
Conditions you must meet to file a complaint 
The Official Languages Act allows the Commissioner to investigate 

complaints only if they meet the following three conditions. 

Your complaint must: 

1. involve a federal institution, 

2. relate to something that is against the Official Languages Act, and 

3. concern a specific situation. 

If even one of these conditions is not met, the Commissioner will be obliged 

to refuse your complaint. 

1 Involve a federal institution 
Your complaint must involve: 

• a federal institution, or 

• another institution that is required to comply with the Official 

Languages Act. 

Federal institution 

All federal institutions are required to comply with the Official Languages 

Act. Here are some examples: 

• Parliament (Senate, House of Commons) 

• A federal department or agency 

• A Crown corporation, like CBC, VIA Rail or Canada Post 

• A federal court 

• An administrative organization governed by a federal law (Board, 

Commission, Council, Office, etc.) 

To know whether an organization is a federal institution, check to see if it 

appears on these lists: 

• Burolis (list of federal offices and what language(s) they provide 

service in) 

• The Inventory of Federal Organizations and Interests 

Please note that these lists are not exhaustive. Some organizations listed in 

the Inventory of Federal Organizations and Interests are not subject to the 

Official Languages Act. Other organizations that are not on these lists could 

also be considered to be federal institutions subject to the Official 

Languages Act. 

Not sure? You can still file a complaint. The Commissioner will verify whether 

the organization cited in your complaint is required to comply with the 

Official Languages Act. 



Other institutions that are required to comply with the 

Official Languages Act 

There are other institutions that are not directly linked to the federal 

government but that are considered to be federal insitutions under the 

Official Languages Act. Here are some examples of other insitutions that 

must comply with the Official Languages Act: 

• Marine ports 

• Airports 

Some institutions retained their official languages obligations after they 

were privatized. Here are some examples: 

• Air Canada 

• Canadian National Railway (CN) 

• NAV CANADA 

To know whether an institution is required to comply with the Official 

Languages Act, check to see if the laws that govern this institution include 

language obligations. For example: 

• Air Canada’s language obligations are stated in the Air Canada 

Public Participation Act. 

• Airports’ language obligations are stated in the Airport Transfer 

(Miscellaneous Matters) Act. 

Not sure? You can still file a complaint. The Commissioner will verify whether 

the organization cited in your complaint is required to comply with the 

Official Languages Act. 

Special cases 

Complaint against a federal institution’s contractor or representative 

People or organizations who communicate or provide services on behalf of 

a federal institution are also required to comply with the Official Languages 

Act. Here are some examples: 

• A private company, like a survey firm communicating with the public 

on behalf of the government 

• A not-for-profit organization that delivers services to the public through 

a government program, like a support service for a community’s 

economic development 

In this case, the federal institution will be investigated and not the person or 

organization acting on behalf of that institution. 

 

 

 



Complaint against the Office of the Commissioner of Official 

Languages 

To avoid any conflict of interest, the Commissioner does not handle 

complaints against his own office. These complaints are transferred to an 

independent investigator. 

2 Relate to something that is against the Official 

Languages Act 
You can file a complaint if you believe that a conduct, practice, decision 

or any other action taken by a federal institution is in violation of the Official 

Languages Act. That is the case where a situation: 

• undermines the official status of either English or French; 

• infringes on the right to use or to receive services in either official 

language; or 

• is contrary to the spirit or purpose of the Act. 

You can also file a complaint if you believe that a decision could result in a 

situation that would be in violation of the Official Languages Act, even if 

the decision has not yet been announced to the public, has not yet come 

into effect or has not yet had any consequences. 

For example, a decision to move a call centre to a different province or 

territory could result in a situation where the new call centre is unable to 

provide equal services in both official languages. 

3 Concern a specific situation 
Your complaint must be about a specific situation. You must explain in 

detail: 

• your own story, or 

• what you know. 

If your complaint contains only vague or general allegations, the 

Commissioner may refuse it because there is not enough information to 

decide whether an investigation is required. 

For example: 

• Vague/general: “XYZ Canada does not respect the equality of both 

official languages in its second language evaluations”. 

 

In this example, detailed facts are missing to be able to determine what 

needs to be investigated. You would need to explain to us exactly how 

the evaluations do not respect the equality of both official languages. Are 

they poorly written or difficult to understand in one language? Are they 

less accessible or more expensive in one language than the other? Is the 



level of difficulty higher in one language than the other? You would also 

need to provide examples or specific facts to support your statement. 

 

• Specific: “On January 18, 2019, at approximately 2:30 pm, I went to 

XYZ Canada’s help desk at 123 Streetname in ABC City. The agent that 

served me said, ‘Bonjour, hello,’ but when I asked for help in English, he 

asked if I could repeat my question in French. I tried again in English, but 

he said, “Je ne peux rien faire.” I ended up muddling through as best 

I could in French and received the service I came for, but I did not get 

service in the official language of my choice.” 

 


