A living language, a language for living.
Response from the Mobile Broadband Group to the Welsh Assembly Government’s consultation on its Welsh Language Strategy

1. The Mobile Broadband Group (‘MBG’, whose members are the UK mobile businesses of O2, Three, Vodafone and Everything Everywhere, which operates the Orange and T-Mobile brands in the UK) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Welsh Assembly Government’s consultation on ‘A living language, a language for living’. ‘Telecommunications services’ is one of the private sector segments that will be subject to operational standards under the recent Welsh Language Measure and so the MBG has a very direct interest in the Welsh Assembly Government’s language strategy.
2. There are roughly 130 mobile subscriptions per 100 head of population in Wales. Operators have achieved this state over the last 25 years by being extremely adept at providing what consumers want to buy at an affordable price. It is self-evidently preferable that the provision of Welsh language services is informed by what customers actually want rather than what a regulator dictates.  This is more likely to happen if uptake of the language increases and demand for Welsh language services becomes more apparent in the market place.
3. Ultimately scarce resources will be much better allocated if provision is determined through the competitive process rather than regulation.

4. Increasing the adoption of language and increasing the adoption of telecommunications services have much in common, in that both very much depend on the ‘network effect’. In economics a network effect (also called network externality or demand-side economies of scale) is the effect that one user of a good or service has on the value of that product to other people. When network effect is present, the value of a product or service (or, in this instance, language) increases as more people use it, of which more below.
5. The Draft strategy has identified reasons for optimism, in that the decline in the use of the Welsh language over the 20th century has been arrested and that it, in some key segments, there are promising signs of increased adoption.
6. Before addressing the specific questions in the consultation, the MBG has some general points about the strategy itself, which, from an overall point of view, is lacking in a number of crucial areas:
· There are no Key Performance Indicators against which the strategy could be judged.
· There is no attempt to set out how Value for Money could be assessed or a framework for setting priorities could be established.
· There are 28 ‘key areas’ listed, which indicates that the strategy lacks focus and a sense of prioritisation.

· There is much too much emphasis on elaborate supply side measures and insufficient focus on increasing the demand side (i.e. the number of Welsh speakers), through leveraging the network effect.

· Greater use of technology could be used to increase demand, for example through the use of Welsh Language ‘Apps’ and social media.
· While there is a fair bit of research into the geography and demographics of Welsh language usage, the strategy document does not present any evidence on what activities have been shown to be the best for achieving the WAG’s objectives.

Section 3 – Welsh medium education and Welsh in the Community
7. The MBG’s experience is that the easiest way to increase adoption is to focus on the activities that are most effective at leveraging the ‘network effect’.

8. A spectacular example from the mobile industry is text messaging (‘SMS’).  SMS was launched in the UK in 1995 but was little used until all the mobile networks interconnected in 1998 and customers of one network could send messages to customers of all the other networks. In April 1998, 5.4 million messages were sent. Today, on a pro rata basis – and mobile is used in Wales more or less as much as anywhere – over 500 million are sent per month in Wales alone; (it would be interesting to know how many of them are sent in Welsh).  
9. Human beings are fundamentally social animals. The rapid uptake of Facebook is a recent case in point. The more people that speak Welsh, the more easily people will see the value of being able to speak it. In seeking to promote the language, priority should be given to activities that foster human interaction.
10. We therefore agree with the WAG that teaching Welsh in schools is crucial to its survival and growth. Also, encouraging people to use the language in a setting that is enjoyable, face to face, in the community, at social events (the strategy mentions young farmers, choirs and cultural clubs, is the best way of emphasising the relevance and value of being able to speak Welsh. This is how best to increase demand through the network effect.
11. The information provided in the strategy document would suggest a number of things:

· The focus should be on younger users, where adoption is already higher (and where the investment will last longer.) There will be a greater impact where there is a stronger base. 
· The same goes for geographic regions, where the network effect will ensure that better value for money is delivered in the regions where the language is already quite widely used. Resources should be focused on spreading the coverage of the so called ‘heartland’ areas as opposed to a scatter gun across the country.  This is in line with the WAG’s proposals for Language Development Areas.
· Furthermore, while the migration from rural areas to the cities has had a negative impact on the Welsh language in the countryside, it has had a positive effect in the urban areas. Use of the language in Cardiff and Newport has increased by 4 and 8 percentage points respectively. Because of the proximity of resource and density of population, it may, in fact, be easier to increase the use of a language in the context of city than it is in rural areas.  

12. As regards, the mobile sector, operators already provided more services in Welsh than simple economics would dictate. They have been focusing their Welsh language activities on face to face service in regions where it is more relevant to provide services bi-lingually. Approximately two thirds of branded stores in Wales have bi-lingual signage and Welsh speaking members of staff are encouraged to identify themselves (with badges) and converse in Welsh, if that is what is required.

13. The mobile operators do not provide bills in Welsh. Requiring a major adaptation to IT systems, would be expensive to prepare, when there is negligible demand or beneficial ‘network effect’. A customer receiving a bill in Welsh brings no benefit to the wider community. Moreover, the evidence from other sectors is that take-up is extremely low when Welsh language bills are provided.
14.  When resources are scarce, as they are in both the public and private sector, it is vital to focus on activities that deliver the best value for money, particularly when other priorities are pressing. 

15. A major focus of the mobile operators at present is increasing the coverage and capacity of 3G coverage to meet the growth in demand for mobile data services. The more money that is spent on services that customers do not want, the less is spent on other activities.  
Section 4 – Children and young people
16. The MBG notes the WAG’s success in increasing the number of Welsh speakers in the 3-15 year olds to 37% over the last ten years. This is a reasonably strong base on which to build and, as mentioned above, it will be much easier to develop the language where there is a good foundation.
17. Young people are also the ‘early adopters’ for new technology and the MBG would suggest that more could be done to support language use through the use of mobile technology. There is already one model of phone that has Welsh language menus and predictive texting. The adoption of ‘Smartphones’
 is rising fast. At the end of 2009
, 26.5% of the population were already using them. A good range of Welsh language applications are available – dictionaries, lessons, pronunciation support at a cost of between 50p and £6.00. The free service Google Translate is also supported.
Section 5: Delivering services to Citizens – Public, private and 3rd sector
18. Telecommunications providers, under the new Measure, is one of the private sector segments that will be required to deliver Welsh language services, subject to a reasonableness and proportionality test and once an impact assessment has been carried out, which will presumably include some quantitative assessment of the financial costs and benefits.

19. The draft Strategy document provides no framework on which there could be any assessment as to whether the Strategy could be judged as successful – nor does it provide any reference point against which the Welsh Language Commissioner and other interested stakeholders could make judgements about reasonableness or proportionality.
20. Specifically, the strategy does not:

· Clearly set out the societal and personal benefits for developing the Welsh language 

· Set targets for increasing the use of Welsh language throughout Wales.

· Suggest how Value for Money, in terms of both public and private costs, could be assessed, or activities prioritised to deliver maximum VFM.

21. This lack of any attempt at quantification is a severe shortcoming and undermines stakeholder confidence in the ability of the WAG and the Welsh Language Commissioner to deliver value for money, execute robust impact assessments or to set standards that could objectively be seen to be reasonable and proportionate.

22. When there are so many other pressing calls on both public and private sector resources, this is a very fragile basis on which to proceed with the execution of this strategy.

Section 6: Research 
23. The MBG agrees that it is important to maintain detailed research about the development and use of the Welsh language as an evidence base to underpin policy.
24. In addition to the predominantly quantitative analysis of the numbers of Welsh speakers, there needs to be greater emphasis on researching other aspects, such as: what techniques have been most successful in improving language skills to date in Wales and in other countries and how people want to use the language - face to face, in writing or legal/technical documents or in a family, business or formal setting.
25. This will be important information when it comes to the Welsh Language Commissioner establishing proportionate Welsh language standards in the public and private sectors. Our experience is that, while a few customers would like to speak Welsh in a face to face context in a shop, there is negligible demand, on the other hand, for legal or technical documentation concerning mobile telephony. The very low uptake of billing services in other sectors gives further evidence of this point.

Concluding remarks 

26. The during the passage of the Welsh Language Measure, the MBG enjoyed constructive dialogue with the Welsh Assembly Government and will look forward to engaging with the Welsh Language Commissioner in due course. 

27. We agree that the passing of the Measure represents an important milestone in the evolution of language policy. Now that both the private and public sectors are involved and in the light of the wider economic environment, the requirement to demonstrate value for money will increase. As a first step, we feel the new strategy should be much more robust by specifying targets, demonstrating value and setting priorities. 

Hamish MacLeod, Chair, 

Mobile Broadband Group
� Smartphones such as the Blackberry and Apple iPhone are essentially mini computers that can host an enormous variety of applications (games, search, information)


� Ofcom Communications Market Report 2010





