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About ACTCOSS 
 
ACTCOSS acknowledges that Canberra has been built on the traditional lands of the 
Ngunnawal people. We pay our respects to their elders and recognise the displacement 
and disadvantage they have suffered as a result of European settlement. We celebrate 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultures and ongoing contribution to the ACT 
community.  
 
The ACT Council of Social Service Inc. (ACTCOSS) is the peak representative body for not-
for-profit community organisations, people living with disadvantage and low-income 
citizens of the Territory.  
  
ACTCOSS is a member of the nationwide COSS network, made up of each of the state and 
territory Councils and the national body, the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS). 
 
ACTCOSS’ objectives are a community in which all people have the opportunities and 
resources needed to participate in and benefit from social and economic life and the 
development of a dynamic, collaborative and viable community sector. 
 
The membership of the Council includes the majority of community based service providers 
in the social welfare area, a range of community associations and networks, self-help and 
consumer groups and interested individuals. 
 
ACTCOSS receives funding from the Community Services Program (CSP) which is funded 
by the ACT Government. 
 
ACTCOSS advises that this document may be publicly distributed, including by placing a 
copy on our website. 
 
Contact Details 
 
Phone: 02 6202 7200 
Fax: 02 6281 4192 
Mail: PO Box 849, Mawson ACT 2607 
E-mail: actcoss@actcoss.org.au  
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Director: Roslyn Dundas 
Deputy Director: Kiki Korpinen    
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Introduction  
ACTCOSS welcomes the opportunity to comment on the Department of 
Disability, Housing and Community Services (DHCS) Discussion Paper for 
an ACT Languages Policy. The paper Languages for all Canberrans is a 
new policy and in many ways quite revolutionary. ACTCOSS commends 
the ACT Government on its efforts to develop such a policy. 
 
As the peak body for people experiencing disadvantage, ACTCOSS follows 
a human rights approach in policy advocacy. To this regard, ACTCOSS 
welcomes the many strategies in the paper based on the Oslo 
Recommendations on the Linguistic Rights of Minorities.1 The right to use 
one’s own language is also stated in the ACT Human Rights Act and is 
closely linked to provisions in the International Covenant on Economic, 
Cultural and Social Rights (ICESCR).2 Furthermore, many of the strategies 
in the paper will assist in the capacity building for ethnic communities as it 
will facilitate in the formation of cultural associations and community 
groups. The strategies which support people and cultural organisations to 
use names in their own language, and the ability to access media in one’s 
native language will support people to maintain their individual culture. It 
will surely provide people a sense of pride while fostering social inclusion. 
This will be particular beneficial for older migrants who may not have the 
capacity to learn English or newly arrived migrants and refugees who are 
not ready to undertake English classes. In addition, as the population 
ages, there is increased demand for interpreters from older migrants who 
may find it easier to communicate in languages other than English. 
 
Extensive consultation with the ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community and other stakeholders is required to ensure the policy 
addresses the needs of the communities affected by the policy.  While 
promoting a variety of languages facilitates intercultural understanding, 
there is a need to strengthen the provision of and access to learning 
English. Actions in the Multicultural Strategy and the Languages Policy are 
focused on supporting government employees to access support and 
development. There is scope to broaden the Languages Policy to work 
with community partners to ensure a range of both government and 
community materials are accessible in a variety of languages.  
 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Languages 
The importance of including Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
languages in the strategy has been noted in the document, however there 
is concern there has not been sufficient consultation with the ACT 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community in the development of 
this draft strategy.  
 

                                       
 
1 OSCE, Oslo Recommendations on the Linguistic Rights of Minorities, 1998.    
2 ACT Human Rights Act 2004, Section 27, p.13.  
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There has been inadequate consultation with the ACT Indigenous Elected 
Body, the United Ngunnawal Elders Council and members from ACT 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities more generally. Recent 
conversations with members of ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
communities have revealed they know very little about the Draft Policy 
and have said they have not yet been consulted on the issue. It is 
especially important to consult with ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander communities over a language policy as there have been 
contentions regarding the ownership of the traditional lands on Canberra.  
 
The 2010-2011 ACT Budget included funding toward a Traditional Owners 
Genealogy Project. The purpose of this project is to compile genealogies of 
the traditional clans of the ACT, and determine which part of the 
traditional country belongs to which group. The Languages Policy would be 
strengthened by being able to compliment the work of the genealogy 
project.  
 
ACTCOSS is also aware the draft paper was not promoted on the ACT 
Community Engagement website. Broader feedback on the Languages 
Policy could have been received by using this mechanism and running 
targeted consultations with key Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
groups.  
 
Recommendations 

• Greater consultation with the ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
community on the development of a Language Policy for the ACT 

Interpreters 
The need for increased and varied interpreter services has been raised 
numerous times by the ACT community. In the 2009 ACTCOSS Budget 
Submission, the lack of free interpreter services in the community sector 
was noted.3 Often many community organisations do not have sufficient 
resources to engage interpreter services. Concerns were also raised about 
the lack of interpreter services available in ACT courts and tribunal 
systems.  
 
Resourcing community organisations to utilise interpreter services would  
greatly assist in service delivery to people from Culturally and 
Linguistically Diverse (CaLD) backgrounds. In addition, interpreters are 
needed in a variety of settings, including minor criminal matters, schools, 
care and protection, with the police and primary healthcare and hospitals. 
 
More recently, community organisations working with refugees and new 
migrants have expressed the need for more interpreters speaking 
languages from ethnic groups which have not traditionally held a strong 
presence in Australia. It is often extremely difficult to find an interpreter 
who can translate for example, from Mon or a language of Southern 

                                       
 
3 ACTCOSS, Prioritising People: A Person Centred Approach to Today’s 
Challenges, 2009, p. 90.  
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Sudan. Emerging communities require interpreter services the most. The 
communities are usually very small, not yet established and often without 
a single person who speaks English.  
 
The Languages Policy does not yet contain information on how the policy 
will be delivered. Given there is a need for increased telephone interpreter 
services in the ACT, the policy should seek to provide progress on how 
these needs will be met. Many new migrants may prefer a confidential 
telephone interpreter service where they can remain anonymous. Greater 
resources should be invested in ensuring there are adequate numbers of 
well-trained and accessible telephone interpreters.  
 
The Multicultural Strategy takes a broad whole of government approach, 
especially in relation to languages. This broad approach needs to be 
replicated in the Languages Policy – so agencies and services such as 
Justice and Community Safety and the Police are well resourced, trained 
and supported in accessing interpreters and ensuring clear communication 
channels are available. There is broad community concern current 
communication is being limited when easy steps could be put in place, 
such as police officers being able to contact interpreters from their phones 
while undertaking investigations. 
  
ACTCOSS recognises the lack of use of interpreters is a problem which 
occurs throughout Australia. This issue was raised in the Refugee Council 
of Australia (RCOA) submission Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian 
Program which stated the ‘problem of doctors failing or refusing to use 
interpreters was raised at almost every single consultation held 
throughout 2008.’4 Several recommendations have been made to increase 
the uptake of interpreter services, especially by doctors. These strategies 
include a recommendation by RCOA which states: 

…urgent steps be taken to facilitate the greater use of TIS by GPs, 
specialists and other health professionals through training and awareness-
raising, as well as the introduction of financial incentives and appropriate 
sanctions;’ Greater flexibility in registration with TIS including lapse of 
registration after not using the service for three months; and assisting 
refugees with complaints processes to regulatory bodies.5

 
Robust strategies need to be developed at both the territory and national 
level which create the infrastructure for strong interpreter services.  
 
Recommendations 

• Resource community organisations to enable them to use 
interpreters more frequently 

• Invest in training interpreters who speak languages new to the ACT 
• Train agencies to use interpreters more often 
• Develop strategies which strengthen the provision of interpreter 

services in the ACT 

                                       
 
4 Refugee Council of Australia, Australia’s Refugee and Humanitarian Program: 
Community Views on current Challenges and Future Directions, 2009, p.74. 
5 Ibid. 
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Greater English Language Support  
As a policy on all languages, the document should include greater 
emphasis on learning English. English as a language is mentioned only in 
the section related to economic life in the ACT. As noted in the discussion 
paper “English is the national, convenient and shared language of 
Australia”.6 The ability to communicate in English is not only important for 
accessing employment and government services but all activities and 
services which foster social inclusion, such as community activities, public 
transport and undertaking  basic everyday tasks such as shopping. 
Strengthening of English language skills should be included in other 
sections of the strategy including Media, Public Services, and Justice and 
the Law.  
 
There is very little in this strategy which speaks to the English language 
needs for refugees and new migrants. Previous consultations have 
demonstrated there is a great need for more flexible and supported 
English language programs for people who have recently arrived. The ACT 
Government is encouraged look into more options for providing English as 
a Second Language (ESL) classes in a variety of settings, using a variety 
of tools and techniques. Schools which provide ESL and Secondary 
Introductory English Centres (SIEC) need to be adequately resourced and 
supported.  
 
While the Languages Policy states the government will pursue 
opportunities for the promotion and provision of English language 
education to teachers and students from other countries, the policy could 
be extended. The policy needs to look at the provision of English language 
classes to all who require it in order to become confident and competent 
in English. The government should also consider supporting community 
organisations and associations to provide flexible English language 
support. 
 
The recognition of the need for resources to be accessible by people with 
literacy difficulties who live with disabilities is welcome. However this 
recognition could be expanded under the language education component 
of the strategy. The provision of adult and community language education 
as outlined in the discussion paper must make recognition of people living 
with disabilities and opportunities to support greater access to language 
education.  
 
Recommendations 

• Investigate options for flexible and supported language programs 
• Expand the Policy to ensure greater promotion and provision of 

English language classes 

 

                                       
 
6 DHCS, Languages for All Canberrans, 2011, p.6.  
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