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May 11, 2017

Right Honourable Justin Trudeau, MP
Prime Minister of Canada
Office of the Prime Minister
80 Wellington Street
Ottawa, ON K1A 0A2

Hon. Melanie Joly , MP
Minister of Canadian Heritage
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Jody Wilson-Raybould, MP
Minister of Justice and Attorney General
of Canada
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Carolyn Bennett, MP
Minister of Indigenous and Northern Affairs
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Dominic LeBlanc, MP
Minister of Fisheries, Oceans and the
Canadian Coast Guard
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Jane Philpott, MP
Minister of Health
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Jean-Yves Duclos, MP
Minister of Families, Children and Social
Development
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Jim Carr, MP
Minister of Natural Resources
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6

Hon. Bill Morneau, MP
Minister of Finance
House of Commons
Ottawa, Ontario K1A 0A6
Dear Prime Minister and Ministers:
Re: Supporting Revitalization of Indigenous Languages in BC
Language is the essence of our cultures and fundamental to our survival, dignity and wellbeing as Indigenous peoples. Language is our inherent right and is central to our cultural and
spiritual identities as First Nations. Language is the medium by which First Nations citizens
describe cultural practices, laws and customs, attachment to land and place, cultural items,
and other cultural and spiritual activities. Furthermore, language plays a fundamental part in
indigenous people’s identity by connecting individuals to communities, therefore providing
cultural and spiritual context in the daily lives of First Nations people.
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The UN Secretary General stated on May 16, 2011, at the opening of the 10th Session of the UN
Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues that an Indigenous language dies every two weeks. Additionally,
the report of the 15th session of the United Nations Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues stated that
Indigenous languages form the bedrock of continuity for the survival and well-being of indigenous
cultures from one generation to the next. The 15th session report further stated there is a growing crisis
of indigenous language loss and in many cases an urgent, even desperate, need to preserve and revitalize
languages. It is estimated that more than half of the world’s languages will become extinct by 2100.
Aboriginal languages in BC make up an integral part of Aboriginal identity and culture and of Canadian
heritage. Unfortunately, all Aboriginal languages in BC are critically endangered. As noted by National
Geographic, BC has been identified as a world language “hotspot” where First Nations languages are
literally “racing to extinction.” Also, according to the Report on the Status of BC First Nations Languages
2014, fluent speakers of BC First Nations languages make up 4.08% (5,289) of the total population
reported, with 59% of fluent speakers aged 65 and over. First Nations language learners make up 9.14% of
the population, while only 52% of communities have any sort of language curriculum materials for
teaching languages. Action is needed now to support the revitalization of BC First Nations languages. The
preservation of Aboriginal languages is absolutely a priority for First Nations in BC.
Article 13 of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [the Declaration] calls
upon nations to take effective measures to protect the right of Indigenous peoples:
to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future generations their histories, languages,
oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and
retain their own names for communities, places and persons.
Furthermore, Article 25 of the Declaration states:
"Indigenous peoples have the right to maintain their distinctive spiritual relationships with
their...lands, territories, waters and coastal seas and other resources and to uphold their
responsibilities to future generations..."
We were pleased to hear the Prime Minister’s commitment in December 2016 to the development and
enactment of an Indigenous Languages Act, co-developed with Indigenous Peoples, with the goal of
ensuring the preservation, protection, and revitalization of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit languages in this
country. As BC is home to 60% of First Nations languages in Canada, with 34 unique languages, it is
particularly important for First Nations, organizations and relevant councils in British Columbia to be
directly involved in the co-development of any such Indigenous Languages Act.
We believe that both the federal and provincial governments have a moral and fiduciary duty to First
Nations to help protect, revitalize and maintain our languages. Language rights, as part of cultural rights,
where they are inadequately recognized or supported, must become important government public policy
priorities. There is a need for political will and concrete actions to provide the resources needed to
preserve and develop this heritage, in particular Indigenous languages.
The First Nations Summit Chiefs in Assembly reaffirm that efforts to preserve First Nations’ languages are
a priority. We urge the federal government of Canada to stand with First Nations in BC to ensure our
efforts to preserve First Nations languages are realized and to ensure that BC-based First Nations,
organizations and relevant councils are properly represented in these efforts.
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In that regard, we enclose for your consideration a signed copy of a resolution approved by the First
Nations Summit Chiefs in Assembly supporting the development and enactment of an Indigenous
Languages Act, and calling on the governments of Canada and British Columbia to ensure that all
government-funded efforts and initiatives respecting Indigenous languages are consistently guided by the
objectives of revitalization, preservation and protection of First Nations, Métis, and Inuit languages in this
country.
Please have your officials contact Colin Braker at the First Nations Summit office via telephone (604 – 926
9903) or email (cbraker@fns.bc.ca) to engage in discussions to ensure the appropriate BC-based expertise
in any Indigenous language initiatives going forward.
Yours sincerely,
FIRST NATIONS SUMMIT POLITICAL EXECUTIVE

Grand Chief Edward John
Enclosure [1]

cc.

Robert Phillips

Cheryl Casimer

First Nations Summit Resolution #0217.11 (Supporting Revitalization of Indigenous
Languages)

Perry Bellegarde, National Chief, Assembly of First Nations
First Peoples’ Cultural Council
BC Assembly of First Nations
Union of BC Indian Chiefs

