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The Hispanic Bar Association of Pennsylvania ("HBA"), is grateful to Chairman Metcalfe for the 

opportunity to submit this testimony in the September 21, 2015 public hearing on HB 1506 before the 

House State Government Committee. 

For the reasons set forth below, the HBA respectfully urges the members of the House State 

Government Committee to vote against the advancement of this bill. 

Introduced by Representative Ryan Warner (R-Fayette), and known as the Official Language Act, 

the purported purpose of HB 1506 is to preserve, protect and strengthen the unifying role of English as 

the official language of this Commonwealth. See Section 3(a). 

The bill would accomplish this by recognizing English as the official language of the 

Commonwealth of Pennsylvania and designating English as the language of official acts of government. 

See Section 5. 

The legislative findings of HB 1506 suggest why its sponsors think the bill is necessary. Section 

2, number 5 states that "English has been our strongest bond to one another as fellow citizens and has 

contributed substantially to national unity and societal cohesiveness." 

The HBA respectfully disagrees on that point, in that it is not necessarily the English language 

that has been the strongest bond between fellow citizens of this country, but, rather, our commonly 

shared attitudes, beliefs and core values such as personal liberty, freedom from governmental 

interference and oppression, political equality, government by popular consent and majority rule, as well 

as the notions of popular sovereignty, fairness, individualism, and religious freedom and tolerance. 

Those shared values, beliefs and attitudes are the true bonds between citizens that have made this 

nation great. Thus, in America, national unity and societal cohesiveness are not necessarily derived from 
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a common language, particularly in a nation with such a rich history of immigrants from many nations 

coming to this country speaking their native languages over the several generations of the assimilation 

process. 

Furthermore, the bill's legislative finding in Section 2, number 6 that "English has been the 

nation's language by custom only and warrants special legal protection" -- seems to be based on the 

flawed assumption that the English language is somehow in danger of being subsumed by the 

encroachment of other languages. 

But all studies uniformly indicate that, despite its rich history of immigrants from many nations 

coming to this country speaking their native languages, the English language is not in any danger, and 

that it, therefore, does not need any special legal or legislative protection. Moreover, the studies show 

that, if anything, today's immigrants recognize the need to learn English in order to succeed, and strive to 

learn English faster than in previous waves of immigration. 

The U.S. Census Bureau found that, in 2008, 91.4% of all people in the United States spoke 

English "very well." According to the Pew Hispanic Center, while only 48% of first generation Latino 

immigrants report that they speak English "very well" - this figure rises to 98% in the second generation. 

Among adult Latino immigrants who are third generation or higher, 97% speak English "very well". 

By contrast, a 2008 study by Joseph Salmons at the University of Wisconsin-Madison published 

by American Dialect Society found that many German immigrants who arrived in the 1800s did not learn 

English, and that their children and grandchildren often didn't learn English either. 

A 2006 study by Princeton and University of California-Irvine sociologists refuted claims that 

Hispanic immigrants to the United States are threatening the country's English-speaking identity. Based 

on an analysis of language loss over generations, the study concludes that English has never been 

seriously threatened in the past, nor is it threatened today, not even in Southern California, home to the 

largest concentration of Spanish-speaking immigrants. The study found that by the third generation, the 

Hispanic immigrants speak only English. The study found that English is not endangered, but the non

English languages that immigrant bring with them to the United States are. The authors stated, "[t]o the 

extent that language fluency is an asset and that knowledge of a foreign language represents a valuable 

resource in a global economy, immigrants' efforts to maintain this part of their cultural heritage and pass it 

on to their children should not be discouraged." 
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There is not any credible evidence that suggests that the passage of English as the official 

language legislation, passed in at least thirty-one other states, has helped, caused or resulted in those 

with limited English proficiency learning English faster or with more proficiency than the states without 

such legislation. Rather, with or without such laws, today's immigrants are learning English as fast as any 

immigrants of the past. Immigrants today know that the ticket to success in this country is speaking 

English, and that's why right now, there are wait lists to get into English classes, and why sociologists call 

America the "language grave-yard." 

Indeed, if there is a positive aspect to this bill, it is contained in Section 2, number 8 of the 

legislative findings which states, "[t]he Commonwealth and its municipalities and the Federal Government 

also have a responsibility to ensure that citizens have opportunities to learn English." Funding and 

resources for overflowing ESL classes is what is needed, not the alleged "incentive" of an Official 

Language Act. 

Even if the English language is not really endangered, the motivation for this bill among its 

proponents might relate to cost. The bill states in its legislative findings at Section 2, number 7: 

"Government has a fiduciary responsibility to the citizenry to ensure that it operates as efficiently as 

possible, and the growth of multiple language bureaucracies and printing represents an abrogation of this 

fiduciary responsibility." Representative RoseMarie Swanger (R-Lebanon) stated in the October 26, 2011 

House State Government Committee meeting on the 2011 version of this very same bill (HB 361, 2011) 

that the costs associated with multilingual publications is over $3.2 million and that the Department of 

Public Welfare spends about $1.7 million of that. 

It is, of course, incumbent upon, and fiscally responsible of our representatives to constantly 

explore various ways in which to better allocate scarce funding and to save the tax payers money, but the 

HBA is concerned that attempting to address a purported $3.2 million expenditure for translating and 

printing multilingual publications -- by legislatively mandating English as the sole language of official acts 

of government - ultimately could have the undesired effect of costing more than it purports to save. 

For example, the practical implementation of the provisions of HB 1506 could result in legal costs 

from defending against challenges, costs associated with increased confusion and adverse 

consequences due to miscommunications, costs arising out of dealing with the denial of equal access to 

services and rights guaranteed by the Constitution and laws of the United States and the Commonwealth 

to the limited English proficient population, and costs of lost economic opportunity and lost tourist revenue 

P.O. Box 59106 •Philadelphia, PA• 19102 



Hispanic Bar Association 

of Pennsyluania 

from a perception that Pennsylvania is unwelcoming, intolerant and insensitive towards growing 

immigrant populations. 

Moreover, the HBA questions whether there would be any appreciable benefit from the 

implementation of the bill -- given the numerous and broadly-worded exceptions and limitations 

necessarily contained within HB 1506. Section 8 contains these exceptions to which the act shall not 

apply: (1) when federal law imposes contrary provisions; (2) when the public safety, health or justice 

requires the use of other languages; (3) instruction in foreign language courses; (4) instruction designed 

to aid students with limited English proficiency in their transition and integration into the education system; 

(5) the promotion of international commerce or tourism; (6) when using terms of art or phrases from 

languages other than English; (7) the preservation or use of Native Alaskan or Native American 

languages as defined in the Native American Languages Act of 1990 (Public Law 101-4 77); and (8) 

unofficial communications, through any medium, between a person and a member of the General 

Assembly or any officer or agent of the Commonwealth and its political subdivisions, as long as official 

acts of government are performed in English. 

The very first exception, "when federal law imposes contrary provisions," by itself, practically 

invalidates the entire intent behind this bill. A variety of federal antidiscrimination, civil rights, voting rights 

laws and executive orders require that federal programs provide service to persons with limited English 

proficiency. For example, the federal government interprets Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 42 

U.S.C. § 2000d, et seq., as mandating that recipients of federal assistance must ensure that their 

programs and activities normally provided in English are also accessible to persons with limited English 

proficiency (LEP). 

Similarly, Executive Order 13166, signed August 11, 2000 by President Clinton, and entitled 

Improving Access to Services for Persons with Limited English Proficiency, requires recipients of federal 

assistance to ensure that they are providing meaningful access to LEP applicants and beneficiaries. The 

Voting Rights Act requires that voting materials, ballots and assistance be provided in languages other 

than English, where warranted, so that language minorities can be informed of, and participate in, 

elections and related activities. 

The second exception, "when the public safety, health or justice requires the use of other 

languages," is even broader in scope and can be construed to include any number of health and medical 

services, law enforcement, the courts system, administrative agencies, and department of corrections, 

just to name a few. As an example, in March 2003, the Pennsylvania Supreme Court Committee on 
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Racial and Gender Bias in the Judicial System issued a report listing changes needed to make the state 

judicial system accessible to persons with limited English proficiency and stating that upgrades on the 

capacity of the state judicial system to provide justice for all, regardless of English language ability, 

should be a priority. 

The final limitation in Section 8, number 8 exempts "[u]nofficial communications, through any 

medium, between a person and a member of the General Assembly or any officer or agent of the 

Commonwealth and its political subdivisions, as long as official acts of government are performed in 

English", which when combined with the other limitations of Section 8, leaves very little activity that is 

actually subject to the provisions of the bill. 

Thus, the broad scope of the exceptions and limitations in Section 8 truly is the tail that wags the 

dog. Even the Spanish-language self-guided tour pamphlets of the State Capitol, for example, would 

arguably fall under the exception for the "promotion of international commerce or tourism," as would any 

materials published in foreign languages by the Commonwealth or the City of Philadelphia aimed at 

helping the multitudes of people expected to attend the Papal visit to Philadelphia this coming weekend. 

See Section 8, number 5. 

Finally, HB Bill 1506, in Section 3(b), necessarily leaves intact, and free from infringement, the 

rights of individuals to choose their own primary language for private conduct, and the rights of 

organizations or businesses in the unregulated private sector to choose their own language policies. 

So, after all of these exceptions and limitations, what can the bill actually accomplish? First, 

Section 7 states: "Enforcement. Elected and appointed officers of the Commonwealth and its political 

subdivisions shall take all reasonable steps to ensure that the role of English as the official language is 

preserved and enhanced." Second, Section 9 states: "Restrictions on use of appropriated funds. No 

appropriations of the General Assembly may be expended to promote the use of or demonstrate 

preference for any language other than the official language, subject to the limitations in Section 8." 

Thus, ultimately, what is not subsumed by the exceptions and limitations are these two vague, 

largely hollow, symbolic gestures that accomplish little more than sending the wrong kind of message. 

In summary, the HBA respectfully opposes HB 1506 and urges the committee members to vote 

against it whether in committee or on the floor. This bill is both unnecessary and unneeded because the 

English language is not in any danger, and needs no special legal or legislative protection, because 
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immigrants are learning English and assimilating as fast as at any time in the past, and because this bill, 

in the long run, would likely cost more than it would save. 

In addition, even as the bill is rendered practically meaningless by its numerous exceptions and 

limitations, so that any substance not swallowed by the exceptions is rendered a largely symbolic gesture 

-- it still sends the wrong kind of message -- essentially telling the world that Pennsylvania is an insular 

and unwelcoming place not to be taken seriously in an increasingly interconnected and competitive global 

economy. 

On behalf of its statewide member attorneys and constituents, the HBA wishes to thank Chairman 

Metcalfe, and the convening members of the House State Government Committee for the opportunity to 

submit testimony today. On behalf of the HBA, I would be happy to answer any questions the Chair, or 

any member of the Committee may have. 

Alex nd r D. Gonzalez, Esquire 
President, Hispanic Bar Association of Pennsylvania 
P.O. Box 59106 
Philadelphia, PA 19102-9106 
215-981-4798 
gonzalea@pepperlaw.com 

September 21, 2015 
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