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Good afternoon, 

I would like to thank the organizers of the conference “For and against models of official 
multiculturalism and multilingualism” for inviting me to take part in this round table on linguistic 
and cultural diversity in Canada. 

I’d like to make it clear from the outset that unlike my colleague from New Brunswick, I have not 
published any studies on the benefits of bilingualism. An excellent study, by the way, and I 
congratulate her on it. 

That said, since my appointment in 2007, I have been asked regularly for my opinion on a 
variety of issues associated with bilingualism. A few weeks ago, I was a panellist at a forum held 
to address the question, “Is bilingualism a double-edged sword?” My answer is no. 

In Ontario, there are many people – including me – who believe that the French language is in 
danger. It is in danger every day, if only because the common language used almost 
everywhere is English. It is also in danger because English easily finds its way into French-
speaking homes, particularly those of exogamous couples. So should we just throw up our 
hands? No, especially when we see the vitality of Francophone communities in every part of the 
province. No also because we have laws and regulations to safeguard the language rights of 
our fellow citizens. In fact, it is part of my mandate to see to it that Francophones’ right to 
receive services in French is observed. But that doesn’t mean I don’t encourage bilingualism. 

The costs of bilingualism are difficult to quantify, either by governments or by the private sector. 
Some estimates include “false” costs like the education budget for minority-language schools. If 
Ontario’s French-language school system didn’t exist, you’d still have to educate all those kids!  
Same thing for the salaries for designated bilingual positions: there would very likely be 
someone in those positions even if they were unilingual. 

We’ve all heard complaints about the money it takes for the production of documents in both 
official languages, for translation and interpretation services, for bilingual signage, and so on. I 
think those detractors are forgetting or don’t realize that the benefits of bilingualism far outweigh 
the costs. 

Sometimes providing service in both languages may not seem cost-effective, but it actually 
saves time and money. Consider, for example, the senior citizen whose doctor explains to her 
the purpose of each of the 11 pills she has to take each day to stay alive. She sort of 
understands, but isn’t sure she’s grasped it all. But, intimidated by the language barrier and the 
white coat, she’s afraid to ask any more questions. She goes home. A few days later, her 
condition deteriorates. Obviously, she hasn’t understood all the instructions. At the very least, 
she has to visit her doctor again. At worst, she has to go to a clinic or the emergency, which not 
only has an impact on her health but also doubles some of the costs. 
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And what about this other Francophone who has to go to court and requests that his 
proceedings be held in French and that all his papers be filed in French? The workings of the 
justice system are intimidating enough for anyone, but even more so when they’re not in your 
language! Yet the Courts of Justice Act has clearly indicated since 1984 that the official 
languages of Ontario’s courts are French and English.  

From the perspective of personal development and education, you can argue that bilingualism 
has significant advantages from a very young age. That has been demonstrated by many 
research studies in various countries. In addition to having a positive impact on cognitive 
aspects of children’s development, it promotes the emergence of social skills. I would add that 
there are reasons for the popularity of immersion programs in English Canada. As I saw on 
Twitter recently, has anyone ever complained about being bilingual? 

And of course, the benefits last for life. As adults, bilinguals have more employment 
opportunities and often have better-paid jobs than unilingual people, particularly in public 
administration. That’s why Francophones outside Quebec (except in New Brunswick) have 
above-average incomes.1 

Something else that has been proven is that a bilingual workforce improves businesses’ access 
to foreign markets. In preparation for this round table, I skimmed through a study by the 
International Organization of La Francophonie (IOF) on the economic impact of the French 
language. One of its conclusions was as follows: 

[Translation] Being able to speak French is an employment asset. More than ever, 
proficiency in more than one language, including an international language such as 
French, is a decisive asset in international competition and globalized economies.2 

According to the study, French is 

 the 4th most commonly used language on the Internet; 
 the 3rd most commonly used language in business; 
 the 2nd most commonly used language for international information in the media; 
 the 2nd language of work in most international organizations; 
 the 2nd most commonly learned language in the world.3 

 

The IOF’s 80 member states and governments and observers account for 

 14% of the world’s population; 
 14% of global gross income; 
 20% of world trade.4 

                                                           
1 Conference Board of Canada. L’espace économique de la francophonie canadienne. 2013 
2 International Organization of La Francophonie. L’impact économique de la langue française et de la Francophonie - 
Être francophone? Une valeur sûre!, 2012. 
3 International Organization of La Francophonie. La langue française dans le monde. Éditions Nathan, Paris, 2014. 
4 Ibid. 



“Managing Canada’s Official Linguistic and Cultural Diversity” – Round Table 
McGill University, May 5, 2016 

3 
 

 

Access to foreign businesses is reflected in the domestic market. While many large American 
telecom companies have their service centres in Asia, an appreciable number of Canadian 
companies are choosing to keep their service centres in Canada, where English-French 
bilingual capacity is well established, especially in New Brunswick. A few weeks ago, WestJet 
announced that it would soon open a call centre in Moncton, which is expected to generate 400 
jobs and $24 million in economic spin-offs. 

In the tourist industry, hotel operators, restaurateurs and event organizers are well aware that 
their services will be more attractive to a particular customer base if they are also available in 
French. Take the example of our National Capital. Ottawa can count on 7.2 million potential 
Francophone tourists close by in Ontario and Quebec. So imagine expanding that pool to 
include other Francophones in Canada and, of course, in other countries where French is a 
main language. Quebec has long understood the importance of providing bilingual tourism 
services. 

And then there is Manitoba, where just a few years ago, a world trade centre was built in 
Winnipeg thanks to efforts initiated by businesspeople from the Franco-Manitoban community. 
This new centre, whose CEO is in fact a Franco-Manitoban woman, is completely bilingual, both 
in its constitution and bylaws and in practice.  

In short, it seems to me that bilingualism has countless advantages. We are so fortunate to live 
in a country where both official languages are languages of influence around the world. In 
Ontario, English is the clearly the preferred language for newcomers. But few people know that 
French is also a language of welcome. Nearly half of all Francophones in the Greater Toronto 
Area were born outside Canada. Fourteen percent of Franco-Ontarians were not born here. And 
it’s a steadily growing population. 

Hailing from every continent, these newcomers are redefining the very concept of Francophone. 
Incidentally, since 2009 the Ontario government has had a new Inclusive Definition of 
Francophone, or IDF, of which I am very proud. So what we have here is multiculturalism in a 
context of institutional bilingualism. Naturally, newcomers speak their national language at home 
before either of our official languages. But as every longitudinal study has shown, heritage 
languages are no longer spoken by second-generation immigrants, much less by third-
generation immigrants. 

In the 1960s, in the midst of the debate over the work of the Royal Commission on Bilingualism 
and Biculturalism, there was a strong movement in Manitoba and Saskatchewan to make 
Ukrainian an official language because of the significant number of Ukrainian-speakers in those 
provinces. That wouldn’t even be considered today. 
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In fact, the only language that has shown that kind of resilience from generation to generation is 
French. Despite all the overwhelming and often highly pessimistic statistics, the Francophone 
and Acadian communities have continued to confound all the skeptics for decades. What’s 
more, they have created institutions, first in the education sector, but also in the economic, 
health, arts and culture, social, community, tourism and justice sectors, to name only a few.  

Mechanisms – some legislative, others just political – have been put in place across the country 
to protect the French language and the language rights of those Canadians. It is important to 
make as many people as possible aware of their rights and to encourage them to promote and 
support those rights by bringing together all the conditions needed to ensure that Francophones 
feel comfortable simply asking for service in French, without always having to demand their 
rights. 

Thank you! 

 

 

 


