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Translation and Canadian municipal websites:  
A Toronto Example

julie mcdonough dolmaya
York University, Canada 
dolmaya@glendon.yorku.ca 

RÉSUMÉ

Les études traductologiques actuelles qui portent sur la traduction des sites Web ont 
tendance à mettre en valeur les enjeux techniques, sociologiques, économiques et lin-
guistiques qui touchent les sites Web d’entreprises et des organismes à but non lucratif. 
La traduction, en part ou en entier, des sites Web des gouvernements nationaux, régio-
naux ou municipaux est moins bien représentée dans les publications. Le présent article 
étudie donc le site Web Toronto.ca afin de déterminer si la ville offre de l’information 
traduite et, le cas échéant, comment et pourquoi la ville circule cette information en ligne. 
Avec des données du recensement canadien de 2016 et les politiques de traduction de 
la ville de Toronto, on effectue une analyse du profil linguistique de la ville et des caté-
gories d’information qui se trouvent sur le site Web dans des langues autres que l’anglais. 
Dans la conclusion, on adopte le cadre théorique proposé par De Schutter (De Schutter 
2017) afin d’étudier les politiques de traduction de la ville de Toronto par le biais de la 
justice traductionnelle. Après une analyse des traductions sur le site Toronto.ca, on 
soutient que les politiques mettent en valeur des intérêts non identitaires mais que les 
intérêts identitaires y figurent aussi. Enfin, on propose d’autres pistes de recherche. 

ABSTRACT

Within translation studies, existing research on website translation and localization has 
tended to focus on technical, sociological, commercial and linguistic issues related to 
the websites of corporations or not-for-profit organizations. Less attention has been given 
to issues that arise when national, regional or local governments make their websites 
available in another language, either in whole or in part. To help address this gap, this 
article studies the Toronto.ca municipal website to discuss whether, how and why the 
City of Toronto offers translated information online. Drawing on data from the 2016 
Canadian census and the city’s translation policy documents, this article compares the 
city’s linguistic profile with the kinds of information available on the city’s website in 
languages other than English. The final section uses De Schutter’s (De Schutter 2017) 
framework to study the City of Toronto’s translation policies from a translation justice 
perspective, arguing that the policies largely focus on instrumental interests, with limited 
emphasis on identity interests, as evidenced by the Toronto.ca translation data. Some 
possible future research directions are also discussed. 

RESUMEN 

Los estudios traductológicos actuales sobre localización y traducción de sitios web han 
tendido a enfocarse en los asuntos técnicos, sociológicos, comerciales y lingüísticos de 
los sitios web de compañías u organizaciones sin fines de lucro. Los efectos de la tra-
ducción parcial o total a otros idiomas de los sitios web de los gobiernos nacionales, 
regionales o municipales han recibido menos atención. Como un aporte al abordaje de 
esta disparidad, el presente artículo estudia el sitio web de la ciudad de Toronto, Toronto.
ca, para determinar si el municipio ofrece información traducida en línea y, de ser así, 
cómo y por qué lo hace. A partir del análisis de los datos obtenidos en el censo realizado 
en Canadá en 2016 y de la documentación sobre las políticas de traducción del municipio, 

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   550Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   550 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



translation and canadian municipal websites : a toronto example    551

se compara el perfil lingüístico de la ciudad con el tipo de información disponible en su 
sitio web en idiomas distintos del inglés. En la conclusión, se emplea el marco teórico 
propuesto por De Schutter (De Schutter 2017) para evaluar las políticas de traducción 
de la ciudad de Toronto desde una perspectiva de equidad en la traducción. El análisis 
de las traducciones del sitio web Toronto.ca permite afirmar que dichas políticas suelen 
dar primacía a los intereses no identitarios por sobre los identitarios. También se pro-
ponen posibles líneas de investigación para el futuro.

MOTS-CLÉS/KEYWORDS/PALABRAS CLAVE

traduction de sites Web, justice traductionnelle, politiques de traduction, politiques 
linguistiques, langues minoritaires
website translation, translation justice, translation policy, language policy, minority languages
traducción de sitios web, equidad en la traducción, política de traducción, política lin-
güística, lenguas minoritarias

1. Introduction

Linguistic and translation justice have been of growing interest in translation studies 
recently (Meylaerts 2011; De Schutter 2017; McDonough Dolmaya 2017). Research 
in this area focuses on how to design and implement fair language and translation 
policies—the rules that regulate the use of language and translation in education, 
legal affairs, political institutions, the media, and administration (Meylaerts 2011: 
744-745). Indeed, translation and language policies more broadly have received 
increased attention from translation studies researchers who explore questions 
related to how (non-)translation can help ensure equal opportunities for everyone in 
a society (Meylaerts 2011: 753). In some cases, researchers have focused more par-
ticularly on the links between minority languages and translation policies (Córdoba 
Serrano and Diaz Fouces 2018), arguing that dominant language groups have lan-
guage rights that are not necessarily enjoyed by minority groups because the former 
are in a prominent position within a political regime while the latter are not. As 
Meylaerts asserts, it is not clear what kind of language and translation policy best 
encourages integration, participatory citizenship and social cohesion in multilingual 
societies (Meylaerts 2011: 753), all of which are important issues for translation stud-
ies researchers to explore. 

One way for people to access information about local government services and 
activities and actively participate in their communities is through the websites devel-
oped and maintained by the municipalities in which they reside (Cullen, O’Connor, 
et al. 2003; Liste and Sørensen 2015; Dolson and Young 2012: 2). Providing public 
access to government information is crucial to good local governance, since it helps 
assure government accountability while also facilitating public participation in local 
government and enhancing public access to community services (Cullen, O’Connor, 
et al. 2003, 191). However, when members of the public are not proficient in the local 
official language(s), their ability to participate in their local communities and to 
access municipal services can be impacted. As Meylaerts (2011: 743) notes, language 
is crucial to establishing modern democratic societies, “especially in their search for 
cohesion through participatory citizenship.” 

Municipal websites therefore offer an intriguing glimpse into how language and/
or translation policies are implemented by local governments. They allow us to better 
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understand who can access local information online and whether (and how) munic-
ipalities allow official and non-official language speakers to participate in their local 
communities. Numerous studies have examined the websites of municipalities in a 
wide range of countries, focusing on issues such as the effectiveness of the websites 
in conveying information to the public (see, for example, Cullen, O’Connor, et al. 
2003), the content of municipal websites (Liste and Sørensen 2015; Holzer and Kim 
2006; Dolson and Young 2012), and the priorities of municipal governments with 
respect to their websites (Liste and Sørensen 2015). While some work has explored 
language and translation (McDonald, Merwin, et al. 2011; Carroll 2010), many of the 
studies focusing on municipal websites consider the question of language only super-
ficially, if at all. For instance, Dolson and Young (2012: 7), in their study of Canadian 
municipal websites, exclude Quebec municipalities “due to the French language 
barrier,” while Holzer and Kim (2006: 68) compare municipal websites in 100 coun-
tries using 98 criteria, including whether the websites offered “access in more than 
one language,” but they do not describe what exactly “access” meant (for instance, 
integrated machine translation engine, some pages in another language, a fully func-
tional mirror site in another language). 

And yet, the language of municipal websites is an essential element to consider. 
Governments cannot remain politically neutral with regard to languages, since they 
must communicate with their citizens and they must therefore choose one or more 
languages in which to do so (De Schutter 2017: 16): they do so via policies, a term 
that will be used in this paper to refer to the way a government pursues a particular 
goal (Grin 2003a: 21).1 Policies can be explicit (that is, outlined in a written document) 
or implicit (in other words, inferable based on practice) (Meylaerts and González 
Núñez 2017: 2-3). These policies will determine the language skills people need to 
participate in political life, to access the labour market and to interact with others 
(Grin, Marácz, et al. 2014: 6) Thus, the language(s) in which municipal website con-
tent is available offers important insight into questions such as how a municipality 
has positioned itself with respect to its official/non-official language communities, 
how it views language rights for the various groups who live within its borders, and 
whether it feels public officials have a right or a duty to speak certain languages 
amongst themselves or with the public (Patten and Kymlicka 2003: 16-17). This 
article will attempt to contribute to the existing body of work on translation and 
language policy and translation and linguistic justice by comparing the support for 
official and non-official languages on the Toronto.ca website.

2. Official and non-official languages in Canada

Canada is an ideal country for a case study, as it has two official languages at the 
federal level (English and French) and a significant percentage of immigrants—21.9% 
in the 2016 census (Statistics Canada 2017). While many of these immigrants speak 
English, French or both, only a quarter (27.5%) of immigrants in 2016 were native 
speakers of one of the official languages, and about 7% could speak neither English 
nor French (Statistics Canada 2017). In total, more than 170 non-official languages 
are spoken across the country—this figure includes more than 50 Indigenous lan-
guages and 120 new immigrant languages (Statistics Canada 2016b). These language 
categories are discussed in more detail below. 
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As noted by others (Lane-Mercier, Merkle et al. 2014: 471-472; Hebert 2016: 22), 
the fact that Canada has legislation related to official languages does not mean it also 
has an explicit translation policy: the Official Languages Act (Parliament of Canada 
1969/2017), for instance, describes numerous contexts in which documents must be 
available in both French and English, implying that translation would be necessary; 
however, translation is directly mentioned only three times: when referring to the 
proceedings of Parliament, regulations by the Governor General, and information 
added to bilingual forms used in federal court (Parliament of Canada 1969/2017: 4, 
6, 10). The situation is similar for non-official languages. Section 3(c) of the Canadian 
Multiculturalism Act (Parliament of Canada 1988/2014) stipulates that the Canadian 
government must endeavour to ensure that “individuals and communities of all 
origins” can help shape “all aspects of Canadian society” and that the federal govern-
ment should help eliminate any barriers to this participation. Moreover, in Section 
3(i), the Act specifies that the federal government should “preserve and enhance the 
use of languages other than French and English, while strengthening the status and 
use of the official languages of Canada.” However, neither translation nor interpret-
ing are mentioned in the Act, and so it is not clear how the various levels of govern-
ment should put these policies into practice. 

Canada is, of course, officially bilingual, but only at the federal level. Meylaerts 
(2011: 752) suggests that Canada has adopted a policy of institutional monolingual-
ism combined with institutional multilingualism—one where monolingualism 
prevails among local governments, while bilingualism is the policy of the federal 
government. Federally, Canada does have a policy of bilingualism, but the regional 
and municipal governments are not always monolingual. At a regional level, lan-
guage policies differ widely from one province and territory to another. Only one 
province, New Brunswick, is officially bilingual (French/English). Quebec, under 
the Charter of the French Language, or Bill 101 (Assemblée nationale du Québec 
1977/2020), is the only province to have French as an official language, while the 
other provinces are either officially or de facto English, although often with some 
official recognition of French in designated areas or contexts.2 The three Canadian 
territories also recognize Indigenous languages in addition to English and French.3 
At a local level, several municipalities have explicit language policies officially rec-
ognizing—to varying degrees—both French and English. These include Moncton, 
in the province of New Brunswick (City of Moncton 2018), and, in the province 
of Ontario, both Ottawa (City of Ottawa 2015) and Sudbury (City of Greater  
Sudbury 2001).

While federal, regional and local language policy documents in Canada fre-
quently focus on French and English, the country’s two official languages, fewer 
policy documents specifically address indigenous languages, and fewer still discuss 
the languages spoken by “new immigrants” (Meylaerts 2011: 744)—that is languages 
other than French, English or Indigenous languages like Cree and Inuktitut. This 
shortcoming, coupled with the lack of an explicit federal translation policy and the 
significant number of immigrants in Canada, presents challenges for municipali-
ties where large numbers of immigrants settle. When municipalities seek to make 
information available to the public, they must choose in which languages to do so: 
one official language, both official languages, an official language and one or more 
non-official languages, etc. And, if the municipality chooses to make  information 
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available on its website in a non-official language, it must determine which languages 
to target and what information to disseminate.

To help investigate translation policies in the context of non-official languages 
in Canada, this paper will examine the municipal website of the city with the largest 
immigrant population: Toronto.

2.1. Demographic and linguistic profile of Toronto

More than half of Canada’s immigrant population lives in just three cities, Toronto, 
Montreal, and Vancouver, with Toronto having the largest percentage of its popula-
tion (46%) comprised of immigrants (Statistics Canada 2017). Toronto is also one of 
the most linguistically diverse cities in the country: 44% of Torontonians have a 
mother tongue other than English and/or French, while slightly over a quarter of the 
city’s residents reported most often speaking a language other than English or French 
at home in the 2016 census (Statistics Canada 2016a). Indigenous languages are spo-
ken by a very small percentage of the population: only 425 of Toronto’s 2.7 million 
residents reported having an Indigenous language as a mother tongue in 2016, and 
only 110 reported speaking one of these languages most often at home (Statistics 
Canada 2016a). 

Because this paper will rely heavily on data from the Canadian census, labelling 
various language communities will not be straightforward. Statistics Canada offers 
data for both “mother tongue” (the language first learned at home in childhood, or, 
if a person no longer understands the first language, then the second language learned 
at home), and for “language spoken most often at home.” With the aim of striking a 
balance between concision and accuracy, this article will use the term official lan-
guage speakers to refer to those who report speaking French or English most often at 
home (regardless of their mother tongue),4 Indigenous language speakers to refer to 
those who report speaking an Aboriginal5 language most often at home, and new 
immigrant language speakers6 to refer to those who reported speaking a language 
other than French, English or an Indigenous language most often at home. When 
drawing on data that refers only to mother tongue speakers (and not to those who 
speak a language most often at home), this paper will specify that this is the case. 

Slightly more than half of Toronto’s population has one of Canada’s two official 
languages as a mother tongue, with about 53% of residents being native speakers of 
English, and only 1% having French as a mother tongue (Statistics Canada 2016a). 
While more than 60% of Toronto residents speak English most often, about a quarter 
of the population speaks a non-official language most often at home, (Statistics 
Canada 2016a). Mandarin and Cantonese speakers are the largest non-official lan-
guage group, comprising 24% of the non-official language speakers, while the next 
largest non-official language speaker groups, namely Tagalog, Tamil, Spanish, 
Portuguese, and Farsi, each comprise 4-6%.

2.2. Language and translation policies in Toronto

The City of Toronto has published several explicit policies related to translation into 
official, Indigenous and new immigrant languages. The Multilingual Information 
Provisions Policy (City of Toronto 2017a) directly discusses the circumstances under 
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which material produced by the city should be translated, while By-law 1176-2009 
“[t]o authorize the use of languages other than English in notices, forms (other than 
prescribed forms) and other information for regular municipal election and by-
elections in the City of Toronto” (City of Toronto 2009) discusses the translation of 
material related to municipal elections. The provision of services in sign languages 
is not included in the Multilingual Information Provisions Policy, as this is supposed 
to fall under the city’s Multi-Year Accessibility Plan (City of Toronto 2011); however, 
the plan does not explicitly describe when and how ASL interpretation should be 
provided, other than noting that “communication supports” (which include ASL) 
must be provided upon request.

Translation has clearly been a subject on which the City of Toronto has been 
reflecting for some time. The Multilingual Information Provisions Policy was adopted 
by Toronto City Council on May 24, 2017, but it replaced the previous policy, the City 
of Toronto Multilingual Services Policy, which had come into effect in 2002 (City of 
Toronto 2002; see Hébert 2016 for a discussion of this previous policy). When prepar-
ing the 2017 policy, the City conducted a survey of Toronto residents to determine 
whether and how they accessed translated municipal information (City of Toronto 
2017b), and also issued a report discussing the financial implications and rationale 
for the new policy (City of Toronto 2017c). 

The City of Toronto does offer other kinds of translation and interpreting services 
(such as telephone interpreting in 180 languages for its 311 information service, and 
interpreting for public meetings). The city also translates signs that are physically 
displayed in the city (like development areas and construction sites) but are not avail-
able online. Some of these translation services are discussed in the City of Toronto 
Multilingual Information Provisions Policy, and others are discussed in related poli-
cies, such as the City of Toronto Multi-Year Accessibility Plan. However, because this 
article is exploring translation in the context of municipal websites, I will be discuss-
ing only translation and online texts.

The Multilingual Information Provisions Policy (City of Toronto 2017a) contains 
nine sections: the first three contextualize the policy and define key terms, while the 
last two discuss compliance and reporting, and list other relevant City of Toronto 
policies. The remaining sections pertain to the translation of critical information that 
could affect the health and safety of Toronto residents, material targeted at specific 
neighbourhoods, municipal marketing material, and all other kinds of information. 

In the three contextualizing sections, several points are worth noting: first, the 
city’s multilingual information must comply with existing municipal policies, includ-
ing the human rights policy, and the information cannot be discriminatory in nature. 
Second, machine translation must be offered as an option on the city’s website. 
Finally, although professional translation is mentioned and defined in the policy 
document, the definition is rather vague, specifying only that a “professional human 
translator” must perform the translation, but not what qualifications or training the 
translator should have. 

Section 4 addresses the translation of critical information—that is information 
that could impact the health and safety of Toronto residents, and/or communications 
about disruptions of critical services such as public transportation or electricity. 
Among other things, it notes that critical information must be translated by a profes-
sional translator “into no less than the top ten languages spoken at home as indicated 
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by the latest census data available, and French” (City of Toronto 2017a: 3), except 
when the information is targeted at a local community (in which case Section 5 
applies), or when the information is targeted at a specific non-localized community, 
in which case the division that is preparing the information should conduct an assess-
ment to determine which languages to target. In emergencies, information is to be 
disseminated in English and then professionally translated “as soon as possible” (City 
of Toronto 2017a: 4). Members of the public can also request information about 
critical services in any language, and the information must be translated “within a 
reasonable timeframe” (City of Toronto 2017a: 4).7 

Section 5 focuses on information targeting specific Toronto areas. It stipulates 
that when this information is not available on the city’s website (and could therefore 
be machine translated), it will be professionally translated “when at least 5% of the 
population in that [geographic area, neighbourhood or ward] speaks languages other 
than English at home as per the latest census data available” (City of Toronto 2017a: 
4). When this standard is met, the information will be summarized, and the summary 
will be “professionally translated into at least the top three languages spoken at home” 
(City of Toronto 2017a: 4), unless the information is targeting just a specific neigh-
bourhood, in which case the summary will be translated into only “the top language 
spoken at home” in that neighbourhood (City of Toronto 2017a: 4). In either case, 
though, the city can assess the need for translation and choose to translate into fewer 
or no languages (City of Toronto 2017a: 4).

Section 6 covers the translation of marketing material, stipulating that a transla-
tion of full or summarized information should be considered based on the target 
audience. Provisions exist for both international and domestic audiences: material 
for international audiences can be translated into the “top spoken language at home” 
in that region, while material for domestic audiences can be translated into the offi-
cial language(s) of that province, and/or the top three languages spoken at home in 
that municipality. A special provision addresses the translation of material that 
promotes Canadian history or cultural events: Section 6.1.3 notes that in such cases, 
the information “may be translated into French” (City of Toronto 2017a: 5).

Finally, Section 7 states that all other kinds of information will be translated on 
a case-by-case basis, as determined by the head of the division based on factors such 
as whether the translation will help encourage certain groups or neighbourhoods to 
participate in city programs or comply with and use city services, whether the trans-
lated information will be relevant for at least six months, and whether there is a 
budget for the translation. 

Several points are of interest here: first, the City of Toronto’s policy document 
relies on the “language spoken most often at home” census data, rather than mother 
tongue data: Sections 4, 6, and 7 of the Multilingual Information Provisions Policy 
prioritize languages based on the number of speakers (for example, the top three 
languages spoken at home in a given district) while Section 5 requires a minimum 
threshold to be met (for instance, at least 5% of the population in a neighbourhood 
speaks a language other than English at home). Thus, some mother tongues may not 
qualify as target languages if they are not often spoken at home by Toronto residents. 
Yet, as Grin, Marácz, et al. (2014: 10) argue, the linguistic profile of many people 
includes several languages, which they draw on not only for communication, but also 
for identity building. Indeed, more than 200,000 Torontonians reported speaking 
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English and a non-official language at home most often in the 2016 census, while 
more than 300,000 reported speaking a non-official language “regularly” (but not 
most often) at home (Statistics Canada 2016a). These responses are not broken down 
by language, however, so under its current policies, the City of Toronto could not 
consider these census responses when deciding which target languages to choose. 

Second, the city does not treat all languages equally: in some cases, official, 
Indigenous, and new immigrant languages must all meet the same criteria to qualify 
for translation, while in others, an official language (namely French) is given priority. 
This is not unexpected since, as Grin (2003b) notes, all multilingual states treat lan-
guages with inequality because new immigrant languages are given less recognition.8 
French is spoken at home by less than 1% of Torontonians, and the same is true for 
all Indigenous languages combined. Thus, whenever the policy prioritizes translation 
into one of the top languages spoken at home, without having an explicit exception 
for French or an Indigenous language, these languages will not meet the requirement 
for translation. Notably, Sections 4 and 6 explicitly include French as a possible target 
language, but no sections offer similar exceptions for any Indigenous languages. This 
policy therefore exhibits both “translation as accommodation” (Córdoba Serrano and 
Diaz Fouces 2018: 6-10), for new immigrant and Indigenous languages (and occasion-
ally for French) and “translation as a right” (Córdoba Serrano and Diaz Fouces 2018: 
6-10), for French: this language is given special recognition because French and 
English speakers have certain rights both provincially and federally that speakers of 
other languages do not. 

Bylaw 1176-2009 is shorter than the Multilingual Information Policy and covers 
only translation situations related to municipal elections. It stipulates that the city 
may choose to translate election information into languages “spoken and understood 
in the home” by at least 2% of a ward’s population at the time of the census (City of 
Toronto 2009: 1). Note, however, that the bylaw does not require the city to translate 
election material, since it says only that translations “may be prepared” (rather than 
must be prepared). And, like the previous policy document, the bylaw relies on the 
“language most often spoken at home” census data. 

2.3. Translation justice

Before turning to the Toronto.ca website to see how the city’s translation policies are 
implemented, I would like to discuss the concept that will underpin the theoretical 
discussion in the rest of this paper: translation justice. 

A relevant framework for discussing translation justice is proposed by De 
Schutter (2017), who argues that translation justice involves choosing between dif-
ferent translation policies. He suggests that states should choose which language(s) 
will be “singled out for state-supported translation” (De Schutter 2017: 17) based on 
the underlying language goal—namely whether the translation policy aims to accom-
modate identity interests in a language, non-identity interests or a combination of 
the two. A policy that aims to accommodate identity interests is based on the prin-
ciples of autonomy and dignity for target language speakers: under such a policy, 
individual identity, which is closely tied to one’s language, must be politically 
respected and secured though translation rather than by encouraging target language 
speakers to learn the majority language (De Schutter 2017: 21-22). A policy that aims 
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to accommodate non-identity interests is based on the principles of efficient com-
munication, democracy and equality of opportunity. Under such a policy, translation 
is intended to help target language speakers understand the source text message 
rather than to affirm the identity of target language speakers (De Schutter 2017: 
17-18). Thus, translation is considered a temporary means of supporting communica-
tion and allowing target language speakers to participate in public life, but target 
language acquisition is the ultimate goal, since communication is most efficient when 
translation is not required (De Schutter 2017: 29). It is also possible for a translation 
policy to be based on a dual position founded on both identity and non-identity 
interests. Such a policy would involve full rights to translation in certain contexts 
(for instance, when exercising one’s right to vote, participating in the public sphere 
or communicating with government officials) but minimal translation rights, and 
promotion of language learning, in other contexts (De Schutter 2017: 28-29). 

We could argue that non-identity (or instrumental) approaches promote assim-
ilation, since they rest on the assumption that everyone should learn at least one of 
the dominant or official languages. In fact, De Schutter (2017: 20) notes that instru-
mental interests will most likely lead to “inculcating citizens with a shared language, 
because doing so is most effective, erases hurdles in democratic exchanges and, as 
such, is beneficial to finding job opportunities.” This is problematic, of course, if we 
want to preserve linguistic diversity in a region—something Grin (2003a: 26) sug-
gests has a positive effect on the welfare of a society. However, encouraging people 
to learn an official language does not mean that they cannot also maintain their 
non-official languages: assimilation need not be the ultimate goal. Indeed, as Grin, 
Marácz, et al. (2014: 10) suggest, all multilingual citizens can develop close connec-
tions with the languages they have learned (whether formally or not) and incorporate 
these languages into their “communication repertoire” as well as their personal 
identity. 

Instrumental interests are integral to the City of Toronto’s translation policy. 
Consider the opening paragraph of Section 1 of the City of Toronto Multilingual 
Information Provisions Policy: 

The City of Toronto recognizes that providing information about its programs, services, 
and engagement activities in languages that reflect the linguistic diversity of the city 
is an important way for the public to engage, participate, and be informed of City 
services and programs. (City of Toronto 2017a: 1)

Likewise, see the preamble to By-law 1176-2009:

WHEREAS Council [of the City of Toronto] wishes to allow election information to be 
made available to electors in any language which the most recent and available Statistics 
Canada data shows was spoken and understood in the home by at least two percent of 
a ward’s population at the time of the census (City of Toronto 2009: 1, emphasis added)

In these two paragraphs, which contextualize two of the city’s translation policy 
documents, the city focuses on the instrumental interests highlighted by De Schutter 
(2017), namely efficient communication, democracy, and equality of opportunity, 
rather than affirming the identity of residents who speak a language other than 
English at home. The city wants to provide information about programs, services, 
and elections (communication), thereby encouraging participation in programs, 
services, and the electoral process (democracy and equality of opportunity). 
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Communication efficiency is evident in several aspects of the city’s translation 
policy and its translation practices. By basing most translation decisions on the 
“language spoken most often at home” census data, rather than the “mother tongue” 
data, the city positions translation as a way to temporarily communicate with resi-
dents who have not yet switched to speaking English most often at home rather than 
as a way to affirm the identity of those who once preferred to (and who may still also) 
speak a language other than English. Moreover, in its language services survey (City 
of Toronto 2017b), the city asked respondents about the factors the city should con-
sider when determining whether to translate a document. In its multiple-choice 
options, the survey offered pragmatic factors—translation cost, importance of the 
information to be translated, number of translation requests, etc. – rather than 
identity-related factors such as whether translations should be produced to help 
preserve a language or to encourage its use in the city, indicating that such factors 
were not a priority when the Multilingual Information Provisions Policy was prepared. 
To see whether non-identity (instrumental) interests are prioritized when the policy 
is implemented, let us now turn to the example of the city’s official website. 

2.4. The Toronto.ca municipal website 

2.4.1. Methodology

To explore how the City of Toronto’s translation policies are put into practice, the 
city’s website (Toronto.ca) was searched for documents and pages in languages other 
than English. The homepage is available only in English, and although a hyperlink at 
the bottom of the page is labelled “Translate,” it merely takes users to a page with a 
drop-down box where they can select one of 51 languages into which they can trans-
late the Toronto.ca website using an integrated Google Translate tool.9 The “Translate” 
link does not direct users to a list of documents or pages that have been professionally 
translated specifically for Toronto residents. Indeed, there is no specific page with a 
list of all translated documents/pages and the languages in which they are available. 
This makes accessing translated material via the city’s website rather challenging. 

For this project, the search bar on the Toronto.ca homepage was used to query 
the name of every language spoken most often at home by at least 15,000 Torontonians 
in the 2016 census (0.5% of the population). Queries were repeated using the native 
name of the language (such as français), its English name (French), and any other 
potential variants (like Filipino, Philipino, Tagalog).10 Although they are spoken at 
home by very few Toronto residents,11 the names of the Indigenous languages most 
often reported as a mother tongue of Toronto residents (that is, Cree, Ojibway, 
Mi’kmaq, and Inuktitut) were also queried. Whenever a translation was found in a 
language that was not initially on the list (for example, Pashto, spoken most often at 
home by approximately 3000 Torontonians), a separate query was done to see whether 
any other content was available in that language. In all, 58 queries were conducted 
in February 2019. 

While this methodology is not perfect, since some languages may have been 
overlooked and some documents may not have been labelled with the name of the 
language in which they were written, it was chosen for two reasons. First, in the 
Multilingual Information Provisions Policy, the City of Toronto prioritizes translations 
based on the number of people who speak a language at home; adding queries for 
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languages spoken by few Toronto residents was unlikely to have yielded more trans-
lations but would have greatly increased the research time.12 Second, this process was 
the one that a typical Toronto resident would need to use if they wanted to find 
translated materials on the website: they are unlikely to write a script to search the 
website for content in a particular language. They could certainly come across trans-
lated material by chance when browsing through the website, but they would need 
to use the search engine if they wanted to systematically search for content in a 
language. Therefore, if content was not found for this project via the search engine 
queries, it is unlikely to be found by city residents either. 

2.4.2. Overview of the translated content 

Although the City of Toronto’s website is not “localized” in the sense of being adapted 
for other specific sociocultural regions (Jiménez-Crespo 2013: 12), the website local-
ization levels proposed by Jiménez-Crespo (2013) still provide a helpful way to catego-
rize the kind of translated content that is available on the Toronto.ca website. 
Jiménez-Crespo’s model ranges from level 0, in which a website offers translated 
documents or machine translation links, to Level 4, in which a fully localized “mirror” 
site exists in another language. Given the low level of localization on the Toronto.ca 
website, I have slightly adapted his model to distinguish between a site that offers the 
possibility of machine translation (Level 0) and a site that offers translated documents 
(Level 1), resulting in one additional level, as seen in Table 1: 

Table 1
Levels of translation on the Toronto.ca website 

Level Criteria No. of Languages Comments

0 Link to machine translation 51 languages
Machine translation offered 
via a drop-down menu on 
Toronto.ca website

1 Translated documents/ multimedia 28 languages 52 PDFs and 3 dubbed/ASL 
YouTube videos were found

2 Paragraph or page in another 
language —

3 Several translated webpages. 
Navigation menu in English 1 language 18 pages were fully or partially 

translated into French

4 Several translated webpages. At least 
one navigation menu in the TL —

5 Fully localized mirror site —

(Categories slightly adapted from Jiménez-Crespo 2013)

As Table 1 illustrates, the City of Toronto’s website provides limited support for 
languages other than English. Its translation offerings consist mainly of translated 
documents, which Internet users can access only via webpages, search engine inter-
faces and navigation menus that remain in English. No Indigenous or new immigrant 
languages received support beyond Level 1. However, the website does offer sup-
port for non-Latin characters, as the embedded search engine returned results for 
languages in their native names, even when these names used non-Latin alphabets 
(such as العربية [Arabic]).
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Machine translation (Level 0 support) is offered on the website, as required by 
the Multilingual Information Provisions Policy; however, even though Google 
Translate now offers translation between English and more than 100 other languages, 
only 51 languages are incorporated into the City of Toronto’s “Google Translate Tool.” 
Since many of these 51 languages are not among those most commonly spoken at 
home in Toronto, the city has likely not updated its machine translation page in some 
time, nor has it customized the languages to match the needs of its residents.13 The 
city also clearly differentiates the translations produced by the Google Translate tool 
from the ones produced by the city, since the city’s Google Translate page includes a 
disclaimer stipulating that the city is not responsible for the accuracy of the transla-
tion (City of Toronto 2020). For this reason, when City of Toronto translations are 
discussed in the rest of this paper, I am referring only to the human-produced trans-
lations disseminated by the city, and not to the content that could be produced via 
the city’s integrated Google Translate tool. 

In terms of translated documents, the City of Toronto website offered only PDFs, 
which we shall look at in more detail in the next section. The website also included 
three embedded YouTube videos with dubbing or ASL interpretation. Of these mul-
timedia files, one, about newborn hearing screening, was dubbed (and captioned) in 
twelve languages. This video was the only instance of translation into an Indigenous 
language on the Toronto.ca website: one of the dubbed languages was Ojicree, while 
the others were new immigrant languages (Arabic, Chinese, Farsi, Italian, Portuguese, 
Somali, Spanish, Tamil, Urdu, and Vietnamese) and French. The other two other 
videos, about voting in municipal elections, included ASL interpreting. These two 
videos were the only files found to offer support for ASL—though of course ASL 
support cannot be offered through the medium of PDFs, which were the only other 
type of translated documents on the website. 

The only language to reach beyond Level 1 was French, since the Toronto.ca 
website contained 18 pages either entirely in French or with both French and English 
content. These 18 pages discussed healthcare (information on long-term care facili-
ties), childcare and parenting (information about childcare centres), education 
(information about health programs in schools), and employment (information about 
employment and social services locations).

2.4.3. Translated documents

Given that most of the translation on the City of Toronto website remained at Level 
1, it is worth focusing on the types of documents that were available on the website. 
To facilitate the analysis, I have grouped the PDFs into ten categories, based on the 
content of the document. Each document was assigned to only one category. This did 
occasionally pose problems for documents with broad content, but I established 
criteria to systematically ensure that documents in each category would share the 
same characteristics and would not overlap with another category. 

The translated PDFs fell into the following categories: 

1. Childcare and parenting documents were about infants and/or children and were 
aimed at parents or families, rather than educators (in which case they fell into 
category 8: education and teaching resources). Documents that discussed maternal 
health or healthcare for infants and children were classified as category 4 (health-
care) instead. Translated documents in the childcare and parenting category 
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included a brochure on building resilient youth and a guide for parents who would 
be leaving their children home alone.

2. Elections documents were related to municipal, provincial or federal elections, and 
included guidelines for voting in upcoming municipal elections.

3. Immigration documents were aimed at people moving to the city for the first time. 
The one document that fell into this category was a newcomer welcome brochure.

4. Healthcare documents discussed mental and physical health and wellbeing. 
Maternal healthcare—such as pamphlets about breastfeeding or emotional health 
during pregnancy—were common, but there were also documents about hygiene, 
such as a poster on handwashing.

5. Emergency planning documents discussed fire safety or advised residents about how 
to prepare for natural disasters, medical emergencies and even (given Toronto’s 
proximity to the nuclear power plant in Pickering, Ontario) nuclear disasters. 

6. Urban development documents covered a range of topics, but were all related to 
city-led construction, transportation, and infrastructure projects. For instance, the 
city translated a poverty reduction strategy, construction notices, and a transporta-
tion master plan for a busy traffic corridor. 

7. Housing and shelter documents were of two kinds: those that targeted homeowners 
and renters, offering them information about city housing-related policies, and 
those that discussed emergency or homeless shelters. Three documents fell into this 
category: a guide advising homeowners about proper renovation processes, a form 
that renters could use to request services or repairs from their landlords, and a 
document explaining why a temporary shelter would be collecting personal infor-
mation. 

8. Education and teaching resources were either documents targeted at educators (such 
as a guide to teaching elementary school students about puberty) or forms that 
could be filled out for various school programs (such as a grant application for a 
school food program)

9. Legal documents were related to courts, legislation or bylaws. Only two documents 
fell into this category: a set of rules and procedures for tribunals and a form for 
requesting an extension on paying parking fines.

10. Other was reserved for documents that fit into no other category. Only one docu-
ment was included: a guide to using the Toronto archives to research a home’s 
history.

With the exception of French, the 28 languages in which the PDF documents 
were available are all new immigrant languages. Figure 1 compares the number of 
documents translated into each of the 28 languages with the 2016 census data on the 
number of people who speak these languages in Toronto. Note that in Figure 1, the 
left and right axes have different scales. The left axis depicts the number of translated 
documents on the Toronto.ca website (grey bars), which ranges from 0 to 47, while 
the right axis shows the number of people in Toronto who reported speaking this 
language most often at home according to the 2016 census (black bars), which ranges 
from 2,995 (the number of Pashto speakers) to 171,165 (the number of Mandarin and 
Cantonese speakers).14 The data is sorted based on the number of language speakers, 
but the X-axis remains constant, allowing us to visualize how the number of trans-
lated documents compares to the number of people who speak that language most 
often at home in Toronto.
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Figure 1
Number of translated documents compared to number of people in Toronto who speak these 
languages most often at home15

Figure 1 demonstrates that to some extent, as the number of people who speak 
a given language at home declines, so does the number of translations available in 
that language. There are several exceptions to this trend, the most obvious of which 
is French: almost all of the 52 documents were translated into French, even though 
French speakers make up a very small percentage of Toronto’s population: approxi-
mately 0.7% of Toronto residents reported speaking French most often at home in 
the 2016 census, about the same number of people who reported speaking Vietnamese, 
Gujarati or Arabic, and yet only 9 documents were translated into Vietnamese, 10 in 
Gujarati, and 17 into Arabic, compared to 47 in French. 

The fact that more documents are available French than in other languages is not 
entirely unexpected, due to several factors. First, as discussed above, the City of 
Toronto’s current policy (as well as its previous policy) gives special status to French. 
For instance, critical information must be translated into the top ten languages spoken 
at home and French (City of Toronto 2017a: 3). Previously, the city recommended that 
translations into French be provided whenever public information on citywide issues 
were also translated into other languages (City of Toronto 2002: 2). This policy would 
undoubtedly have contributed to some of the translations into French, particularly for 
non-critical texts published prior to 2017, when the old policy was in effect.

Second, some of the 47 French documents were produced by the Ontario govern-
ment, rather than the City of Toronto. Under the province’s French Language Services 
Act (Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1989/2019), the City of Toronto is a designated 
service area where residents are able to access services from the provincial govern-
ment in both French and English, and documents from the province (such as the 
2018 Candidates’ Guide for Ontario Municipal Council and School Board Elections, 
which is posted on the city’s Election Candidate Information page) would need to be 
produced in both official languages. Although the French Language Services Act does 
not oblige the City of Toronto to translate municipal material into French (Hébert 
2016: 24), the city might still have to do so for reasons that are not part of either the 
Multilingual Information Provisions Policy or Bylaw 1176-2009. For instance, if 
Toronto offers a service or program on behalf of the province or has a funding agree-
ment with the federal government, then the city would have to make material related 

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   563Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   563 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



564    Meta, LXV, 3, 2020

to these programs and services available in both French and English (City of Toronto 
2017c). This would seem to be the case, for instance, with a student nutrition program 
grant application form, since the grant was administered jointly by the City of 
Toronto and the Province of Ontario. 

Finally, some of the French translations were disseminated but not produced by 
the City of Toronto, which means that the translation costs did not come from the 
city’s budget. For instance, the webpage where the French edition of a teacher’s guide 
on puberty and sexual health (City of Toronto 2017d) can be downloaded16 has a 
statement thanking Public Health Ottawa for the French translation.

The differences in the number of translations for other languages is not as easily 
explained. At first glance, it is difficult to say, for instance, why the city has translated 
more documents into Arabic than into Gujarati or Vietnamese when there are almost 
the same number of speakers of all three languages. Likewise, almost the same num-
ber of people speak Tagalog, Tamil, and Spanish most often at home, and yet the 
number of translations differs markedly, with 17, 20 and 26 documents respectively 
available in these languages. Finally, languages such as Romanian, Turkish, and 
Armenian have more speakers than languages like Tibetan, Amharic, and Pashto, 
but no translated documents are available in the former while 1 to 3 documents are 
available in the latter. Taking a look at the breakdown of information categories for 
each of the languages, though, does help contextualize these figures. 

Figure 2
Translated documents on the Toronto.ca website, by category and language

Due to space constraints, language names have been replaced with their respective ISO 639 codes.17 There 
were no separate codes for Farsi and Dari, so Dari has been left unchanged. AR (Arabic), ARC (Assyrian 
Neo-Aramaic), BN (Bengali), BO (Tibetan), Dari, EL (Greek), ES (Spanish), FA (Farsi), FR (French), 
GU (Gujarati), HI (Hindi), HU (Hungarian), IT (Italian), KO (Korean), PA (Punjabi), PL (Polish), 
PS (Pashto), PT (Portuguese), RU (Russian), SO (Somali), TA (Tamil), TL (Tagalog), UK (Ukrainian), 
UR (Urdu), VI (Vietnamese), ZH (Simplified & Traditional Chinese)

As Figure 2 illustrates, the category with the most translated documents was 
healthcare: 14 of the 52 documents fell into this category; however, only 17 of the 
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28 languages had a translation of a health-care-related text, and these languages are 
typically the ones with the most translations. Election-related material, which 
 comprised 10 of the 52 documents, and housing and shelter documents, which com-
prised only 3 of the 52 documents, were translated into the most languages. In fact, 
only four of the 28 target languages—Hindi, Hungarian, Dari, and Amharic—did 
not have a translation of at least one of the election documents, while only five target 
languages—Italian, Assyrian Neo-Aramaic, Pashto, Tibetan, and Ukrainian—did 
not have a translation of a housing or shelter document. 

As noted earlier, the translation of information related to municipal elections 
falls under Bylaw 1176-2009 rather than the Multilingual Information Provisions 
Policy. Under the bylaw, the city may translate election information when at least 2% 
of a ward’s population speaks a given language, which means texts can be translated 
into languages that are not among the most widely spoken city-wide. This may there-
fore explain why translated documents are available in languages such as Assyrian 
Neo-Aramaic, Tibetan, and Pashto but not in more widely spoken languages such as 
Romanian, Turkish, Armenian or Albanian, since the only documents translated into 
Assyrian Neo-Aramaic, Tibetan, and Pashto were elections-related material such as 
what a voter card looked like and how to cast a vote in the 2018 municipal election. 

It is also evident that some categories—namely education and legal forms—were 
translated only into French and no other languages, while only one category—urban 
development—was not translated into French (though it was translated into eight 
other languages). This again highlights the competing approaches in the city’s trans-
lation policy—namely a clash between the translation “as a right” and translation “as 
accommodation” (see Cordoba Serrano and Diaz Fouces 2018: 6-10). Because educa-
tion in Canada is a provincial responsibility, and Toronto is a designated area where 
the province of Ontario must provide French-language services, many educational 
forms must be available in French, and thus translation is a right, regardless of the 
number of people who speak French in the city. By contrast, texts about urban devel-
opment, a municipal responsibility, would not have to be translated into French, and 
given that the information in this category is not critical, the city’s translation policy 
treats French like any other language spoken in the city. In this case, translation is 
an accommodation: the number of speakers seemingly did not qualify French for a 
translation, since the urban development documents were translated only into six of 
the seven most frequently spoken languages. 

3. Translation and linguistic justice on the Toronto.ca website

This final section will consider questions related to linguistic and translation justice 
as they apply to the City of Toronto’s translation policy and the Toronto.ca website. 

In Section 2.3, I argued that the City of Toronto’s translation policies largely 
prioritize instrumental or non-identity interests (De Schutter 2017: 17) over identity 
interests, given their emphasis on communicative efficiency. This same focus on 
communication, rather than identity promotion or symbolic affirmation (Patten 
2001) is also visible in the Toronto.ca website. The translated webpages, multimedia, 
and PDFs typically offer important information about health, safety, and elections, 
rather than material that celebrates cultural heritage or helps a particular language 
to flourish in the city. Virtually no translations are related to recreational programs, 
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the arts or cultural history.18 Moreover, in the translation policy itself, languages 
(other than French, to a limited extent) are not prioritized based on their symbolic 
connection to Canadian culture or as a way to empower historically disadvantaged 
language groups. The languages into which translations are produced are those most 
frequently spoken at home, rather than those that are in danger of disappearing in 
the city—Indigenous languages, for instance.

Communicative efficiency is also visible in the city’s decision to embed translated 
documents on the Toronto.ca website within an English interface and English navi-
gation menus. While some pages were available in French, the navigation menu was 
always in English, as was the case for the PDF documents. In addition, the Toronto.
ca website lacks a page listing all translated documents, and the integrated machine 
translation options do not overlap with many of the city’s most commonly spoken 
languages. This means that residents are being only partially accommodated through 
translation and are expected to be able to function in English or to have someone 
help them navigate the website. 

While the policy documents closely reflect the city’s instrumental interests, their 
implementation is not always consistent. The city attempts to strike a balance between 
reaching as many language groups as possible and minimizing financial costs by 
translating only certain types of texts and only if the number of speakers of a lan-
guage reaches a certain threshold (for instance, a percentage of a ward’s population). 
However, some Torontonians (such as Arabic speakers) have access to more docu-
ments in the language they speak most often at home, even when the same number 
of Toronto residents speak one of the city’s other languages (like Gujarati and 
Vietnamese). The kinds of information that are translated for Toronto residents also 
varies by language, with only some language speakers having access to, say, elections 
materials and emergency planning documents. 

As noted, the city of Toronto’s website generally did not reach beyond the first 
level of website localization, in the revised Jiménez-Crespo (2013) model. The 0-5 
“levels of localization” scale implies that the ideal situation would be Level 5, namely 
a fully functional mirror site, but how would this be feasible, from a financial stand-
point, for the 28 languages in which the city has made documents available, never 
mind the other languages spoken in the city? Obviously, in cases like Toronto, where 
the non-official language communities are varied and numerous, and when instru-
mental, rather than identity interests, are the focus, aiming for a high level of localiza-
tion for non-official language groups is not communicatively efficient. Thus, Levels 
0-3 might be appropriate for a municipality that aims to maximize the number of 
languages in which information can be made available. To help ensure that translated 
documents are more readily accessible, these minimal levels of localization could be 
combined with more effective navigation, such as a link in the navigation menu to a 
page with a list of all translated documents, along with a link to each document writ-
ten in both English and the native name of the language. In addition, building on the 
recommendation in Carroll’s (2010: 388-389) study of Japanese municipal websites, 
documents could be made available in simplified English, which would help facilitate 
communication with all recent immigrants whose first language is not English.

Although instrumental interests are the focus of the city’s translation policies, 
identity interests are also represented to some extent, offering an example of the dual 
identity/instrumentalist position described by De Schutter (2017: 28-29). The city’s 
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previous policy more explicitly emphasized both identity and instrumental interests, 
since French was offered certain protections that other languages were not due to its 
official status at the federal level (Hébert 2016; City of Toronto 2002). However, even 
the current policy gives special status to French in certain circumstances (critical 
information, and marketing material related to Canadian history and culture). As 
we have seen, this likely contributed to the number of translations into French being 
considerably higher than the translations into any other language, despite the small 
number of people who speak French at home in Toronto. 

By contrast, under the existing translation policies, the City of Toronto’s transla-
tion efforts are unlikely to include Indigenous languages. After all, in the Canadian 
census, the number of First Nations people who report being able to speak or under-
stand an Indigenous language has decreased from fewer than 30% in 2006 to only 
20% in 2016 (Duff and Li 2009: 3; Anderson 2018; Assembly of First Nations 2019: 619).
Prioritizing languages that meet a certain threshold in the census data, as the City 
of Toronto (2017a) Multilingual Information Provisions Policy does, means that 
endangered languages are unlikely to be a focus of the city’s translation efforts. And 
yet, the city’s objective in the Multilingual Information Provisions Policy is to “reflect 
the linguistic diversity of the city” (City of Toronto 2017a: 1). This could be better 
achieved with a policy that includes ways for the city to provide information in offi-
cial, new immigrant, and Indigenous languages. As the Assembly of First Nations 
(2019: 7) has argued, effective language policies are one of the elements that are 
crucial to the survival and revival of indigenous languages. Incorporating a provision 
for indigenous languages within its Multilingual Information Provisions Policy would 
be in the city’s best interest, because if language diversity is valued, “a policy that 
promises to deliver more diversity should be preferred over one that promises to 
deliver less” (Grin 2003b: 185), provided the financial and symbolic costs are roughly 
the same. 

The city could aim to reflect a broader range of linguistic diversity while also 
minimizing the financial costs by sharing resources with other municipalities or even 
with other local or regional partners, such as universities and language revitalization 
groups, as suggested by the Assembly of First Nations (2019: 37). Evidence of col-
laboration is already visible on the Toronto.ca website, since several of the French 
translations featured there were not prepared by the city but rather by the province 
or other agencies, such as Public Health Ottawa. A similar practice could be followed 
for Indigenous languages and less widely spoken new immigrant languages. For 
instance, two municipalities could write an emergency planning document and share 
the translation costs, or a municipality with a significant number of speakers of a 
particular language could share relevant documents with a municipality that does 
not have enough speakers of that language to justify the translation or writing costs. 

Other ways of balancing competing instrumental and identity interests could be 
explored more fully in the future by studying municipal websites in areas where the 
linguistic, social and political contexts differ from those in Toronto: bilingual 
municipalities such as Moncton, New Brunswick; municipalities such as Richmond, 
British Columbia or Markham, Ontario, where most non-official language speakers 
speak the same language; small municipalities with fewer resources than the City of 
Toronto; municipalities in Quebec, where French (rather than English) is the official 
language, etc. 

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   567Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   567 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



568    Meta, LXV, 3, 2020

ACKNOWELDGEMENTS

Early versions of this article were presented at several events, including a brown bag talk at the 
Centre for Research on Language and Culture Contact and the Journée d’étude Traduction et 
politique(s) at the Université de Montréal. Feedback from these events, together with the peer 
reviewer comments, helped strengthen the arguments presented here. Any shortcomings are, of 
course, my own. 

NOTES

1. Policies can, of course, also be implemented by non-governmental organizations, corporations and 
institutions (Meylaerts 2011: 744), but such cases are not discussed here.

2. See the French Language Services Act in Ontario (see Legislative Assembly of Ontario 1989/2019 
in Appendix 2).

3. Nunavut has three official languages: Inuit (Inuktitut and Inuinnaqtun), English, and French 
(Government of Nunavut 2016). The Northwest Territories has 11 official languages (Prince of 
Wales Northern Heritage Centre 2006). The Yukon has English and French, as well as limited 
official recognition for Yukon’s Indigenous languages (Government of Yukon 1988/2016).

4. The term official language speakers is potentially ambiguous, since the official languages differ at 
the federal, provincial/territorial, and municipal levels. For the sake of consistency, official language 
speakers is used throughout this paper to refer to the languages officially recognized at the federal 
level, namely English and French.

5. This is the term used in the Census Profile.
6. Córdoba Serrano and Diaz Fouces (2018: 3) suggest that using terms such as immigrant and 

Indigenous groups to distinguish between those who are indigenous to the land and those who are 
not is problematic, particularly when considering how to label languages like French in Quebec. 
This is true. However, it is also problematic to use the label autochthonous to refer to both 
Indigenous groups and groups that have been “historically settled in [a] land for a period long 
enough to view that land as their historic homeland” (Córdoba Serrano and Diaz Fouces 2018: 11), 
as they suggest. Other researchers prefer to draw a distinction between Canada’s Indigenous lan-
guages and “settler languages” like English and French (Timpson 2009: 160). Therefore, I have 
chosen not to rely on a dichotomous model or use the terms autochthonous/allochthonous lan-
guages, but to instead draw inspiration from Meylaert’s (2011: 744) use of the terms historical 
territorial minorities and new immigrants. I thus distinguish between historical immigrant lan-
guages (the “official languages” of French and English), Indigenous languages (those traditionally 
spoken by the First Nations, Métis or Inuit) and new immigrant languages (all others).

7. Note, however, that when the city conducted its survey prior to creating the 2017 policy, half of the 
respondents who had requested a translation reported that they had never received it (City of 
Toronto 2017b: 3), although it is not clear what kind of information they had requested (for 
instance, critical vs non-critical).

8. In this argument, Grin (2003b: 184) distinguishes only between the “languages of immigration” 
and “autochthonous languages,” which is problematic for the reasons discussed in endnote 6. 
Presumably, the term autochthonous languages includes both historical immigrant and Indigenous 
languages. In this Toronto example, the argument applies only to a historical immigrant language 
(French), and not to Indigenous languages.

9. Translate (Last update: 28 March 2014): Toronto.ca. Consulted on 24 August 2020, <https://www.
toronto.ca/home/translate/>.

10. A search for “English” was not conducted, because the goal was to locate only documents and 
pages in languages other than English. 

11. Only 110 people in Toronto reported speaking an Indigenous language most often at home in the 
2016 census. Cree and Ojibway were the most frequently reported languages.

12. The city often translated documents into several languages at once, so it is unlikely, given its trans-
lation policy, that the city would have translated a document into a language spoken by very few 
residents without also making that document available in a more widely spoken language. With this 
project’s methodology, translations would have been overlooked only if a document or webpage was 
translated into a language spoken by fewer than 15,000 Toronto residents and no other languages.

13. For instance, the list of languages includes Albanian, Catalan, Danish, Estonian, Galician, 
Icelandic, Maltese, and Welsh, none of which is among the top 50 languages spoken in the city. In 
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fact, several of these languages, such as Icelandic and Welsh, are spoken at home by fewer than a 
dozen Torontonians. Conversely, languages that are among the most frequently spoken at home 
in Toronto, such as Tamil and Urdu, are not supported by the Google Translate tool.

14. Simplified and Traditional Chinese have been combined throughout this paper because the City 
of Toronto website did not always distinguish between the two when labelling its translations. 
When a translated document was explicitly available in both Simplified and Traditional Chinese, 
it was counted only once and grouped under the “Traditional/Simplified Chinese” label.

15. Census data for Dari is missing because Census Canada does not include Dari as a separate lan-
guage, whereas the City of Toronto offered translations into both Farsi and Dari (see for instance 
City of Toronto 2019).

16. Available under the “Ressources en français.”
17. Codes for the Representation of Names of Languages /ISO 639-2 Code (Last update: 21 December 

2017): Library of Congress. Consulted on 3 October 2020, <http://www.loc.gov/standards/iso639-2/
php/code_list.php>.

18. The only document that could be described as relating to cultural heritage is the one classified as 
“other”: a guide to using archives to research your home’s history (City of Toronto 2020). It was 
translated into Chinese, French, and Italian. While the guide is available on a page that offers details 
about Black and Chinese history in Toronto, these pages are not translated, and the guide itself 
focuses mainly on which resources at the City of Toronto Archives would be particularly helpful. 

19. Assembly of First Nations (2019): A Guide to An Act respecting Indigenous Languages: A Tool 
for First Nations Language Revitalization. Ottawa: Assembly of First Nations. Consulted on 
2 December 2020, <http://www.afn.ca/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Respecting_Languages_
Report_ENG.pdf>.
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Grin, François, Marácz, László, Pokorn, Nike K., et al. (2014): Mobility and Inclusion in 
Multilingual Europe: A Position Paper, unpublished. MIME Kick-Off Conference. Geneva, 
31 March 2014. Consulted on 3 November 2020, <https://www.mime-project.org/resources/
MIME-POSITION-PAPER-V4.pdf>.

Hebert, Lyse (2016): A post-bilingual zone? Language and Translation Policy in Toronto. 
Tusaaji: A Translation Review. 5(5):17-27.

Holzer, Marc and Kim, Seang-Tae (2006): Digital Governance in Municipalities Worldwide: A 
Longitudinal Assessment of Municipal Websites Throughout the World. Newark: National 
Centre for Public Productivity, Rutgers University. 

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   569Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   569 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



570    Meta, LXV, 3, 2020

Jiménez-Crespo, Miguel (2013): Translation and Web Localization. London/New York: Routledge.
Lane-Mercier, Gillian, Merkle, Denise, and Meylaerts, Reine (2014): Présentation: Traduc-

tion et plurilinguisme officiel. Meta. 59(3):471-480.
Liste, Lucía, and Sørensen, Knut H. (2015): Customer, client or citizen? How Norwegian local 

governments domesticate website technology and configure their users. Information Com-
munication and Society. 18(7):733-746. 

McDonald, J. Scott, Merwin, Gerald A., Merwin, Keith A., et al. (2011): In English and en 
español? Language accessibility of county websites. International Journal of Public Admin-
istration. 34:837-842.

McDonough Dolmaya, Julie (2017): Expanding the sum of all human knowledge: Wikipedia, 
translation and linguistic justice. The Translator. 23(2):143-157.

Meylaerts, Reine (2011): Translational Justice in a multilingual world: An overview of trans-
lational regimes. Meta. 56(4):743-57.
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Translation Policy. In: Gabriel González Núñez and Reine Meylaerts, eds. Translation 
and Public Policy: Interdisciplinary Perspectives and Case Studies. London/New York: 
Routledge, 1-14.

Patten, Alan (2001): Political Theory and Language Policy. Political Theory. 29(5):691-715.
Patten, Alan and Kymlicka, Will (2003): Introduction: Language Rights and Political Theory: 

Contexts, Issues and Approaches. In: Will Kymlicka and Alan Patten, eds. Language 
Rights and Political Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Timpson, Annis May (2009): Reconciling Indigenous and Settler language Interests: Language 
Policy Initiatives in Nunavut. Journal of Canadian Studies. 43(2):159-263.

APPENDICES

Appendix 1: Municipal references

City of Greater Sudbury (2001): French-language services/Services en français. Sudbury: 
Communications and French Services. Consulted on 13 September 2020, <https://www.
greatersudbury.ca/content/dept_as/documents/flspolicyeng.pdf>.

City of Moncton (2018): 0216 - City of Moncton Policy on Official Languages. Moncton: 
Moncton City Council. Consulted on 29 August 2020, <http://www5.moncton.ca/docs/
policies/Policy_on_Official_Languages.pdf>. 

City of Ottawa (22 May 2015): Bilingualism Policy. Ottawa: Corporate Programs and Business 
Services Branch. Consulted on 4 August 2020, <https://ottawa.ca/en/city-hall/your-city-
government/policies-and-administrative-structure/administrative-policies#bilingualism-
policy>. 

City of Toronto (13-15 February 2002): Multilingual Services Policy. Toronto: Council of the 
City of Toronto. Consulted on 28 September 2020, <https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/2002/
agendas/council/cc020213/adm2rpt/cl004.pdf>.

City of Toronto (2 December 2009): By-law no. 1176-2009: To authorize the use of languages 
other than English in notices, forms (other than prescribed forms) and other information for 
regular municipal election and by-elections in the City of Toronto. Toronto: Council of the 
City of Toronto. Consulted on 31 August 2020, <https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/
bylaws/2009/law1176.pdf>. 

City of Toronto (2011): Multi-Year Accessibility Plan (2012-2016). Toronto: Council of the City 
of Toronto. Consulted on 25 June 2019, <https://www.toronto.ca/city-government/ 
accessibility-human-rights/accessibilitycity-at-the-city-of-toronto/multi-year-accessibility-
plan/>.

City of Toronto (2017a): City of Toronto Multilingual Information Provisions Policy. Toronto: 
Strategic Communications Division. Consulted on 23 September 2020, <https://www.
toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2017/ex/bgrd/backgroundfile-103524.pdf>.

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   570Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   570 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



translation and canadian municipal websites : a toronto example    571

City of Toronto (2017b): City of Toronto Language Survey Results. Toronto: Strategic Com-
munications Division. Consulted on 2 October 2020, <https://www.toronto.ca/legdocs/
mmis/2017/ex/bgrd/backgroundfile-103525.pdf>.

City of Toronto (2017c): Report for Action: City of Toronto Multilingual Information Provisions 
Policy. Toronto: Strategic Communications Division. Consulted on 3 October 2020, <https://
www.toronto.ca/legdocs/mmis/2017/ex/bgrd/backgroundfile-103523.pdf>. 

City of Toronto (Last update: 16 Novembre 2017; 2017d): Sexual Health Resources for Teachers. 
Toronto: School Resources for Educators & Parents. Consulted on 13 September 2020, 
<https://www.toronto.ca/community-people/health-wellness-care/health-programs-advice/
resources-for-schools/sexual-health-resources/>.

City of Toronto (Last update: 14 June 2019): Collection of Information Notice. Toronto: Shelter 
Management Information System. Consulted on 23 September 2019, <https://web.archive.
org/web/20190614033601/https:/www.toronto.ca/community-people/community-partners/
emergency-shelter-operators/shelter-management-information-system/>.

City of Toronto (Last update: 5 February 2020): Find the History of Your House. Toronto: City 
of Toronto Archives. Consulted on 22 March 2020, <https://web.archive.org/
web/20200205005704/https:/www.toronto.ca/city-government/accountability-operations-
customer-service/access-city-information-or-records/city-of-toronto-archives/using-the-
archives/research-by-topic/find-the-history-of-your-house/>.

Appendix 2: Federal, provincial, and territorial references 

Assemblée nationale du Québec (Enacted: 26 August 1977; last amended: 15 June 2020): 
Charte de la langue française. Recueil des lois et des règlements du Québec. C-11. Consulted 
on 1 December 2020, <http://www.legisquebec.gouv.qc.ca/fr/showdoc/cs/C-11>.

Government of Nunavut (Last updated: 26 November 2016): Official Languages. Iqaluit: 
Department of Culture and Heritage. Consulted on 1 December 2020, <https://www.gov.
nu.ca/culture-and-heritage/information/official-languages>.

Government of Yukon (Enacted: 18 May 1988; last amended: 12 May 2016): Languages Act. 
Revised Statutes of Yukon. 2002(c. 133). Consulted on 14 October 2020, <https://legislation.
yukon.ca/acts/languages_c.pdf>.

Legislative Assembly of Ontario (Enacted: 18 November 1989; last amended: 1 May 2019): 
French Language Services Act. Revised Statutes of Ontario. 1990(c. F32). Consulted on 
14 October 2020, <https://www.ontario.ca/laws/statute/90f32>.

Parliament of Canada (Enacted: 9 September 1969; last amended: 21 September 2017): 
Official Languages Act. Revised Statutes of Canada. 1985(c. 31):4th Supp. Consulted on 
14 October 2020, <https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/PDF/O-3.01.pdf>.

Parliament of Canada (Enacted: 21 July 1988; last amended: 1 April 2014): Canadian Multi-
culturalism Act. Revised Statutes of Canada. 1985(c. 24):4th Supp. Consulted on 14 October 
2020, <https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/c-18.7/page-1.html>.

Prince of Wales Northern Heritage Centre (Last updated: 2 October 2006): Official 
Languages of the Northwest Territories. Yellowknife: Department of Education, Culture and 
Employment, Government of the Northwest Territories. Consulted on 1 December 2020, 
<https://www.pwnhc.ca/official-languages-of-the-northwest-territories/>.

Appendix 3: Statistical references

Anderson, Thomas (7 December 2018): Results from the 2016 Census: Aboriginal languages and 
the role of second-language acquisition. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Consulted on 3 Septem-
ber 2020, <https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2018001/article/54981-eng.htm>. 

Statistics Canada (2016a): Census Profile, 2016 Census. Toronto, City [census subdivision], 
Ontario and Ontario [Province]. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Consulted on 10 September 
2020, <https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/details/page.cfm
?Lang=E&Geo1=CSD&Code1=3520005&Geo2=PR&Code2=35&Data=Count&SearchTex

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   571Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   571 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32



572    Meta, LXV, 3, 2020

t=Toronto&SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&GeoLevel=PR&GeoCode=35200
05&TABID=1>. 

Statistics Canada (2016b): Census Profile, 2016 Census. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Consulted 
on 10 September 2020, <https://www12.statcan.gc.ca/census-recensement/2016/dp-pd/prof/
details/page.cfm?Lang=E&Geo1=PR&Code1=01&Geo2=&Code2=&SearchText=Canada&
SearchType=Begins&SearchPR=01&B1=All&TABID=1&type=0>.

Statistics Canada (2017): Immigration and ethnocultural diversity: Key results from the 2016 
Census. Ottawa: Statistics Canada. Consulted on 10 September 2020, <https://www150.
statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/171025/dq171025b-eng.htm>. 

Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   572Meta 65.3.corr 2.indd   572 2021-05-03   22:322021-05-03   22:32


