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Region shuts down French Language designation

The Regional council chamber was packed with people holding Franco-Ontarian flags. They were there to
get council support to designate the geographic area of Durham under the French Language Services Act.

By Lindsey Cole/The Oshawa Express

It’s a debate not about words, but about language.

Numerous delegates and supporters packed the council chamber, green and white Franco-Ontarian flags in
hand. They were speaking out against a Regional staff recommendation to turn down designating Durham a
French language area.

It was the second time a group of residents came out to speak about the designation. During the last council
meeting of 2012, the item came up for discussion but was referred to staff, only to resurface at the latest
council meeting with the same recommendation.

“The French community is a Regional community,” Sylvie Landry, chair L’Assemblée Des Communautés
Francophones De L’Ontario Conseil Durham-Peterborough (ACFO-DP), which is located in Oshawa, said
during the 2012 meeting. “I ask that you support local organizations. It would not be hardship. There’s a
misunderstanding with the meaning for the Region. The Durham geographic region would be the one
designated.”

She reiterated her previous statements at the most recent meeting.

“Multicultural is what we are in Canada, but French is an official language,” Landry says.

The initial 2012 report from the Region explains how this discussion came to be. It states that the French
Language Services Act (FLSA), which was imposed in 1986, guarantees an individual’s right to receive
services in French from Government of Ontario ministries and agencies within designated areas.
Approximately 85 per cent of Franco-Ontarians live in a designated area, the report reads.

There are currently 25 designated areas in Ontario under the FLSA.

Earlier in 2012, the ACFO-DP applied to the province to have Durham designated under the act.

Since the Region provides services for the province, the local French organization was hoping to be
designated so that some services would be offered in French. Some examples of Region of Durham programs
and services include counselling services, Ontario Works, public health services, infant and child
development services, family violence programs, housing and homelessness programs, land ambulance
services, long-term care homes and childcare services.

“Since there are too few francophones in Durham to have such a designation imposed, the ACFO-DP is
required to garner considerable community support for the Province to consider the application,” the report
reads.

Such is the reason why the ACFO-DP is trying to garner support from local municipalities, organizations and
Regional council. 

 “A city, town, and/or township within a larger County, District, or Regional Municipality can be designated
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under the Act without the entire geographic region being designated,” the report continues. “It would be
possible for certain areas of Durham to be designated and not others. French language services would then
need to be provided in those areas.”

According to 2011 Census data, highlighted in Region staff’s most recent report, almost all of Durham
residents, 99.4 per cent, claimed to have knowledge of English, or the ability to have a conversation in
English. There are 385 people in Durham who only speak French. They live predominately in Oshawa (155).

“Durham does not meet either of the population thresholds for automatic designation under the act,” the
report reiterates.

The staff report also notes some concerns when it comes down to meaning and cost.

While the act states municipalities and local boards are not required to offer French-language services, “the
Act fails to define or distinguish between municipal services and provincial services, or under what
circumstances a municipality is deemed to be providing services on behalf of a provincial government
ministry.

“For Durham to be designated under the FLSA would increase costs without substantially increasing
service.”

Those who spoke at council disagreed.

Joanne Johnson, principal of École Corpus-Christi in Oshawa says the French community would benefit
greatly from the designation. She was speaking for herself but also on behalf of Zéa Pruesse a Grade 5
student during the meeting.

“This community is so close knit and proud. Our language unites us and keeps us strong,” she says. “Think
about our youth. Our youth is our future.”

She says family counselling services offered in English only do not necessarily help children convey their
feelings.

“Behavioural issues are emotional. Your emotional language is your mother tongue,” Johnson adds.

The staff report indicates that should a designation occur, Durham would need to provide bi-lingual print
materials, a website, signs, general phone messages in both languages, receptionists, translation services at
public consultations and the capacity to hold both French and English consultations. And while some
provincial ministries foot the bill for some of these changes, the Region report states the percentages vary.

“Consequently it is difficult to estimate the anticipated costs to the Region. However, there is the potential
for them to be significant,” it states. “In addition, the two departments which would be most affected by this
designation, Social Services and Health, already provide translation services when requested.”

But when it comes to health services, Dominique Auger, who is the executive director of Entité 4 says
language does matter. The organization makes suggestions to several Local Health Integration Networks.
Auger states there was a senior going into a home that was worried about language barriers.  

“She couldn’t be understood…despite her efforts,” Auger explains, adding she was trying to tell nursing staff
she was in pain. Eventually she was admitted to hospital where it was shown she had a broken femur. “She
was suffering for a week, when it was not necessary. I think you all have a chance to make a difference.
Canada has a law on official languages. It’s a symbol. It’s a message you’re sending out. It’s leadership.”

However, Pauline Reid, director of corporate policy and strategic initiatives with the Region says it’s not that
simple.

“There’s no commitment of ongoing funding,” from the province she says. “All of those costs would fall to
the Region, the taxpayer. We are already stretched budget-wise. This should be a provincial responsibility.”

Regional Chair Roger Anderson and Whitby Mayor Pat Perkins share similar views on the issue.

“We’d basically be writing a blank cheque because we have no idea what the cost will be,” Mayor Perkins
says.

 “Hopefully the province will clarify the act,” Chair Anderson adds. “A lot of the issues they (the delegates)
had were provincial issues. That has nothing to do with us. There is just not a clear message from the
province about how much they’ll fund. It’s all encompassing services we provide. It’s difficult to take one
and say we’re going to do that one differently.”

But Councillor Tito-Dante Marimpietri has a different point of view.

“We’re not trying to invent something new here,” he says. “French is one of Canada's Official languages.
The French Canadian Community of Durham Region has been seeking the same legislated ‘designation’
(inclusive of funding set aside by the province) approved by twenty-five Ontario Regions and Municipalities.
The Community is simply seeking the approval of a designation…and I support the community. I am not
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about to write a blank cheque for anything. I am always concerned with the cost of projects and services
provided and expect that the provincial government step up to pay for the services they often download or
legislate regions and municipalities to provide the community.”

Council decided that until such time as the province and ministries get on the same page about what will be
funded, the Region will not participate in the designation.  
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