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Concept note
“Every loss of a language deprives us of a window into the human mind and the human spirit; every language that dies deprives us of a unique repository of human experience and thought.”

Sarah G. Thomason

BACKGROUND

As a quintessential element of culture, languages are more than tools and more than a means of communication. Through language, people build, understand and express their emotions, intentions, values, notions and practices. Language is thus a determining factor for the identity of individuals and groups; linguistic diversity is a major guarantee for cultural diversity. 

However, languages are also tools in the service of a number of social practices and as such they constitute a highly interdisciplinary domain. They are strategically important for the attainment of several internationally agreed development goals, including the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), for progress towards sustainable development and a precondition for the enjoyment of fundamental human rights.

Languages play an particularly significant, though widely ignored role in attaining the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and the six Education for All (EFA) goals and in building inclusive knowledge societies.  As factors of social integration, languages effectively play a strategic role in the eradication of extreme poverty and hunger (MDG 1); and as support for literacy, learning and life skills, they are essential to achieving universal primary education (MDG 2).The combat against HIV/AIDS, malaria and other diseases (MDG 6) must be waged in the languages of the populations concerned if they are to be reached; and the safeguarding of local and indigenous knowledge and know-how with a view to ensuring environmental sustainability (MDG 7) is intrinsically linked to local and indigenous languages. 

The promotion of cultural diversity and dialogue can also be pursued through the safeguarding of linguistic diversity, notably through the intellectual, literary and poetic heritage of humanity; the formulation of national language policies focusing in particular on the introduction of mother language education in formal and non-formal systems; the promotion of languages as vehicles for the transmission of local and indigenous knowledge; and the inclusion of multiple languages and the dissemination of local content in cyberspace.

Many languages give privileged access to knowledge of the land, including the usage of medicinal plants and how best to preserve natural resources without exhausting them. This knowledge must be preserved and passed down to future generations as it could be of enormous benefit to all of humankind. It could help to unlock some of the mysteries of modern science and to understand better our relationship with nature. 

Moreover, multilingualism promotes the harmonious coexistence of local, national and international languages. The emergence of  languages of wider communication and international linguae francae  is a response to global communication needs, complementing the daily practice of national and local languages, where each fulfils its role for a variety of given uses.  Promoting multilingualism of this kind can be an important factor of mutual respect, intercultural dialogue and sustainable development. Multilingual policies in education give the best chance for all learners, children and adults, to gain basic skills in their own language and, at the same time, to learn the languages they need to access wider horizons.
Only if multilingualism is fully accepted can all languages find their place in our globalized world. In May 2007, the United Nations General Assembly proclaimed 2008 as the International Year of Languages, at the request of the General Conference of UNESCO.  In its resolution, Member States of the United Nations recognized “that genuine multilingualism promotes unity in diversity and international understanding”.  This resolution also recognized “the importance of the capacity to communicate to the peoples of the world in their own languages, including in formats accessible to persons with disabilities.”

The General Assembly invited “Member States, the United Nations system, and all other relevant stakeholders to develop, support and intensify activities aimed at fostering respect for and the promotion and protection of all languages, in particular endangered languages, linguistic diversity and multilingualism.” UNESCO has been assigned the lead role within the United Nations system as coordinator of the International Year of Languages 2008, which includes facilitating the development of multi-stakeholder partnerships within Member States.

Globalization may be affecting language and its usage both positively and may be impacting negatively on some languages’ survival. The World Commission on Culture and Development (1996) noted the drastic effect felt by many speaker communities to assimilate and warned that as many as 90 percent of all languages spoken today may become extinct within the 21st century. While language loss and death has been observed since the dawn of time, its rapidity and the extent of loss has accelerated within the past decades and continues to accelerate at an unbridled rate.

The loss of any language represents a definitive loss to humanity’s living culture.  Its consequences affect all of humanity. The death of a language does not merely signify the loss of a system of communication, or part of humanity’s intangible cultural heritage; it is a process in which a community abandons the use of a language for another. At an individual level, language loss severs the closest ties someone would have with their ancestors and their history.  Linguistic substitution is an uprooting process which has the potential to marginalize individuals.

Under conditions of globalization, one of the major challenges therefore is to provide support to the safeguarding and promotion of linguistic diversity, especially indigenous, minority and endangered languages, within the broader framework of promoting cultural diversity and as a vehicle of intangible cultural heritage. Another aspect of this challenge is to implement thoroughly multilingual policies in education and in society more widely. National and local initiatives promoted within this framework may comprise policy advice and capacity-building activities on multilingualism through multi-stakeholder partnerships to support the elaboration of coherent regional and national language policies and their integration into national development policies.

This is then the focus of the UNESCO/UNU 2008 Conference on “Globalization and languages: Building on our rich heritage - on the one hand, to demonstrate the contribution of linguistic diversity and multilingualism to development, and, on the other hand, its value for dialogue, social cohesion and peace. To ensure the continued viability of the world’s languages, effective strategies and approaches will need to be devised in order to protect endangered languages and to develop policies at the national and international levels that foster the use of languages in society. 
EXPECTED OUTCOMES
The conference will focus on the impact of globalization on the language mosaic of the world with the aim of:

· Proposing policies that ensure that all languages play their role in expressing identity and optimizing communication for their speakers;

· Promoting multilingual approaches that address linguistic barriers to effective access to information and to participation in education, and in economic and political decision-making processes;

· Identifying opportunities to promote, protect and preserve the languages of peoples and cultures and the possibility of revitalizing endangered languages through the development of cultural industries;

· Examining issues and causes of language loss and language death and their repercussions in the context of globalization.

STRUCTURE

The conference will begin with a public symposium in which eminent personalities will address the policy aspects of the conference theme. The remainder of the conference will consist of workshops on selected key issues at which recognized experts will present papers and case studies for discussion. Representatives from indigenous communities/minority groups whose languages are in danger of being lost will also be invited as speakers to reflect on their situation. The range of subjects includes:

· Bilingual and/or multilingual education at all levels as a key element of linguistically diverse societies

· Language as an essential component of inter-cultural education.

· Languages’ role in forging cultural identities and promoting regional integration,  intercultural dialogue and peace

· Safeguarding endangered languages

· The effects of cultural assimilation on language loss

· Multilingualism in cyberspace

· Preservation and promotion of languages

· Overcoming language barriers to ensure the free-flow of ideas 

· The vernacular and indigenous knowledge building bridges between science and indigenous and local knowledge systems

· Encouraging thought, debate and dialogue on languages

· Languages, migration and social transformation

· Multilingualism and social integration

· Translation as intercultural practice.

PROGRAMME

27 August 2008

9 - 10 a.m. Opening of the Conference

· Representative(s) of the Government of Japan

· Koichiro Matsuura, Director-General, UNESCO

· Konrad Osterwalder, Rector, United Nations University

10 a.m. – 1 p.m. Languages and Globalization: what is at stake?

Co-Chairs: Konrad Osterwalder, Rector, UNU and Hans d’Orville, Assistant Director-General for Strategic Planning, UNESCO
· Vigdís Finnbogadóttir, Former President of the Republic of Iceland

· Olabiyi Yaï, Chairman of the Executive Board, Ambassador, Permanent Delegate of Benin to UNESCO 

· Stephen May, Professor of Language and Literacy Education, Waikato University, Hamilton, New Zealand

· Adama Samassékou, President of the Maaya Network, Executive Secretary of the African Academy of Languages 

Followed by Question and Answer period with audience

2.30 – 7 p.m. Some strategic areas: Literate environment, education, translation, safeguarding endangered languages and standard setting instruments

SESSION 1: Multilingualism, translation, communication and literacy

Moderator: Marcel Diki-Kidiri, CNRS (France) kidiri@vjf.cnrs.fr
Panelists:
Nancy Hornberger, Professor of Educational Linguistics, University of Pennsylvania, USA - nancyh@gse.upenn.edu
Gregory Kamwendo, University of Botswana - kamwendog@mopipi.ub.bw
Lava Awashti, Ministry of Education, Nepal

Yoshiki Mikami, The Language Observatory Coordinator, Nagaoka University of Technology (http://gii.nagaokaut.ac.jp/)

Kadhim Jihad Hassan, Arabic literature professor (INALCO, Paris), author, translator - kadhimjihad@wanadoo.fr

Yifeng SuN, Lingnan University Hong Kong, China - sunyf@ln.edu.hk
Luo Xuanmin, Tsinghua University, Beijing - Chinaluoxm@tsinghua.edu.cn

Sung Hee Kirk, Sookmyung Women's University, Seoul - iatis@sookmyung.ac.kr
SESSION 2: Education and learning

Moderator: Ana Luiza Machado, Deputy Assistant Director-General for Education, UNESCO

Panelists: 
Paulin Goupognon Djité, Sociolinguist, University of Western Sydney - p.djite@uws.edu.au
Ajit Mohanty, Professor of Psychology and Chairperson, Zakir Husain Centre for Educational Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, India

Rama Khant Agnihotri, Professor of Linguistics, University of Delhi, Delhi, India - agniirk@yahoo.com
Barbara Trudell, Africa Area Academic Director, SIL International, Kenya -barbara_trudell@sil.org 

Gabriele Mazza, Director for School, Out-of-School, Higher Education and Languages, Council of Europe - gabriele.mazza@coe.int
Ms Wanna Tienmee, Director, Foundation for Applied Linguistics in Thailand. - wannatienmee@gmail.com
SESSION 3: Safeguarding endangered languages

Moderator: Rieks Smeets, Chief, Section of Intangible Cultural Heritage, Culture Sector, UNESCO

Panelists:
Hannah Vari-Bogiri, University of the South Pacific -
Bogiri_H@VANUATU.USP.AC.FJ
Victor Montejo, Indigenous Academic, University of California, Davis) - vmontejo@ucdavis.edu
Anthony Jukes (Endangered Languages, SOAS) - aj4@soas.ac.uk
Herman Batibo, Professor of African Linguistics, University of Botswana - batibohm@noka.ub.bw
Nicholas Ostler, Foundation for Endangered Languages, UK - nicholas.ostler@googlemail.com
Huang Xing, Institute of Ethnology and Anthropology, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, China - huangxing@cass.org.cn
SESSION 4: Standard-setting instruments

Moderator: Janet Blake, University Shahid Beheshti, Tehran

Panelists:
Sonia Parayre, Secretariat of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, Council of Europe

Delicia Villagra, Linguist, Paraguay (lives in Paris) - villagradelicia@hotmail.com

Jo Lo Bianco, Professor of Language and Literacy Education, University of Melbourne, Australia - j.lobianco@unimelb.edu.au
28 August 2008

10 a.m. – 1 p.m.
Working Groups on the four themes of the panel sessions

3 – 4.30 p.m.

Concluding plenary:
CoChairs: Konrad Osterwalder, Rector, UNU and Hans d’Orville, Assistant Director-General for Strategic Planning, UNESCO
Adoption of recommendations
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