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A. INTRODUCTION 

The Government of Canada has made a commitment to be the most electronically connected government in 
the world by 2005. This important initiative, known as Government On-Line (GOL), will give Canadians 



faster, more convenient access to federal services and information in both official languages at a time and 
place of their choosing. This new on-line channel will provide citizens with the ability to interact with 
government, to receive information, programs and services, and to do business electronically with the 
Government of Canada. There are three gateways to GOL services: one for Canadians as individuals, one 
for businesses (small and medium), and one for non-Canadians. 

This major undertaking comprises three phases. The first phase, completed in December 2000, provides 
Canadians with access, through a single window, to information on government programs and services 
offered by 28 core departments and agencies. Phases 2 and 3, which have a delivery date of 2005, are 
conducted simultaneously. Phase 2 targets the delivery of on-line services of a transactional nature, such as 
making payments on-line. Phase 3 involves co-operation with other partners (other levels of government and 
not-for-profit organizations). The single window concept of GOL constitutes an important change; it is a 
question of rethinking the provision of information and the delivery of services from the perspective of the 
user rather than in terms of administrative imperatives. In September 2001 there were some 35 clusters 
bringing together links to various levels of government sites (federal, provincial and municipal) designed to 
meet the needs of Canadians. Each cluster or portal will be run by a consortium of departments. 

GOL governance is the responsibility of the Treasury Board Senior Advisory Committee Information 
Management Subcommittee (TIMS). Each of the 28 core departments is represented by a designated head 
at the director general (DG) level. These individuals provide liaison and coordination between their 
departments and the DG responsible for GOL at the Treasury Board Secretariat (TBS). Among the guiding 
principles for delivering services on-line is the principle that these services be bilingual and client-driven. As 
will be seen later, these principles do not take into account the government's commitment to promote 
Canada's linguistic duality, a fundamental characteristic of Canadian identity. 

B. PURPOSE 

This study was undertaken in July 2001. Its purpose is to examine the extent to which official language 
requirements are being taken into account throughout the various phases of the GOL initiative in order to 
ensure that the system will be equally accessible in both official languages with respect to receipt of 
information, interaction with government, and the conduct of business electronically. Specifically, the study 
seeks to proactively identify potential official language shortcomings and issues and determine appropriate 
corrective measures rather than deal with problems after the fact. It was decided that we would follow the 
GOL initiative closely and produce interim reports to advise those responsible for GOL on matters needing 
to be addressed (this being the first of such reports). 

C. METHODOLOGY  

We have been engaged in an ongoing dialogue with the Chief Information Officer Branch (CIOB) of TBS, 
which is helping to identify and resolve new or outstanding issues. To date, meetings have been held with 
CIOB, the TBS Official Languages Branch and its Service and Innovation Sector, as well as with the 
National Research Council's Institute for Information Technology, the federal Translation Bureau and the 
Department of Canadian Heritage. The next phase will entail more in-depth analysis of specific components 
of GOL. Consultations will take place with representatives of departments interested in taking part in 
discussions on issues and solutions. 

D. LEGISLATIVE FRAMEWORK 

This investigation is being conducted in light of the provisions of Part IV (Communications with and Services 
to the Public) of the Official Languages Act (OLA). Although the focus of the investigation is on service to the 
public, the investigation will also take into account issues that touch on Part V (Language of Work) and Part 
VII (Advancement of English and French). 

E. OBSERVATIONS 

Observations based on our examination of GOL-related official language issues are presented below under 
the four following headings: On-Line Publication, Specialized Information, Technological Considerations, 
and Translation. These are followed by an evaluation of the measures taken by TBS to address the issues. 



Some of the issues discussed in this report to some degree overlap those presented in previous reports by 
the Commissioner: a 1999 follow-up study entitled Use of the Internet by Federal Institutions; a special study 
also published in 1999 and entitled The Government of Canada and French on the Internet; and, most of all, 
the follow-up study to the latter, published in 2002 and entitled French on the Internet: Key to the Canadian 
Identity and the Knowledge Economy. We have repeated below, as appropriate, the recommendations 
contained in these reports. 

In finalizing this report, we have taken into consideration comments received from TBS. 

1. ON-LINE PUBLICATION 

1.1 Selection of material  

Our research has shown that, given the problems associated with translation (see Section 4 below), there is 
a need for a judicious selection of material to be put on-line. There may be a tendency to "empty the 
drawers," whereas not everything need be digitized. In choosing information for on-line publication in both 
languages, departments ought to select only materials that are likely to be of interest or value to users and 
avoid indiscriminate digitization. Such efforts will help reduce the burden on translators. Departments ought 
also to be aware of the possibility that on-line publication of material could create a market for the 
information. Departments must therefore ensure that they are able to keep pace with the demand and to 
provide information of comparable quality in both official languages. Funds allocated for translation may be 
better spent on the provision of essential information as opposed to that which may be of questionable value 
to the public. 

The Internet allows almost any government employee to indiscriminately put information on-line. Because it 
is so simple to do this, the Internet tends to corrupt the traditional lines of authority. There is a need, 
therefore, for departmental guidelines and control mechanisms concerning the creation of new Web sites, 
including such matters as what material can be put on-line and by whom. According to TBS, its new 
Communications Policy contains advice of this nature and it would be difficult to come up with a clear 
definition of what constitutes indiscriminate digitization. 

We recognize that it is up to departments, not TBS, to determine what information they ought to publish on-
line. However, we believe that they should be made particularly aware of the consequences of indiscriminate 
digitization, with respect to the additional burden on translation, and of the importance of ensuring the quality 
of on-line publications. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 

1. caution federal institutions against the consequences of indiscriminate digitization of information from an 
official language perspective in order to enhance the quality of federal government Web sites in both 
languages.  

1.2 On-line publishing by offices not designated bilingual 

The Internet makes possible the delivery of services 24 hours a day to all Canadians. The traditional 
criterion of "significant demand areas" in determining the need to provide services in both official languages 
no longer applies in the same way as for other channels of service delivery. Everyone using the on-line 
channel now has access to all on-line service or information, even where the service is intended for a select 
group or an individual residing in a geographic location that is not subject to the official language regulations. 
This important change in parameters needs to be addressed and appropriate guidelines issued accordingly. 

An issue discussed with TBS is the matter of a federal office not designated bilingual (having no requirement 
to provide services in both languages under the official language regulations) deciding to put on-line in one 
language only for the benefit of everyone, including persons outside the region, information prepared in 
response to a client's specific request or intended for the public of a specific region. Such a practice can go 
unchecked unless there are specific guidelines and controls to ensure that information intended for a wider 
audience is provided in both official languages. This question is dealt with in the TBS Policy on the Use of 
Official Languages on Electronic Networks, which is currently under revision. 



Departments have expressed a need for clear guidelines to determine whether a region not designated 
bilingual has to post content in both official languages on Internet and intranet sites. As mentioned above, 
the official language regulations are not the only criteria to be taken into consideration. The new criteria have 
to be spelled out. In our view, as soon as information made available in only one language can be accessed 
by individuals other than those for whom the information is intended, that information must be made 
available in both official languages. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat:  

2. pursue the review of its Policy on the Use of Official Languages on Electronic Networks in consultation 
with federal institutions and the Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages.  

1.3 Interaction with government 

As mentioned in the introduction to this report, GOL will provide citizens with the ability to interact with 
government. This can involve on-line consultation and dialogue and the use of "virtual chat rooms." Various 
chat rooms exist for certain topics and special events. A chat room is a place where a group of people 
communicate back and forth with each other on a given topic over the Internet. Short of setting up 
segregated rooms, a question that needs to be addressed is how to provide text-based simultaneous 
translation to enable persons of both linguistic groups to interact simultaneously. The federal government's 
new Communications Policy advocates the use of separate chat rooms, that is, one for English and one for 
French. We agree that, as things stand now, this is the most effective way of treating both linguistic groups 
equitably in this context. 

Another point that has been discussed with TBS is the need for users, in reading information in French on-
line, for example, to be able to converse in French when they choose to link up with another service 
channel. Thus, departments must ensure, among other things, that their telephone call centre staff not only 
have the necessary linguistic competence but also have the required expertise to deal with clients effectively 
on a given topic in the official language of their choice. We agree with TBS that this is a responsibility which 
lies foremost with each institution. It should be noted, however, that section 46 of the OLA states that 
Treasury Board "has the responsibility for the general direction and coordination of the policies and 
programs of the Government of Canada relating to the implementation of Parts IV, V and VI in all federal 
institutions." 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat:  

3. inform federal institutions of their obligation to ensure continuity among service delivery channels, in terms 
of both quality of language and level of subject-matter expertise.  

TBS notes that as far as the Chief Information Officer Branch is concerned, as new modes of 
communications (e.g., chatrooms, e-mail) emerge, the multi-mode service delivery strategy currently being 
developed will take into account the need to review the language competencies of staff responsible for the 
delivery of such services. TBS further indicates that the Interdepartmental Consultative Committee on 
Language Industries is looking at the issue of French on the Internet and the challenges associated with this 
issue, particularly in terms of human and financial resources. 

1.4 Partnering 

GOL involves the provision of information in co-operation with other levels of government and the private 
sector. As mentioned above, such multi-jurisdictional partnerships can involve the clustering of information 
according to the needs of citizens. Since the information can come from sources outside the federal 
government, there is a need for disclaimers when the client leaves the federal government site. This 
question is addressed in the TBS Policy on the Use of Official Languages on Electronic Networks which, as 
already mentioned, is currently being revised. 

There is also a need to state in the policy that a portal should be treated as a service and that information 
provided through a federal government portal ought to be available in both official languages, even though it 
may come from other levels of government or the private sector. In some cases, the federal government is 



the portal owner or manager. This question is also being addressed by the Official Languages Branch of 
TBS as part of its policy review. 

In short there is a need to determine, in cases of multi-jurisdictional partnerships, where the information 
must be provided in both official languages and who bears the responsibility for ensuring that this is done. 
This responsibility may form part of an agreement between governments or between the federal government 
and the private sector. The Policy on Alternative Service Delivery already contains clear directives to ensure 
that both of Canada's official languages are respected in such cases. Departments ought to review official 
language clauses in agreements to include the requirement to respect the provisions of Part IV of the OLA in 
any on-line communications with the public involving the delivery of services that are the subject of 
agreements. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat:  

4. remind federal institutions of their obligation to ensure that official language clauses in contractual 
agreements include the requirement to respect the provisions of Part IV of the Official Languages Act in any 
on-line communications with the public involving the delivery of services that are the subject of agreements.  

TBS is concerned about the major impact this recommendation could have on supply and demand in the 
translation industry, by exacerbating the current shortage of professional translators. We reiterate that when 
federal institutions assign the execution of programs or the delivery of services to third parties which do not 
come directly under the Official Languages Act, they must ensure that the said parties respect the provisions 
of Part IV of the Act. 

TBS further indicates that the Interdepartmental Consultative Committee on Language Industries is also to 
look into various technolinguistic tools which could help alleviate this problem. 

1.5 Individuals' language rights 

Currently, except for providing the user with a choice of official language, the Canada Site, for example, 
provides no information upfront concerning one's right to receive information and interact with the federal 
government in the official language of one's choice. A review of the information provided under "Important 
Notices" reveals that there is a hyperlink to the Justice Canada site: when visitors click on official language, 
they are linked to the Justice site, which provides the text of the OLA but provides no interpretation of the 
Act or any information about a person's language rights. In fact, when users type in "language rights" as the 
area in which they want information, they are returned to the text of the OLA. 

According to TBS, for technological reasons there is not enough space under "Important Notices" to 
accommodate everyone's needs. Moreover, citizens surveyed have indicated that they do not want 
information to appear upfront about their rights under various laws; what they want is to find what they are 
looking for without having to read through a lot of information that, for them, tends to get in the way. TBS 
adds that under the Common Look and Feel Standards, buttons which allow to choose between English and 
French must appear on the home page and on each page of all federal government sites. These buttons 
being prominently placed constitutes, in TBS' view, an active offer which clearly reflects the right of members 
of the public to be served in the language of their choice. We believe that citizens ought to be informed at 
the outset, and more clearly, of their rights under official language legislation. To that effect, TBS should 
establish a consistent way of informing members of the public, on the host page of federal institutions Web 
sites, that the Government of Canada is at their service in both official languages. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 

5. find innovative and appropriate ways (slogan, icon, etc.) for federal institutions to inform members of the 
public, on the home page of their Web site, of their right to receive information and to interact with the 
federal government in the official language of their choice.  

2. SPECIALIZED INFORMATION 

2.1 Publication in one language only 



A lot of scientific or historical information is available in one language only (English for the most part), and 
departments would like to make this information available on-line. Some consider that scientific or historical 
material need not be routinely translated, given that this material most often is intended for members of a 
professional community whose language of communication or working language is already known. 
Environment Canada has informed us that it has pulled from its Web site all scientific information that is not 
available in French, a move that has not been well-received by its scientists. According to the department, 
although it has always offered to provide a translation of material published in English upon request, it has 
never received any such requests. Material of broad appeal has always been routinely put on-line in both 
official languages, and only highly specialized material has been published only in English. We believe that 
this approach deprives individuals of their fundamental right to receive scientific or specialized information in 
their language, irrespective of whether they are able to read and understand English without difficulty. 
Environment Canada would like to find innovative ways to resolve this dilemma. To this end, the department 
has suggested that we bring together representatives of other departments having a scientific mandate. The 
Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages will undertake to contact other such departments to 
arrange a meeting. 

TBS indicates that its Communications Policy provides an orientation as regards the publication of 
information in both official languages, and that furthermore, the Official Languages Branch of TBS gives 
departments strategic advice regarding communications with the public. Departments are looking for more 
than advice, but rather for specific guidelines as to what approach they should take in the case of 
specialized material. In such cases they are asking whether a summary or abstract of material published in 
one official language is acceptable in the other official language, with the full text being made available in 
that language upon request. Given the promising advances in automatic and computer-assisted translation 
technology, which can be further accelerated by adequate government funding, we believe that with time 
translation will cease to be a major stumbling block and that in the meantime, TBS, in consultation with 
federal institutions and the scientific community (private and academic sectors), ought to look for innovative 
ways to provide information and meet client demand in both official languages (e.g., by producing longer or 
more detailed abstracts). 

The Commissioner recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 

6. establish a policy regarding the on-line publication of scientific or historical information in both official 
languages in consultation with federal institutions, the Translation Bureau and the Office of the 
Commissioner of Official Languages.  

In this regard, TBS has agreed to participate, along with other federal institutions, the Office of the 
Commissioner of Official Languages and Canadian Heritage, in a series of round tables on the benefits and 
drawbacks of creating a "virtual library" which would allow the publication of documents in the source 
language only, provided that there is a commitment to generate a given percentage of publications in both 
languages. 

2.2 Content balance 

In addition to ensuring that information destined for on-line publication is available and of comparable quality 
in both official languages, federal institutions also have a responsibility to ensure that materials published 
on-line draw from both linguistic communities. Information published in the official language of the minority 
must not consist solely of translations of documents produced in the language of the majority. TBS indicated 
to us that policies already exist providing clear instructions regarding the employees' right to work and to 
draft documents in the language of their choice. It should be noted, however, that several of the documents 
published on-line by federal institutions come from outside the Public Service. 

In selecting information for on-line publication, federal institutions ought to ensure that the content is 
balanced, in the sense that it draws from the French-speaking as well as the English-speaking community. 
Moreover, departments must establish ties with the educational and scientific institutions of both 
communities and reflect in their on-line publications the contributions of both. This requirement ought to be 
included in TBS guidelines in line with the objectives of Part VII of the OLA. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 



7. issue guidelines to federal institutions on the need to ensure content balance in selecting materials for on-
line publication that draw from both official language communities.  

3. TECHNOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

The Commissioner's follow-up study of August 1999 entitled Use of the Internet by Federal Institutions 
concluded that technological issues have largely been resolved. Browser software is now readily available in 
French, and search engines can handle words that contain diacritical marks. This is not to say, however, 
that departments need not ensure that their search engines function adequately in French. In a 1999 special 
study entitled The Government of Canada and French on the Internet (hereinafter referred to as the 1999 
special study), the Commissioner recommended that the Government of Canada improve the Web servers 
of federal government sites so as to take into account the language negotiation feature and facilitate 
searches in both official languages (rec. 7). There is still work to be done in this area. The Commissioner's 
follow-up study report entitled French on the Internet: Key to Canadian Identity and the Knowledge Economy 
(hereinafter referred to as the 2002 follow-up study) examines this situation in detail. In this report, the 
Commissioner recommended that the Treasury Board Secretariat require that all workstations in the federal 
government be ready to operate in both official languages by 2005 (rec. 11). 

Although it is no longer difficult to send electronic mail (including file attachments) that contain text with 
diacritical marks, we wish to point out that some Internet service providers may for technical reasons 
inadvertently strip or distort the contents in the delivery of electronic mail. Similar problems can also be 
caused by incompatible settings on the user's computer. 

4. TRANSLATION 

4.1 Bottlenecks 

No doubt the single most important difficulty facing federal institutions regarding on-line publication in both 
official languages is translation bottlenecks caused by a serious shortage of translators, coupled with a lack 
of adequate planning. Too often, translation is an afterthought and has not been foreseen or budgeted for 
from the outset. In delivering services on-line, federal institutions are required to repackage and digitize what 
already exists. In some cases, much of the information that should already be available for repackaging in 
both official languages exists in only one language. Problems associated with translation are discussed in 
detail in the 2002 follow-up study. 

According to the Translation Bureau, there has been an annual increase of 15 to 25 percent in the demand 
for translation, due primarily to globalization and the Internet. The increase means a need for some 1,000 
new translators each year in this country. Our universities provide only about 300 per year, which is fewer 
than in previous years, and the crisis is only going to get worse. In the 2002 follow-up study, the 
Commissioner recommended that the Treasury Board Secretariat commit the budgetary resources 
necessary to allow federal departments and agencies to meet the increasing need for translation in 
response to the publication of content in both official languages on the Internet (rec. 7). 

According to a TBS official, there have been inconsistencies in the terminology used in connection with the 
new gateways; that is, Canadian, business, and non-Canadian. For example, the terminology used for 
gateways and clusters in French has been inconsistent. Considering the huge volume of translations, there 
have been some inconsistencies in the terms used in French. New terminology for the most part is 
developed in English, and it is evolving so quickly that the standard terminology has not always caught up. 
TBS has addressed this problem. A working document outlining the various inconsistencies identified has 
been discussed, and appropriate action has been taken. One example is the GOL Glossary published by the 
Chief Information Officer Branch of TBS in collaboration with the Terminology and Standardization 
Directorate of the Translation Bureau. 

4.2 Automatic and computer-assisted translation 

There is a need to accelerate the development of automatic and computer-assisted translation devices, and 
to do so requires increased government funding. Translation of scientific or historical information poses a 
particular problem due to the shortage of specialized translators. Uniformity in terminology is also a problem 
now that a high volume of translation is contracted out to the private sector. The 2002 follow-up study 



discusses and presents as a strategic initiative the development of the language industries and recommends 
that the Interdepartmental Consultative Committee on Language Industries (ICCLI) of the Treasury Board 
Secretariat become the Strategic Committee for French on the Internet (SCFI), with an expanded mandate 
to develop an integrated strategy (rec. 3). 

4.3 Concerns of federal institutions 

Given the shortage of translators and the current limitations of translation software, the question is what to 
do in the meantime. There is concern that, if departments wait for their material to be put on-line in both 
languages, their Web sites will lack the critical mass required to maintain credibility and user interest. 
Consequently, some departments might resort to publishing on an outside (non-governmental) Web site. 
Although the above concerns are real and we do not underestimate them, we believe that a concerted effort 
must be made at finding technological solutions to current translation problems. 

Moreover, unless there are specific guidelines governing on-line publication on an outside Web site by 
federal government partners and third parties acting on its behalf, such publication may not respect official 
language requirements regarding service to the public (see Recommendation 4 above). 

4.4 Quality 

On June 26, 2001, the Secretary of the Treasury Board wrote to federal institutions reminding them that 
government policy requires that texts produced in English and French and intended for the public or 
employees must be of the same quality. He also stated that it had been brought to his attention that the 
quality of the translation of documents on certain departmental Internet sites was not equivalent to that of 
the original. He requested that federal institutions review the effectiveness of the control mechanisms they 
have put in place to ensure that texts posted on electronic networks or offered in print format are of 
comparable quality in both official languages. He also invited departments to provide him with their 
comments on the challenges they face in this regard, as well as any suggestions they may have to improve 
the situation. 

At a meeting of the interdepartmental Internet Advisory Committee on the quality of translations sponsored 
by TBS in September 2001, a number of questions were discussed and noted for consideration by the 
Official Languages Branch of TBS. Among the questions asked was whether there will be funds available to 
departments for the translation of all regional material for Internet/intranet sites. Departments also wanted to 
know what approach should be taken in publishing scientific and technical documents. 

One department described its short-term approach to quality assurance as one of reminding assistant 
deputy ministers and regional directors general of their responsibility, in approving content for their Internet 
site, to ensure that documents produced in both official languages are of comparable quality. Its long-term 
approach includes: 

• ensuring that official language concerns are addressed in its Electronic Publishing Guide; 

• routinely tracking persons who did the translations so that appropriate measures can be taken 
where there is evidence of poor quality; 

• exploring the possibility of implementing French editing and translation services within its 
Communications Branch; 

• periodically monitoring the quality of language on the site; 

• exploring the possibility of identifying and securing funding for new in-house translation services; 
and 

• obtaining documented proof of situations where only unilingual audiences or clientele are targeted.  

This approach illustrates the type of quality-related issues facing departments. 



We learned at the Internet Advisory Committee meeting that some departments perform spot checks to 
ensure the quality of language on their Web sites. Accountability for quality control ranges from individual 
authors to line managers, program content managers, and groups responsible for decentralized Web sites. 
One department, which does not currently have in place any staff to closely revise English or French 
translations, relies on content authors to do this before submitting material for publication. In another case, 
Web publishing is highly decentralized and the procedures for translation and revision in various branches 
are inconsistent. One department suggested centralizing Web publishing in order to set consistent standards 
for quality of language. Another is developing a lexicon for use by program content managers and 
translators. These are but a few of the initiatives taken by departments. 

We believe that Treasury Board, by virtue of its responsibilities under section 46 of the OLA, has a 
responsibility not only for setting standards to ensure quality of language but also for ensuring compliance 
with these standards. On the latter point, departments and agencies share in this responsibility. 

The Commissioner therefore reiterates the recommendation she made in the 2002 follow-up study that the 
Treasury Board Secretariat take the appropriate steps to ensure that the content in both official languages 
on federal Internet sites is of high quality and to propose corrective measures to institutions as needed (rec. 
8). 

Also raised at the Internet Advisory Committee meeting was the need to increase the use of French in on-
line publications. In the 1999 special study, the Commissioner recommended that the Government of 
Canada ensure that any federal government policy framework or initiative pertaining to the Internet affirms 
linguistic duality as one of its guiding principles and includes the obligation to create a volume of information 
of sufficient quality and pertinence to ensure fruitful exchanges in French (rec. 1). We believe that the 
principle of linguistic duality ought to extend to the GOL initiative. In the 2002 follow-up study, the 
Commissioner recommended that the Treasury Board Secretariat put in place a coherent, ongoing and 
integrated governance framework that includes permanent accountability and follow-up mechanisms in order 
to ensure compliance with the principle of linguistic duality on the Internet, in particular with respect to 
Government On-Line (GOL) (rec. 2). 

The Commissioner further recommended that the Treasury Board Secretariat participate actively in and 
support the work of international organizations working to establish standards to enhance linguistic diversity 
on the Internet (rec. 12). 

As mentioned above, the responsibilities of federal institutions go beyond ensuring that materials published 
on-line are of comparable quality in both official languages. Departments must also ensure that such 
materials include those that are conceived in French and help build the necessary critical mass so that 
French can enjoy its rightful place and equal status with English in reflecting Canada's linguistic duality. On-
line publication entails far fewer problems than those associated with the paper world. There are therefore 
fewer impediments to increasing the critical mass of material for on-line publication conceived and produced 
in French. The 2002 follow-up study evaluates the progress made by federal institutions in this respect. In 
this study, the Commissioner recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat ensure, as part of the 
implementation of Government On-line (GOL), that an equitable share of content is produced originally in 
French (rec. 5). 

5. EVALUATION 

One of the principles of GOL, as mentioned above, is that the services be offered in both official languages. 
Ensuring respect for this principle in our view requires that official language considerations be built into the 
system from the outset. To date, no attempt has been made to address GOL-related official language 
requirements as a whole. No mechanism has been put in place at TBS for this purpose; rather, as issues 
arise they are brought to the attention of the Secretariat's Official Languages Branch (whose role, as a policy 
centre, is to ensure consistency among all Treasury Board policies and to ensure that they are complete) or 
dealt with in various committees. The approach taken by TBS has been somewhat piecemeal in the sense 
that existing TBS policies and guidelines that include official language considerations, such as the 
Communications Policy, the Common Look and Feel Standards and the Policy on the Use of Official 
Languages on Electronic Networks, to name but three, are reviewed and updated as required. For example, 
the Communications Policy now includes a section on using the Internet as a dissemination vehicle. 
According to TBS, however, this is done via an on-line forum on the Common Look and Feel, rather than 
under the GOL initiative. What is lacking, in our view, is a mechanism for bringing together official language 



considerations as they relate to GOL. Federal institutions, in some respects, are therefore at a loss to know 
how to apply official language requirements in putting information and services on-line for lack of any 
comprehensive official language guidelines short of those found in the various existing policies and 
guidelines. At the time this report was written, revisions to these directives were in some cases still in 
progress and may not yet have been distributed to departments and agencies. 

While it may be argued that official language requirements are essentially the same for GOL as for 
telephone and in-person services, for example, there are nonetheless some important differences in terms 
of how these requirements are to be met. In some respects this question still remains unanswered. There is 
an immediate need, in our view, for a GOL-related official language policy or, at the very least, for guidelines 
on the subject. 

The Commissioner therefore recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 

8. create a single document which takes into account the recommendations made in this report and that 
includes all official language guidelines concerning the provision of on-line services and on-line interaction 
with government in the context of Government On-Line, and ensure the dissemination of the guidelines; 

9. institute within the Treasury Board Secretariat a mechanism aimed specifically at responding to questions 
raised by federal institutions dealing with official language considerations as they relate to Government On-
Line.  

TBS has already conducted a mini-survey with two departments in order to examine the needs, current 
practices and challenges of departments regarding the various service delivery platforms. TBS is also 
considering conducting this survey with the other departments and organizations involved in the GOL 
initiative. 

TBS ads that it is in the process of setting up an information management and policy committee which will 
be a forum for discussing official language issues as they relate to GOL. 

F. CONCLUSION  

Some institutions may tend to view the requirement to provide information on-line in both official languages 
as an obstacle to providing faster and more convenient service to Canadians. This may be especially true of 
federal institutions that have a lot of catching up to do in providing information in both languages, including 
information in print form. Federal institutions are looking for guidelines and solutions as they examine such 
issues as whether certain types of information must be routinely provided in both languages. For other 
departments, such as the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency, GOL does not pose a particular 
challenge, since the nature of their business has always required that information be put on-line routinely in 
both official languages. In fairness, much depends on the nature of the department's mandate and the 
degree of on-line interaction it has already had with the public. From the standpoint of service to the public, 
official language legislation does not discriminate in favour of certain types of information to the exclusion of 
others. Departments and agencies ought therefore to be looking for innovative solutions that, rather than 
circumvent official language requirements, serve to ensure that these are met. 

From all indications, as mentioned above, there is a need for increased funding of the translation industry in 
Canada. (In the 1999 special study, the Commissioner recommended that the Government of Canada 
promote research and development of linguistic tools in both official languages in order to further develop 
the language industry in Canada - rec. 8.) There is also a need for more qualified translators. 

In our view, GOL is a new way of communicating with the public and, as such, official language 
considerations ought to have been built into the development of GOL from the outset. This is evidenced by 
feedback received from departments that indicates there is, at the very least, a need for guidelines on official 
language requirements as they relate to GOL, if not a policy on the subject. We acknowledge the work 
already carried out in a number of areas by TBS in addressing GOL issues. Although existing policies and 
directives are being revised to include official language considerations as they relate to GOL, there is a need 
to integrate these into a coherent package. There is also a need, in the meantime, for a central mechanism 
within TBS to deal with GOL-related questions as they arise. Departments need answers now to assist them 
in making important decisions that can have long-term implications. 



LIST OF RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Commissioner of Official Languages recommends that the Treasury Board Secretariat: 

1. caution federal institutions against the consequences of indiscriminate digitization of information 
from an official language perspective in order to enhance the quality of federal government Web 
sites in both languages. 

2. pursue the review of its Policy on the Use of Official Languages on Electronic Networks in 
consultation with federal institutions and the Office of the Commissioner of Official Languages. 

3. inform federal institutions of their obligation to ensure continuity among service delivery channels, 
in terms of both quality of language and level of subject-matter expertise. 

4. remind federal institutions of their obligation to ensure that official language clauses in contractual 
agreements include the requirement to respect the provisions of Part IV of the Official Languages 
Act in any on-line communications with the public involving the delivery of services that are the 
subject of agreements. 

5. find innovative and appropriate ways (slogan, icon, etc.) for federal institutions to inform members 
of the public, on the home page of their Web site, of their right to receive information and to interact 
with the federal government in the official language of their choice. 

6. establish a policy regarding the on-line publication of scientific or historical information in both 
official languages in consultation with federal institutions, the Translation Bureau and the Office of 
the Commissioner of Official Languages. 

7. issue guidelines to federal institutions on the need to ensure content balance in selecting materials 
for on-line publication that draw from both official language communities. 

8. create a single document which takes into account the recommendations made in this report and 
that includes all official language guidelines concerning the provision of on-line services and on-line 
interaction with government in the context of Government On-Line, and ensure the dissemination of 
the guidelines. 

9. institute within the Treasury Board Secretariat a mechanism aimed specifically at responding to 
questions raised by federal institutions dealing with official language considerations as they relate 
to Government On-Line.  

 


