
PHILADELPHIA 
BAR ASSOCIATION 

September 18, 2015 

Representative Daryl Metcalfe 
Chair, House State Government Committee 
144 Main Capitol Building 
Harrisburg, PA 1 7120 

Dear Representative Metcalfe: 

On behalf of the 13000-member Philadelphia Bar Association, I am writing in opposition 
to House Bill 1506. 

House Bill 1506 is attempting to solve a problem that does not exist. The underlying 
premise seems to be that English is in danger of losing its place as our common language 
because those who join us from other countries prefer to speak only in their native tongues. 
Yet all of the evidence is to the contrary. 

Immigrants understand that the ability to communicate with the rest of us in English is a 
prerequisite to the success that they came here to achieve. Thus, in cities such as Phoenix, 
Boston, New York and Philadelphia, providers of courses for adults in English as a second 
language report waiting lists of eighteen months to a few years. 

It is apparent that our government does not need to force foreign-language speakers to learn 
English. They are already motivated to do so, just like the millions who came to our 
country before them, from all over the world. 

Accordingly, the only real impact of House Bill 1506 would be to impair the rights and 
safety of those who have not yet mastered the English language. That seems inhospitable, 
intolerant and unfair. 

If "official acts of government" are to be carried out in English, then vital services will 
cease for our newest arrivals. In the event of a disaster or health emergency, it is critical 
that the government officials communicate dangers and preventive steps to all residents 
who are in danger. That sometimes requires conveying information in languages other than 
English. 

While House Bill 1506 provides an exception "when the public safety, health or justice 
requires the use of other languages," provisions elsewhere in the Bill prohibit the making of 
"policies expressing a preference for any language other than English or diminishing or 
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ignoring the unifying role of English." This would discourage government agencies from 
developing or maintaining the ability to communicate in other languages. 

House Bill 1506 is also bad for business. Economic development officials at the state and 
local level have worked hard in recent years to attract business and investment from other 
countries. In a worldwide economy, it is essential that Pennsylvania present itself as a 
welcoming place to do business. Although House Bill 1506 provides for an exception for 
the "promotion" of international commerce or tourism, once such businesses and tourists 
arrive, they would be forced to communicate only in English. It would not take long for 
that strategy to fail. 

Throughout our history, we have recognized the need to attract new citizens and help them 
participate in our democratic process. In doing so, we have communicated our values in 
words that they understand. History is replete with examples of states translating laws in 
German and Spanish to more effectively communicate with immigrants. These efforts did 
not imperil the English language or diminish our common culture. Rather, they accelerated 
the assimilation of our new arrivals. 

Accordingly, I urge all members of the House State Government Committee to oppose 
House Bill 1506. 

Thank you for the opportunity to provide the position of the Philadelphia Bar Association. 

Respectfully, 

~r:~~ 
Albert S. Dandridge III 
Chancellor 


