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Call for submissions from indigenous peoples and their organisations

Submission from the Sami Parliament in Norway
The role of language in the protection and promotion of the rights and identity of Sami people by Sami Act

The purpose of the Sami Act (Act of 12 June 1987 No. 56, dated 11 April 2003 No. 22) is to enable Sami people in Norway to safeguard and develop their language, culture and way of life. The Sami people have their own nation-wide Sami Parliament elected by and among the Sami population. Sami and Norwegian are languages of equal worth by the Sami Act § 1-5. In addition the Sami language administrative district gives rights to Sami speaking people to use Sami language in contact with authorities. The Sami language administrative district consist of 9 Sami municipalities and 4 Sami provinces of total 429 municipalities and 19 provinces in Norway. All municipalities have a possibility to apply to be a part of administrative district, which means not only special funding for bilingualism, but also obligations for it. Extra bilingualism costs for municipalities are financed by state, throughout the Sami Parliament. Outside administrative district possibilities to use Sami language in contact with authorities are extremely weak. 

All persons who consider themselves to be Sami and have Sami relatives up to great-grandparent, can join the Sami electoral register and get the right to vote to the Sami Parliament. The amount of Sami based on electoral register is 14 000, however, there is no statistic data of total amount of Sami in Norwegian, though estimations move between 30 000 - 100 000 (commonly referred 40 000). Moreover, great number of Sami lives outside administrative district, without any possibility to linguistic services.

In Norway Sami language speaking children have a right to receive Sami tuition following to the Act relating to Primary and Lower Secondary Education and the Act relating to Upper Secondary Education. Outside administrative district teaching situation is however extremely weak. There exist also many difficulties inside the district, e.g. few schoolbooks in Sami language and finding enough qualified Sami speaking teachers. If a child has not access to education in Sami, there is possibility to complain to County Governor, but if quality of teaching is not acceptable can one find no possibilities to complain. The Sami Parliament requires that in future the quality of teaching will be controlled and demands to get the right to stand as controlling body because The Sami Parliament has the highest knowledge to control.

Inside Sami language administrative district rights to language are wider. Chapter 3 in the Sami Act gives inhabitants of the Sami administrative district that speaks Sami language extended right to use Sami in the public and regional bodies, health and social sector and in the judiciary.

The extended right to use Sami in the judiciary (§3-4) means that any person has a right to submit written pleadings with appendices, written evidence or other written applications in Sami. Any person has a right to make an oral application and to speak Sami at court sittings. Records are translated into Sami when one of the parties so demands. However, right will mostly not actualize because of lack of the interpreters, difficulties to find Sami translations to law terminology and most of all, the lack of the Sami talent persons at court and during the preliminary investigation done by police officers. For Sami clients it is most frustrating to have a right by law to use Sami at judicial system, but not a real chance to do that.
In Norway the Patients’ Rights Act gives patients the right to receive information that is “[....] adapted to the qualifications of the individual recipient, such as age, maturity, experience and cultural and linguistic background.” (Patients’ Rights Act § 3-2). The Health Personnel Act also states the patients right to receive information according to Patients Rights Act section § 3-2. These two acts clearly state that health authorities are responsible for delivering health services that is adapted to also Sami speaking patients. Still Sami patients experience that they themselves have to describe and claim their rights in order to receive services in Sami language. Because of the history of colonization especially elder people find it difficult and stigmatizing that they don’t speak Norwegian, and will hesitate to ask for an interpreter. 

There is a lack of Sami speaking health personnel. Therefore some hospitals in Northern Norway have a Sami interpreter available for Sami speaking patients. The Government has also set on a project led by the Northern Norway Regional Health Authority (Helse Nord RHF) to promote the use of Sami interpreters in the health services. The Sami Parliament still wishes to stress the fact that if this project is to succeed, the health authorities have to pay more attention to informing and educating health personnel on the rights and needs that Sami patients have.

Announcements by public bodies which are particularly addressed to all or parts of the population and forms to be used in connection with public bodies shall be available in both Sami and Norwegian (§3-2). Any person, who makes an application in Sami to a local public body, or who makes a written application in Sami to a regional public body is entitled to reply in Sami (§3-3). Municipalities of Sami administration district must send annual report to Sami Parliament about the use of bilingual funding. From these reports we can see that many municipalities are not capable of organize claimed service in Sami for many reasons, as of lack of Sami talent educated employees till lack of recourses. Employees in public bodies are also entitled to leave with pay in order to acquire knowledge of Sami when the said body is in need of such knowledge (§3-7). However, the level of language skill needed for bilingual office working is not usually reached.

If the Sami speaking people are to be served in their language, it is urgent that the society gains more knowledge about the Sami people, our history and our rights. To be able to fulfil the Sami Act the Sami Parliament wishes to stress the need for more knowledge about the Sami people and Sami languages among e.g. health workers, child welfare officers, social workers and prison officers. The Sami parliament also wishes to stress the need for a controlling organ as an Ombudsman where Sami speaking people can complain if they don’t get their rights fulfilled. Even thought any person in administrative district have right to use Sami in public bodies, school system, health care and judiciary, there is no control or sanctions for those bodies not following it. In the Sami Act today the public is given access to complain to the County Governor. However they receive almost no complains. Still we often experience that people are not satisfied with the services received, both from media coverage and from people who contact the Sami parliament for this reason. The Ombudsman for Sami would have an authority with the basic task of advancing the status and legal protection of Sami minority. It would make it easier to contact the certain Ombudsman for Sami if, for example, they have experienced or observed ethnic or language discrimination by any public bodies. 

