in which it is important to listen to the
voices of the people rather than dictate solutions to them in the one-sided, top-down
development process that in the past was all too common in international development
circles and also at the national level.”
But is the international community willing to listen to voices in many languages and to
absorb their messages into the international conversation on the SDGs? That seems far
less likely, the paper suggests: “Are we listening to these voices? Are their governments
listening? Are the NGOs listening?” The paper quotes the editors of the journal
Reconsidering Development: “International development exists inside language; we do
not have international development without language.” The United Nations must pay
greater attention to language in development, according to the position paper.
The Association has joined with a group of sociolinguists and other specialists on
development, the Study Group on Language and the United Nations, to organize a
symposium on “Language and the Sustainable Development Goals”, scheduled for New
York this coming April.
The full text of the position paper follows.
Leave no-one behind: Guaranteeing attention to vulnerable groups in the 2030
Agenda for Sustainable Development
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The Sustainable Development Goals:
The Art of Translating Words into Change
A Position Paper of the Universal Esperanto Association
“It is striking that the dimension of language is barely mentioned in most discussions of the
SDGs, and not at all in the seventeen goals themselves.”

The SDGs must embrace civil society as well as governments.
The seventeen Sustainable Development Goals recently adopted by the United Nations
build on, and go beyond, the Millennium Development Goals, the focus of the UN’s
development efforts in the period 2000-2015. At the time of the launch of the MDGs
the representatives of the Member-States made it clear that their successful completion
would depend not only on the efforts of governments but also on the efforts of those
whom the governments serve – the ordinary citizens who must hold their governments
accountable, and the various organizations of civil society which can both provide help
in ways that governments cannot and also put pressure on governments to fulfil their
commitments.
The SDGs are for everyone everywhere.
This outreach to civil society that proved increasingly necessary as the fifteen years of
the MDGs proceeded was given particular emphasis in the planning and formulation of
the recently announced SDGs for the period 2015-2030. Civil society, especially in the
form of nongovernmental organisations, was involved from the beginning. “This 2030
agenda is for everyone everywhere,” remarked Helen Clark, Administrator of the UN
Development Program and former Prime Minister of New Zealand, in a recent meeting
on the SDGs. The SDGs, added Erna Solberg, Prime Minister of Norway, constitute “the
largest development dialogue the world has ever seen.” “It is important to listen to the
voices of the people,” remarked Phan Binh Minh, the Deputy Prime Minister of Viet-Nam,
in that same meeting.
The SDGs must involve dialogue as well as monologue, listening as well as talking.
In short, as these political leaders suggest, we are looking at an effort that involves
everyone – in a dialogue, a two-way conversation, on development – and a dialogue in
which it is important to listen to the voices of the people rather than dictate solutions
to them in the one-sided, top-down development process that in the past was all too
common in international development circles and also at the national level.
The dimension of language is largely missing from the SDGs.
Yet, while the talk is of dialogue, and of listening as well as talking, somehow this does
not translate into an awareness of language itself. It is striking that the dimension of
language is barely mentioned in most discussions of the SDGs, and not at all in the
seventeen goals themselves. The “dialogue” to which Prime Minister Solberg refers is
conducted overwhelmingly in English, and to a lesser degree in other major languages.
Yet the people at whom so many of the goals are directed – particularly those dealing
with such fields as poverty, education, and literacy – often do not speak the language
or languages of the policymakers. Often they belong to language minorities with little
voice in their own countries, and certainly not in the wider world. As Suzanne Romaine,
of Oxford University, puts it, citing Clinton Robinson, “Use of local languages is
inseparable from participatory development. Local people will not own development
until they can discuss it among themselves and with outsiders without the barrier of
someone else’s language.”
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Are we listening?
Yet are we listening to these voices? Are their governments listening? Are the NGOs
listening? As the editors of the journal Reconsidering Development recently stated,
“International development exists inside language; we do not have international
development without language” – but is the dialogue truly a two-way dialogue?
Language lies at the very core of human communication.
When, a couple of years ago, the Canadian scholar Mark Fettes examined the eighteen
“think pieces” put out by the United Nations System Task Team in the early stages of
formulating the MDGs, he was startled to find that this “group of senior experts from
over 50 UN entities and international organizations appointed by the Secretary-General”
mentioned language only a total of four times in the entire length of all eighteen
documents, and then only in connection with other “indicators of diversity, inequality
or discrimination,” never as a factor in its own right. Yet language choice and language
use have a direct effect on the efficacy of political engagement, on the effectiveness
of education, on legal processes, on human rights. Language is a major factor in the
inclusion or exclusion of particular populations, and sadly is often used as an instrument
of discrimination and disempowerment. It seems odd that people of goodwill (and we
have no doubt about the goodwill of our UN colleagues in the field of development)
should accord so little attention to the linguistic processes that lie at the very core of
human communication.
The United Nations must pay greater attention to language in development.
The Universal Esperanto Association, an NGO associated with both the Economic and
Social Council and the Department of Public Information at the United Nations, is
interested not only in the promotion of the International Language Esperanto but also
in the elimination of all forms of discrimination, including linguistic discrimination, and
in the advancement of all basic human rights, including linguistic rights. It is one of
only a very few NGOs concerned with issues of language. It is pursuing a two-part
strategy in connection with the Sustainable Development Goals. First, it is using its
worldwide network of Esperanto speakers to advance the SDGs and urging the members
of this network to intervene with their governments in support of the SDGs. Second, it
is urging the United Nations in the strongest possible terms to pay greater attention to
language issues and to recognize that effective communication and inclusive language
policies go hand in hand.
Translating words into action involves attention to language.
In a recent article, Kathy Calvin, president and CEO of the United Nations Foundation,
and R. Venkataramanan of the Tata Trusts, pointed out that “We are in a new era of
development that recognizes the need for fresh approaches and engagement from all
sectors. These lessons can help the international community move beyond traditional
models and strengthen public-private partnerships so we can translate our next set of
global goals from words to lasting change.” The authors’ choice of metaphors merits a
second look: they talk of translating global goals from words to lasting change. Such
translation will not be realised if we do not listen to the languages of those we wish to
include, nor will words produce lasting change unless the words are their words as well
as ours, and the lasting change a result of change on the part of all.
[30 October 2015]
UN Office of the Universal Esperanto Association: 777 United Nations Plaza, New York, NY 10017
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