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Most people come from a Romance-speaking country. The Portuguese community 
consists of 92,000 people; the French community of 39,400; the Italian commu-
nity of 19,000; and the Belgian community of 18,800. 12,800 residents have 
German nationality, 6,000 people come from the UK and there are 4,000 citizens 
of the Netherlands. Other EU Member states are represented by a further 29,600 
inhabitants and 36,000 come from outside of the EU (see STATEC 2015a). In 
addition, in 2013 there were 161,300 commuters who worked in Luxembourg: 
40,700 Belgians, 79,900 French and 40,900 Germans (see STATEC 2015b).

Fig. 1: Homepage of the Community Centre on the internet

The homepage of the national Community Centre on the internet is available in 
five languages: French, Luxembourgish, German, English and Portuguese. This 
reflects the multilingual situation in Luxembourg, ie the three official languages 
of Luxembourg, then Portuguese (representing the biggest proportion of foreign 
citizens), and finally English which is used as a global language by other foreign 
citizens.

1.	 Luxembourg’s multilingualism as regulated by law

General language policy is regulated in Luxembourg by law. In the language law 
of the 24th February 1984, the first article declares that the national language  
of Luxembourgers is Luxembourgish, although that doesn’t mean that everybody 
who has a Luxembourgish passport can actually speak or write very good Luxem-
bourgish (see Languages in School). Article 2, on the language of legislation, 
specifies that legislative acts and their executive regulations are written in French. 
When the legislative and regulatory acts are accompanied by a translation, only 
the French text is authentic. Articles 3 and 4 deal with administrative and judicial 
languages. Administrative and contentious or non-contentious judicial matters can 
use Luxembourgish, German or French, subject to special provisions on certain 
matters. Article 4 also states that should a citizen submit any formal application in 
Luxembourgish, French or German, the administration should wherever possible, 
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use for its response the language chosen by the applicant. The answers should be 
within the bounds of possibility (see Service Central de Legislation 2015).

Fig. 2: Official homepage – the administrative guide of the Luxembourg government

The official homepage of the administrative guide of the Luxembourg govern-
ment gives residents the choice between French and German. Although Luxem-
bourgish is an official administrative language, it does not appear in the choices. 
However, businesses can choose between French, German and English, even 
though English is not legally an official administrative language of Luxembourg.

The Luxembourgish language has not yet been written into the current Con-
stitution, but will be added to the new one. The House of Representatives handed 
the following suggestion to the Council of State: “Art. 4 (1) The Language of 
Luxembourg is Luxembourgish. The law stipulates the use of Luxembourgish, 
German and French”. (Proposition de révision portant instauration d’une nou-
velle Constitution – Document Nr. 6030, 03.10.2015). The date when this law 
will come into force is not yet known.

Fig. 3: The official homepage of the Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg
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The official homepage of the Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg is available in three 
languages, French, German and English, even though English, again, is not an 
official language according to the law. Nevertheless it is used as a lingua franca 
for non-Luxembourgish residents.

2.	 Multilingualism in Luxembourg

The use of the official languages in Luxembourg was clearly mapped by a survey 
in 2004. French was used by 99% of the 1,708 people surveyed as their first lan-
guage; Luxembourgish by 82% as their second language; and German by 81% as 
their third language. The letters in the chart stand for the languages: F=French, 
L=Luxembourgish, G=German, E=English, I=Italian, P=Portuguese, S=Spanish, 
D/F=Dutch/Flemish.

Nation N F L G E I P S D/F Other

Lux. 1,044 99% 99% 99% 80% 32% 11% 18% 12% 5%

Port. 298 98% 50% 39% 38% 25% 100% 29% 2% 4%

Other 366 97% 62% 68% 77% 45% 16% 28% 23% 19%

Total 1,708 99% 82% 81% 72% 34% 28% 22% 13% 7%

Chart 2: Language use by nationalities in Luxembourg (Fehlen 2009, 77)

1,708 people were surveyed to classify the languages most frequently used. Of 
the 1,044 Luxembourgish nationals, 99% answered that they were able to use the 
three official languages of Luxembourgish, German and French. Of the biggest 
foreign community in Luxembourg, the Portuguese, 98% answered that they were 
able to use French, 50% were able to use Luxembourgish and 39% were able to 
use German (see Fehlen 2009, 77). However the use of languages in everyday life 
is more complex, because the three official languages of the country, L (Luxem-
bourgish) and G (German) and F (French) are not the only ones in spoken and 
written use. Luxembourg is a country of immigration, and so additional languages 
are used in everyday life. As well as Portuguese and Italian, therse include Eng-
lish and various languages from the former Yugoslavia (see Gilles et al. 2010, 64).

In 2011, 476,614 people were asked in a census from STATEC and Fernand 
Fehlen (Fehlen et al. 2013b) et al. which language they use most in their everyday 
life (see Chart 3). 55.8% of the residents of the Grand-Duchy speak Luxembour-
gish as a main language, 15.7% speak Portuguese and 12.1% speak French. 
Among Luxembourg nationals, 88.8% speak Luxembourgish as a main language 
in everyday life, 4.2% speak French and 1.1% speak German. However only 8% 
of foreign citizens speak Luxembourgish in everyday life. French is used by 
23.4% and German by 5.9% (see Fehlen et al. 2013b, 1).
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Language Frequency Percentage

Luxembourgish 265,731 55.8%

Portuguese 74,636 15.7%

French 57,633 12.1%

German 14,658 3.1%

Italian 13,896 2.9%

English 10,018 2.1%

Other languages 40,042 8,4%

Total 476,614 100%

Chart 3: Frequency of the languages in Luxembourg (Fehlen et al. 2013b, 1)

3.	 Luxembourg and the EU

Luxembourgish is the only national language without official EU status, but it is 
enshrined in the law of the country and will soon be written into the constitution, 
so that citizens have the right to make enquiries in the national language. Luxem-
bourg could ask for the Luxembourgish language to have official EU status, but 
this would be without an official EU translation service, and if a translation were 
required, the state of Luxembourg would have to pay the costs.

4.	 Language in court

French is the exclusive legislative language. Judgments and letters are in French 
(more of a tradition), but evidences can be in the three official languages: Fr. – 
Ge. – Lu. Some judges accepts also English, but if not, there must be an official 
translator. The lawyer can plead in the 3 official languages: Fr. – Ge. – Lu. If  
the opposing party doesn’t understand, they need to find an official translator in 
their language. Mostly French or Luxembourgish, German is rare. In practice, 
the judges and prosecutors often take in their texts quotations from the police 
report, which is usually written in German. This is the case especially in penal 
cases.The guilty party always gets a translator to defend himself if he can’t speak 
any of the three official languages. An appeal can be requested in every language 
of the country.
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Fig. 4: Homepage of the government

Nowadays, although the spoken language and the speeches in Parliament are in 
Luxembourgish, the written texts are in French. Also, it is worth pointing out that 
the homepage of the Luxembourgish government is only in French.

5.	 Languages at school

At school, children are taught the alphabet in German, and during the 2nd year of 
primary school they start learning French. Nevertheless, teaching staff normally 
speak Luxembourgish to children (see Presse- und Informationsamt der Luxem-
burger Regierung 2008). Nowadays, primary school teachers take the lead by 
writing letters to parents in Luxembourgish; or if two languages are required, 
Luxembourgish and French (see Fehlen 2009, 45).

However, this elevation of Luxembourgish as a national language has hardly 
practical consequences, either with regard to a further standardization either to an 
increased use in the school system, in which the media only serves as an auxiliary 
language in the classroom. (Gilles 2010, 64)

In addition, at school, parents, teachers and education authorities can request an 
intercultural mediator who translates into languages other than French, German, 
Luxembourgish and English. The languages a mediator can be called to translate 
are: Albanian; Creole (Cap Verde); Chinese; Italian; Iranian; Portuguese; Serbo-
Croatian; Russian; and Arabic. More languages are available on demand. Media-
tors can help in class with oral and written translations and all types of infor
mation regarding education (Men.lu 2015).
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6.	 Languages in everyday life

There is a difference between spoken and written languages in Luxembourg, 
especially amongst Luxembourg nationals. Most official communications are 
written in French, but spoken mostly in Luxembourgish. The local population 
request more and more frequently to be served in their national language, Luxem-
bourgish. This is particularly pertinent in everyday life when frequenting shops, 
as many of the workers are actually border workers and rarely speak Luxem-
bourgish at all; rather, French is the most common language for communication.

In their private correspondence, Luxembourgers express themselves in Luxem-
bourgish up to 40% of the time, in French 35% of the time and in German 2% of 
the time. As for age, young people under 25 write in Luxembourgish up to 67% 
of the time, and only 22% of the time in French and 6% in German. Even though 
Luxembourgish is virtually absent from schools, the use of written Luxembour-
gish is increasing, especially amongst the younger and well-educated Luxem-
bourgers who tend to use Luxembourgish whilst the less educated typically prefer 
German (see Fehlen 2009, 45). Social media has helped to promote and encourage 
the momentum towards writing in Luxembourgish and the population has more 
recently started to answer e-mails in Luxembourgish, but written letters are still 
most often in French. The profession with the most written correspondence in 
Luxembourgish is teaching (see Fehlen 2009, 46).

7.	 Conclusion

The Grand-Duchy of Luxembourg has three official languages, Luxembourgish, 
French and German, which have been part of language legislation since 1984. 
Each language has its status. Luxembourgish is the national language, but does 
not have an official EU status, French is the legislative language, and the adminis
trative languages are Luxembourgish, French and German.

Luxembourg has 562,958 citizens of whom 304,279 are Luxembourgish people 
and 258,679 are foreign residents. The country is multinational, with many lan-
guages being used in everyday life. As well as the official languages, the level of 
use of English and Portuguese is also high. For example, the national Community 
Centre website is in five languages. Besides the three official languages (Luxem-
bourgish, French, and German), there is also Portuguese, which represents the 
largest foreign community in Luxembourg, and English, which is a lingua franca 
for other foreign citizens. More and more websites are becoming trilingual or 
even multilingual.

Likewise, at school the government takes into account the linguistically diverse 
population. Parents with a native language which is not one of the three offical 
languages get help by being offered an official translator. Moreover, Luxembour-
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gish is occupying an increasingly important role, culminating in it being formally 
written into the new Constitution. In the Luxembourg Parliament Luxembourgish  
is now the most frequently spoken language, although the written texts are still in 
French. The theory and practice of the official languages can vary from one inter-
locutor to another, but social media is responsible for an increase in written and 
spoken Luxembourgish.
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Panel discussion





Sabine Kirchmeier / Anne Kjærgaard /  
Margarethe Kvaraenes / Aino Piehl

Language use in public administration – 
what do we want?

This section was organised as a panel discussion with the aim of exploring some 
of the tensions and problem areas that can be found in language policy approaches 
with regard to plain language and multilingual language policies. Four main 
topics were introduced and the panellists were asked to contribute experiences, 
thoughts and ideas.

The topics were:

Plain language and the citizen
How plain can you be? Does plain language endanger or enhance respect for 
public institutions?

Plain language and economy
Are plain language strategies expensive or does plain language save time and 
money? And how is (or could) this be measured? 

Plain language and multilingualism
How can plain language strategies support multilingual practices and vice versa?

Plain language and politics
How can we ensure a political focus on clear communication for all citizens in 
Europe? Could stronger cooperation between public institutions in Europe on 
plain language strategies (multi- or monolingual) and their effects have a positive 
impact?

The concluding discussion tried to explore whether EFNIL could play a role in 
enhancing the communications of public institutions in the future.

Participants in the discussion were Aino Piehl (FI), Margarethe Kvaraness 
(NO), Cecilia Robustelli (IT) and Anne Kjærgaard (DK), and the discussion was 
led by Sabine Kirchmeier.

In the following report, the contributions from the panellists for each main 
question are grouped together. Note that not all panellists made individual contri-
butions on all subjects.
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1.	 Plain language and the citizen

How plain can you be? Does plain language endanger or enhance the respect for 
public institutions?

Anne Kjærgaard pointed out that it is difficult to be plainer than the matter 
you are writing about allows you to be. Plain language is not about simplifying 
a complex reality. It is about conveying this reality without making it even more 
complex than it already is.

Whether plain language endangers or enhances respect for public institutions 
probably depends on the national culture – plain language possibly has the poten-
tial for both. In Denmark we tend to have a rather informal way of addressing 
each other, which reflects a rather informal tone of communication in general, 
but this does not seem to endanger respect for public institutions. Of course it is 
important to strive towards clear and correct language that also conveys infor-
mation in a polite and appropriate way. Language can be plain and also convey 
information in an inappropriate way, for example by being impolite. That is 
obviously not what public institutions should aim at.

The argument that plain language can undermine respect for public institu-
tions is from time to time put forward as an argument against it. The underlying 
assumption is that it is better to write in a complicated way if that is what it takes 
to ensure the respectability of a given institution, than to try to ensure that people 
understand what they are being told. This argument is highly problematic: infor-
mation from public authorities is often very important and can have potentially 
vital consequences for people’s personal lives. There is no excuse for conveying 
that type of information in a language that people cannot be expected to under-
stand. A public institution that does not attempt to make itself understood does 
not deserve respect from the general public.

Margarethe Kvaraenes stressed that the degree of plainness partly depends 
on culture. There are cultural differences in Europe regarding the role which 
authorities play vis-à-vis their citizens. For instance in Middle and Southern 
Europe authorities might tend to take a more formal position, being more authorita-
tive in their communications, and thus creating more distance. 

The fact that very few contributions on international clear language confer-
ences originate from Middle and Southern Europe could indicate a lack of interest 
in plain language issues. At the same time, the interest in plain language issues 
in the Nordic countries is high. One could say that authorities’ efforts towards a 
more dialogue-based contact with citizens reflect the Nordic countries’ egalitarian 
culture. To pick an example, the Norwegian tax authority operates from the as-
sumption that citizens want to pay their taxes and get it right. The theory seems to 
be that if you show faith in people, you create commitment. The tax authority’s 
communication with taxpayers reflects this view. Once again, it depends on 
culture: in the Nordic countries, authorities seem to gain respect by being more 
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transparent, whereas in other, more southern cultures, authorities might lose 
respect by being more “populist” in their communication.

Aino Piehl concluded that there are several ways to communicate plainly. 
The degree of plainness must always depend on the requirements of the current 
situation. In the recent Finnish campaign Clear Language for Administration, a 
plain language prize was awarded to a health care institution that communicates 
with all its patients in easy-to-read language which is meant for special groups, 
e.g. people with disabilities, the old and infirm, and immigrants. The easy-to-read 
policy received universal applause, and no one complained about information 
being given in language that was too simple. It is, of course, essential to assess the 
needs and skills of the target group accurately, and it is preferable to test if this 
assessment is correct rather than to rely on the assumptions of the authors and 
their peer group. Probably respect for public institutions grows out of the quality 
of services and communications rather than a ceremonial style in language.

2.	 Plain language and economy

Are plain language strategies expensive or does plain language save time and 
money? And how is (or could) this be measured?

Anne Kjærgaard pointed out that plain language strategies are an investment. 
Successful strategies should save time and money. It is important to emphasise 
that this is not only about the recipient. There are also benefits for the organisation 
(that is the public institution or private firm), and plain language work should be 
designed to take these into account.

Exactly how the effects of plain language strategies can be measured depends 
on the goals of the particular organisation. At the Danish Tax Authority they 
counted the number of calls from citizens regarding specific letters. They ob-
served that after they had re-written a letter, the number of calls concerning that 
letter decreased – presumably because the recipients understood the letter better. 
This is just one example of how hard evidence on the beneficial effects can be 
provided.

Margerethe Kvarenes was convinced that plain language strategies can save 
time and money. But one must not underestimate the effort it takes to a) convince 
someone to make a change and b)  to actually write in a shorter, more concise, 
more targeted way. So there is an investment to be made, but there are also long 
term benefits. There have been some surveys showing this, and there are methods 
available. For any measurement it is crucial to know the existing situation, for 
instance by retrieving figures from the helpdesk on how many questions or calls 
a specific letter generates. Then, after having introduced and distributed a revision 
of that same letter, one can repeat the questions and measure the results of the 
plain language effort.
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Aino Piehl mentioned that it has actually been shown that good communica-
tion – appropriate contents, clear language, suitable tone of voice – does save a 
considerable amount of time (for examples see Writing for Dollars, Writing to 
Please by Joseph Kimble 2012). This does not only apply to communication 
between authorities and citizens. Significant improvements in efficiency can also 
be achieved by improving communication between authorities. The Institute for 
the Languages of Finland has found in studies it has conducted that authorities 
are often dissatisfied with the communications they receive from other public 
agencies.

Organising, writing better, creating support systems for writers (e.g. text 
banks) and training and motivating personnel takes time and costs money in the 
beginning. In the long run it pays to change old practices for more effective ones. 
The gain can be measured in many ways: counting the number of phone calls  
or email enquiries about letters, instructions etc. before and after the change; 
measuring the time taken to read documents before and after; counting the  
number of recipients of letters who comply with instructions or answer letters, or 
the speed with which they respond; comparing the feedback the authority receives 
before and after the change, etc.

3.	 Plain language and multilingualism

How can plain language strategies support multilingual practices and vice versa?
Margarethe Kvarenes stated that in a very practical sense, plain language is 

an advantage when you have to present a text in several languages. If the original 
uses clear language and a logical structure, the interpretation and translation into 
other languages becomes far easier. In this process, it is also common to discover 
flaws and ambiguities in the original, which can be amended accordingly.

Aino Piehl confirmed that multilingualism is an excellent plain language tool. 
If multilingualism is practised by translating texts into other language(s), ensur-
ing regular interaction between writers and translators will produce both better 
source texts and better translations. Translators must understand the message, and 
if they are able to give feedback to writers and discuss issues with them, it helps 
writers to see where their texts need clarifying (or modifying in some other re-
spect, such as tone). If feedback is included in the process, writers will be better 
motivated to receive comments and make changes in their texts. If a text can be 
written simultaneously in two or more languages, potential problems become 
apparent and can be solved during the writing process.

The cost of translation is often considered when public authorities decide which 
information will be presented in several languages. If the source texts are written 
clearly, translating is easier and can be done more quickly.
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4.	 Plain language and politics

How can we ensure a political focus on clear communication for all citizens in 
Europe? Could stronger cooperation between public institutions in Europe on 
plain language strategies (multi- or monolingual) and their effects have a positive 
impact? And what role could EFNIL play here?

Margarethe Kvarenes: The Nordic Clear Language Network, where each 
Nordic Language Council has one representative, is of great use for its members. 
The network has had some support by the Nordic Council in the past, but it is 
unclear how much the Council will focus on clear language issues in the future. 
To spread plain language research, good practice, tools and experience to areas 
outside the Nordic region, it would be useful to have a plain language group 
within EFNIL.

Aino Piehl: Plain language is a field of activity that is mostly deemed as good 
and useful by politicians but is seldom prioritised. In spite of delays, misunder-
standings etc, administration keeps rolling along even with difficult texts. It has 
been difficult to engage politicians to really see plain language as a key element 
in good governance, though politicians and authorities have agreed since the 
1970s that official language must be clear; this has been required by Finnish law 
since 2003 and before that, this obligation was decreed by a government decision 
dating from 1982.

5.	 Does EFNIL have a role to play with regard  
to plain language?

There was strong agreement amongst the participants in the panel and in the audi-
ence that EFNIL should engage more in the language of public administration. 
Ensuring a political focus on clear communication in competition with lots of 
other important topics is difficult in every country. EFNIL could address the 
governments of the member countries by issuing a common statement, perhaps in 
an open letter, that stresses the importance of plain language for citizens’ rights; 
the inclusion of all residents; and, last but not least, the efficient functioning of 
administration. A plain (or clear) language network inside EFNIL could help to 
develop such an initiative.

At the general assembly following the conference, EFNIL decided to establish 
a special interest group for language use in the public sector.
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PETRA-E

1.	 Introduction

PETRA-E is a European literary translation project, supported by Erasmus+ and 
initiated and facilitated by the Nederlandse Taalunie, which is carrying out the pro-
ject with seven European partners. EFNIL is one of the ‘dissemination’ partners 
of PETRA-E. EFNIL members will help to disseminate and distribute the results 
of the project, including the publication of the Framework of Reference for Literary 
Translation. In my presentation in Helsinki I have given an outline of the aims and 
results of the project and have asked EFNIL members for their support. (We still 
need that support, so please look at the last part of this article for details.)

2.	 Literary translation

It is hard to overestimate the importance of literary translation in a multilingual, 
multicultural Europe. Just imagine which books would not be available to a wider 
European audience without the work of literary translators. Literary translators 
play an essential role in spreading and developing ideas, stories and insights 
between different languages. Their ability to fulfil this role strongly depends on 
the availability of proper education and training. PETRA-E helps to identify 
domains for training and to create educational opportunities.

3.	 Aims of PETRA-E

The short term aim of the PETRA-E project is to develop a Framework of Refer-
ence for Literary Translation. The longer term aim is to enable stronger collabo-
ration in the field of the education and training of literary translators in Europe. 
Fore more detailed information, the Framework and its introduction please look 
at www.petraeducation.eu.

4.	 Framework

4.1	 An analytical model

The PETRA-E Framework contains a competence model, a learning line, and 
(implicitly) qualification criteria for situations in which competences are to be 
tested. As a competence model, it enumerates the competences – i.e. knowledge, 
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skills, and attitudes – that a literary translator should possess in order to qualify as  
a competent translator. As a learning line, the Framework shows the steps and 
levels leading to the acquisition of these competences. The PETRA-E Framework 
is based on five levels: a beginners level, an intermediate level, an advanced level, 
a professional level, and an expert level (in short: LT1 to LT5).

The Framework is intended to serve as an analytical instrument, i.e. it does not 
aim to encompass a single, comprehensive ‘literary translation competence’. 
Instead, it distinguishes a whole range of competences. ‘Competence’ refers to 
‘the proven ability to apply knowledge and skills’: everything that a literary trans-
lator is capable of doing. This implies not only expertise and skills; attitude plays 
an essential role, too. Any competence is therefore a combination of knowledge, 
skills and attitude. In this respect, the PETRA-E Framework is open to change: new 
sub-competences might be added to existing ones when they appear necessary for 
a certain competence profile. The transfer competence occupies a central position 
in the Framework. Whether a competence is seen as a core competence or an 
additional competence depends on the institutional setting in which it is imple-
mented and on views about the requirements a literary translator should fulfil.

4.2	 Education and training

Why do we need a framework for literary translation? All translators agree that 
their profession involves many different skills. However, the road to becoming a 
literary translator is unpredictable. The PETRA-E Framework of Reference for 
the Education and Training of Literary Translators (in short: PETRA Framework) 
aims to identify these specific skills, that have never been systematically mapped 
out. The Framework has been developed for teaching and learning use. It de-
scribes the competences that a literary translator might realise. It will help teach-
ers, programmess, schools and learners to identify the competences and steps to 
develop new competences. In addition, it will help to validate informally acquired 
knowledge and skills.

5.	 Collaboration

In the longer term, agreement on the skills and competences and the different 
levels of literary translation will also enable collaboration between schools, 
universities and other training institutions. This is essential because this field is 
a highly dispersed, small-scale domain of both formal and informal, academic 
and non-academic programs and courses. Stronger collaboration will improve the 
quality of education since it enables schools and universities to collaborate in 
developing training for competences that is currently lacking. In that way they 
can make available training for every possible language combination and develop 
better instruments that make use of digital media.
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6.	 Project content
The project is being carried out in different steps and will generate different 
outputs.

The Reference Framework on the Education and Training of Literary Translators.
The Framework will be published in seven languages and will be distributed 
(digitally and in print) and made widely available. All partners will apply the 
Framework to their educational programs, courses and/or curricula.

The Framework will be distributed all over Europe among all relevant Euro-
pean partners. An online help desk and FAQ will be available to support new 
users.

A database of schools and programmes on literary translation in Europe. This 
will be an updated version of the list compiled by CEATL a couple of years ago.

The project partners put a lot of effort into disseminating the results of the project. 
We are organising:
–– 2 ‘multiplier events’, in Norwich and Leipzig;
–– at least 15 demonstrations and presentations at conferences and meetings;
–– 2 social media pages or groups on the Framework.

The Framework, the introduction and all dissemination activities have been dis-
cussed and prepared at four project conferences with project partners and  
stakeholders such as translators, teachers and publishers.

7.	 How can you help us?
EFNIL as a Europe-wide network is our ideal dissemination partner. In Helsinki  
I asked for your support. We still could use your help in disseminating and dis-
tributing the results of our project. How can you help us?
–– By distributing the Framework and its introduction to relevant organisations 

in your country yourself or by sharing addresses and e-mail addresses with  
us.

–– By helping us to find opportunities to launch or present the Framework at 
conferences, meetings and other occasions (September 2016-June 2017).

–– By sharing our initiative in general with relevant people or organisations 
such as schools and universities teaching translation, organisations of trans
lators or publishers, and policy makers.

–– By linking to our website: www.petraeducation.eu.
–– By helping with updating and correcting the list of translation programmes.

The Framework, its introduction and the database of literary translation programmes 
are available at www.petra-education.eu. Please contact me for all information  
or help: Karlijn Waterman kwaterman@taalunie.org or petra-e@taalunie.org
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Fig. 1: Printed version of the Framework in 7 languages (photo copyright by Laura Cristaldi)

8.	 The project partners

Universiteit Utrecht (UU) – Faculty of Humanities
Katholieke Universiteit Leuven (KU LEUVEN) – Faculty of Arts
Nederlandse Taalunie/The Dutch Language Union (NTU)
Fondazione Universitaria San Pellegrino (FUSP) – Translation Department
Eötvös Loránd University (ELTE) – Department of Dutch Studies
British Centre for Literary Translation (BCLT) – University of East Anglia (UEA)
Deutscher Übersetzerfonds (DÜF)
Conseil Européen des Associations de Traducteurs Littéraires (CEATL)
Dissemination Partners: EFNIL & RECIT
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Is ‘Multilingualism’ taking a back seat in the EU?  
Time for action

1.	 Prologue

This paper is based on a talk I gave at the at the 2015 conference of the European 
Federation of National Institutions for Language (EFNIL) in Helsinki. I was 
invited to speak about the European Civil Society Platform for Multilingualism 
(ECSPM),1 on which I am serving as one of the two EFNIL delegates and recently 
as its president. My talk was not intended to be a direct contribution to the topic 
of the conference (“Language use in public administration: theory and practice 
in the European states”) –which dealt with the social benefits of rendering infor-
mation in public documents in language and discourse that everyone for whom 
the texts are intended can understand (cf. Dendrinos/Marmaridou 2001). Yet the 
issue of intelligibility is not only about the type of language used in the texts of 
public administration, but also about which language or languages are used in the 
texts. The question about language choice is especially pertinent today in the Euro-
pean Union (EU), a de facto multilingual polity with increasingly multilingual 
populations. In this sense, then, the paper that follows is indeed linked to the 
topic of the conference, even if the link is circumlocutory. In presenting the 
ECSPM’s roadmap, this paper makes the important point that the European 
Commission’s interest in multilingualism is decreasing. The empirical evidence 

1	 Member organisations of the ECSPM: Association of Language Testers in Europe, Conseil 
européen des associations de traducteurs littéraires, European Coordination of Independent 
Producers, Community Media Forum Europe, CultureLink Network, European Association 
for the Education of Adults, European Association for Terminology, European Language 
Equality Network and Eurolang, European Council of Artists, European Council for Steiner 
Waldorf Education, Youth for Understanding, Eŭropa Esperanto-Unio, European Federation 
for Intercultural Learning, European Federation of National Institutions for Language, The 
European Forum for Vocational Education and Training, European Theatre Convention, 
European Union of National Institutes for Culture, Fundación Academia Europea de Yuste, 
Federation of European Publishers, Federal Union of European Nationalities, Literature 
Across Frontiers, European Platform for Literary Exchange, Mercator Network of Language 
Diversity Centres, Réseau européen des centres internationaux de traduction littéraire,  
Association des états généraux des étudiants de l’Europe, Education @ Internet, European 
Union of Associations of Translation Companies, European Association for Health Information 
and Libraries, Association of European Border Regions, Network to Promote Linguistic 
Diversity.
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comes from the EU’s public administration texts; that is, non-binding policies 
and recommendations in which multilingualism is increasingly construed as 
having to do with language teaching and learning in schools, rather than as a 
multi-dimensional social practice with many facets.

2.	 The tensions of multilingualism
In the complex setting of the EU’s public administration, European Commission 
officers – commonly lacking expertise in language policy and cognisance of the 
deeply political and ideological nature of language-related matters – are em-
powered to take decisions concerning language(s) and language learning and to 
plan and execute policies designed to “promote multilingualism and linguistic 
diversity.” For many of those officers, who are also charged with organising 
projects and events around languages, the promotion of multilingualism means 
forging the Barcelona objective of “mother tongue plus two foreign languages for 
every EU citizen” – not necessarily in a politically sensitive manner – while 
multilingualism is ideally equated with polyglotism. In my own experience with 
high and low ranking officers in the Directorate General of Education and Culture 
(DG EAC) with whom I have had the opportunity to collaborate – who increas-
ingly have a background in economics and finance, rather than in language or 
cultural studies – the image par excellence for this concept of ‘individual multi-
lingualism’ is that of a young man [sic] who has learnt several languages by hav-
ing lived and/or studied in privileged circumstances. The common experience of 
immigrant youngsters, whose survival depends on communicating in more than 
two or three languages, is unintentionally suppressed.

“Plurilingualism” is a distinct notion from that expressed by the term (indi-
vidual) multilingualism, although the discourse around language skills and 
competences in the Commission does not make the distinction. However, pluri-
lingualism – referring to speakers with a multilingual repertoire who can con-
currently resort to a range of resources such as different languages and other 
modes of “meaning making” including images, gestures, sounds, etc. to achieve 
optimal communication – is an expedient concept. Defined in the Common Euro-
pean Framework of Reference for Languages (Council of Europe 2001: 4-5) and 
in various publications (e.g., Bernaus et al. 2007; Dendrinos 2004, 2012), this 
concept could prove especially useful in language education policies and recom-
mendations for multilingual classrooms. Yet it is more or less absent from official 
policy texts. 

Missing from most language policy texts also is the social dimension of multi-
lingualism; that is, when more than one or two languages have official status in 
a community, or when languages have different functions in a society. “Social 
multilingualism” is lost in the mist of “linguistic diversity” –frequently portrayed 
in conflictual terms. For example, there are positive images of languages as 
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Europe’s cultural wealth, but also negative images of languages being an obstacle 
to the ideal of European unity. Increased multilingualism in the EU institutions 
themselves is often portrayed as being unmanageable (cf. Krzyzanowsky 2010). 

Conflictual EU discourses, surfacing now and again, result in debates such as 
whether or not only the selected ‘core’ languages will be the de facto working 
languages of the EU institutions. Sometimes, the conflictual discourse stems from 
ambivalence as to whether multilingualism is to be promoted for its symbolic or 
its instrumental value (cf. Moore 2011). Increasingly, of course, according to 
Krzyzanowsky (2014) who has, on his own and with Wodak (2011), critically 
analysed EU discourse on multilingualism, progressive economisation is becoming 
a very real part of how Europe’s languages are portrayed and argued for.2 This, 
I would like to suggest, is true of the discourse around education policy too. 
Economisation is becoming an integral ingredient of the Commission’s vision for 
education, articulated in its Communication on “Rethinking Education: Investing 
in skills for better socio-economic outcomes.”3

This document on educational reform in Europe, which silences the cultural 
value of education and emphasises its economic and instrumental value for the 
job market, has been criticised for this very reason by the ECSPM and for addi-
tional reasons by the civil society for life-long learning (EUCIS-LLL). It has even 
been the subject of criticism from the European Trade Union Confederation, who 
in their position paper (5-6/3/2013) remind the Commission that 

the role of education is much broader than simply fulfilling the economic targets 
of European and national strategies and this kind of rethinking or redefining of 
the purposes of education is unacceptable. It underlies the fact that education 
should prepare individuals both for life and for the labour market and it should be 
independent from continuously changing economic and ideological objectives. 
(European Trade Union Conference position paper March 5-6, 2013)

As the economisation of the discourse on languages and education is intensified 
in Europe, as well as in the US;4 as reforms in education are ever more focused on 
providing young people with the skills they are supposed to have to find a job in 

2	 The discourse is similar in the USA, where Americans’ foreign language deficit – as serious 
as that of the British– is beginning to be represented as an important economic barrier. This 
is the reason why the American Academy of Arts and Sciences has recently formed a national 
commission to examine the current state of language education and conduct the first recent 
national study on foreign language learning in the USA. The foreign language crisis in the 
USA was the starting point in the public talk I was invited to give at the Department of Ap-
plied Linguistics of the University of Massachusetts, under the title “Global economy and 
the urgent need for languages: American and European responses to foreign language learn-
ing exigency” (19 November 2015). 

3	 Commission COMM (2012) 669 final, Strasbourg, 20.11.2012.
4	 We read on the US Committee for economic development’s webpage: “In order for America 

to succeed in the 21st century, our students must receive a well-rounded education that in-
cludes high-quality language learning [...] As we move to reform education in this country, 
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the global market-place; as the role of the English language in development and 
economic growth is becoming naturalised; and as concerns about greater effi-
ciency and competitiveness become obsessions, the ECSPM may have an impor-
tant part to play.

The timing for new efforts from the ECSPM is crucial, because there seems to 
be a consistently decreasing interest in multilingualism in the European Commis-
sion. As noted by de Vries on the website of the “Network to Promote Linguistic 
Diversity” (NLPD): “The Commission has gone from having one entire portfolio 
on Multilingualism (Leonard Orban 2007-2010), to a Commissioner for Educa-
tion, Culture, Multilingualism and Youth (Androula Vassiliou 2010-2014), to no 
portfolio on Multilingualism.” Interestingly, when Jean-Claude Juncker took up 
office as president of the Commission, the unit dealing with ‘Multilingualism 
Policy, Skills and Qualification Strategy’ was moved from the Directorate General 
of Education and Culture (DG EAC) to the Directorate General of Employment. 
What is more, the multilingualism policy officers were transferred to a section  
of a unit of the DG EAC, entitled ‘Schools and educators; multilingualism’.

De Vries goes on to note that the NLPD “shares the Commission’s view of 
stimulating growth and jobs in the current economic and social scenario and 
believes that languages can greatly contribute to stimulate Europe’s economy” 
but that it also “needs to remind the Commission that all European languages – 
official languages as well as regional, minority and small-state languages – serve 
for much more than economic purposes. The new Commission’s focus on multi-
lingualism gives a utilitarian, market-oriented approach to the languages of  
Europe, which will only prioritize big, hegemonic languages and will leave a 
remarkable number of lesser-used languages – small-state, regional or minority 
language – aside.”

3.	 The (dis)engagement of the European Civil Society  
Platform for Multilingualism

The launch of the ECSPM in 2009 was acting upon the Lisbon Treaty, which 
introduced a new form of political participation in the democratic life of the 
European Union: ‘the citizen’s initiative’ (Art. 11[4] TEU). According to Diaman-
douros (2010: 19),5 this was to make an important contribution to the empower-
ment of EU citizens, provided it meant seeking genuine dialogue and debate on 
policy with civil society organisations, which might sometimes disagree with or 
criticise institutional decisions.

the US must continue to learn from the best practices of other countries in order to deliver a 
world-class education that prepares American graduates to be linguistically literate and 
culturally competent.” (https://www.ced.org/policies/education/category/foreign-languages). 

5	 Nikiforos Diamandouros is a former European Ombudsman.
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The role of the ECSPM was linked to the European Commission’s 2008 
Communication on “Multilingualism: an asset for Europe and a shared commit-
ment”. Unlike more recent Commission statements which concentrate on jobs 
and economic growth, this focused on people and more specifically on people’s 
“ability to use several languages, to access culture and participate as active  
citizens, benefiting from better communication, wider employment and business 
opportunities.”6

With the support of a body such as the ECSPM (consisting of non-govern-
mental organisations and networks active in the support of EU languages, the 
promotion of linguistic diversity in formal and non-formal education, culture and 
the arts, the media and other sectors of the civil society in Europe), the Commis-
sion aspired “to help Europeans understand that the EU’s linguistic diversity is 
an asset rather than a barrier, and find ways to manage intercultural dialogue.” 
The Mandate issued by the Commission required the civil society body that was 
formed to work collaboratively, with a view to:
–– raising awareness of the value and opportunities of the EU’s linguistic 

diversity;
–– encouraging the removal of barriers to intercultural dialogue and social 

inclusion;
–– achieving the Barcelona objective to communicate in two foreign languages  

in addition to one’s mother tongue.

The partner organisations were organised into four working groups that met 
regularly in Brussels, with travel and accommodation subsidy from the Com-
mission, “to participate in structured dialogue concerning multilingualism” on the 
basis of the priorities set out at the ECSPM inaugural summit and to propose ways 
for 

1)  promoting multilingualism for social cohesion and intercultural dialogue; 
2) providing opportunities for migrants to learn the language of the host country 
and to cultivate their own at the same time; 3) taking advantage of the media which 
have the potential to open channels for intercultural dialogue; 4) enhancing multi
lingualism policy to secure the rights of all European languages; 5) securing life-
long language learning opportunities for all citizens. (European Union 2012: 5)

Following the submission of the ECSPM’s recommendations regarding these 
issues to the Commission,7 just before its first Mandate was terminated, a thought-
provoking paper was written by Suzanne Romaine (2013), setting out a question 
about the role that the ECSPM might play in creating “a more coherent and 

6	 COM (2008) 400 final, Brussels, 16.7.2008 (http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/ 
?uri=CELEX%3A52008DC0566)

7	 Available at: www.poliglotti4.eu/docs/publications/CSPM%20Pol icy%20Recommendations 
_FULL%20VERSION.pdf.
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holistic EU policy on language and multilingualism,” which several scholars of 
multilingualism have argued is needed (Krzyzanowsky/Wodak 2011; Moore 2011; 
Phillipson 2011; Wodak 2009). Romaine (ibid.) maintains that the EU’s decision 
to launch a civil society platform for multilingualism could prove important, be-
cause it “heralds a potentially momentous sea change” regarding EU language 
policy. She also poses an interesting question in the same paper, wondering if the 
ECSPM will manage to redefine the role played by multilingualism in identity-
building, both in terms of actual multilingual communicative practices and the 
symbolic meanings attached to multilingualism by civil society and EU institu-
tions. Her question is still valid and even more timely than before, given that the 
sought-after European identity8 has become very fragile, battered by the economic 
and refugee crisis in the Schengen zone. What Wodak (2008) calls “communi-
cating Europe” is proving to be increasingly challenging.

Before the ECSPM was officially re-launched in 2012, a few of its members 
went into partnership to secure an EU-funded project through the Commission’s 
Lifelong Learning Programme. The Poliglotti4.eu project, as this was called, was 
aimed at “systematically considering multilingualism and developing/implement-
ing appropriate multilingual policies at grass-roots level everywhere in Europe,” 
and focused on three areas of civil society, involving “a large proportion of the 
population that is not in formal compulsory education: lifelong learning; pre-
school; social-community services for social inclusion, so as to continue its work 
to promote multilingualism by way of following European policy developments.” 
But the activities of the Poliglotti4.eu project9 followed EU policy developments 
rather than questioning them or acting in a systematic fashion to promote the 
Commission’s 2008 stipulations regarding multilingualism. And this despite  
the fact that these were progressively being abandoned, as the global economic 
recession and Europe’s economic crisis were affecting the meaning of multi
lingualism, trapping it in the EU’s discourses of escalated economisation and its 
larger political projects (cf. Krzyzanowsky 2010).

With the 2012 Mandate, the ECSPM was engaged to act “in a way that aligns 
with the new challenges and priorities that the European Commission has outlined 
for the coming years, with a special concern for considering the new Erasmus+ 
programme, as well as the Commission’s Rethinking Education strategy”.

Extending its partnership from 22 to 29 organisations so as “to bring know-
how and enhance the Platform’s scope”, the ECSPM was asked to function as 
“a forum for the exchange of best practices in early and life-long language learn-
ing, in language teaching and learning within formal and non-formal education 
settings, in language use by the media and institutions aiming at the dissemination 

8	 There are numerous published works resulting from research on the discursive construction  
of European identity; e.g., Weiss (2002), Oberhuber et al. (2007), Strath/Wodak (2009).

9	  To be accessed from www.poliglotti4.eu.
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of cultural achievements, as well as by translators and other civil society stake-
holders”. It is clear that the ECSPM was being directed away from policy issues, 
as it was required to perform tasks which were of interest to the DG EAC, to 
which the ECSPM was assigned,10 and through which funding was then made 
available for two assemblies a year to discuss the issues on an agenda prepared by 
the unit dealing with Multilingualism policy issues. The tasks were the following: 
–– to exploit innovative ways for the development of language competences with  

a view to achieving the Barcelona objective of “mother tongue plus two” for 
every European citizen;

–– to extend good practices linked with early language learning to other levels 
of education with special regard for vocational education and training, as well 
as to adult learning;

–– to help the elimination of linguistic barriers for the purposes of mobility 
particularly for disadvantaged groups through strategies that could be in-
cluded in a policy handbook regarding migrants’ linguistic integration and 
social inclusion;

–– to facilitate the exchange of information on accessible language learning 
resources;

–– to expand opportunities for social and professional mobility through language 
acquisition;

–– to explore the possibility of forming a language knowledge alliance;
–– to explore how to best make full use of the Erasmus+ programme.

The period between 2012 and 2013 was particularly important, because a number 
of substantial EU-funded language-related projects that had been sponsored by 
the Commission had come to an end. I am referring especially to the European 
Survey of Language Competence and the Language Rich Europe projects. Unlike 
other more scholarly undertakings – such as the DYLAN project11 – the results of 
these, and of the 2012 opinion poll published in the Eurobarometer, were widely 
disseminated by the Commission and used to support what seemed to be turning 
into the major focus of EU multilingualism policy: “learning two languages in 
addition to the mother tongue.”

Undoubtedly the period between 2012 and 2014 was crucial for the Com-
mission’s altered stance on multilingualism, encoded in its new-fangled represen-

10	 The ECSPM was directly linked and reported to the ‘Skills and qualifications strategies; 
Multilingualism policy’ unit, which provided it with management services and supported the 
funding of assemblies in Brussels and members’ participation in events organised in different 
places in Europe to celebrate multilingualism.

11	 DYLAN: a project funded under FP6 of the European Union, embracing 20 research institu-
tions in 12 European Countries which ran for five years (2006-2011), and sought “to identify 
the conditions under which Europe’s linguistic diversity can be an asset for the development 
of knowledge and economy” (www.dylan-project.org/).
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tations. The slogan appearing on the Commission’s languages-related web page 
changed from “Multilingualism: an asset for Europe and a shared commitment” 
to “Supporting language learning and linguistic diversity.” This re-branding 
mirrored a definite shift from promoting multilingualism as an aspect of the 
“unity in diversity” ideal to the practicality of foreign language skills. Comple-
menting this expediency with a market-value label on it were two other important 
initiatives. One was the mustering of all old mobility programmes into one basket 
called Erasmus+, which “aims to modernise education, training and youth work 
across Europe.” The second large-scale initiative was the “Rethinking Education: 
Investing in skills for better socio-economic outcomes” declaration. This second 
initiative steers Europe towards “investment in education and training for skills 
development” because it is “essential to boost growth and competitiveness.” In 
articulating what the usefulness of languages in education is, the “Rethinking 
education” document assists the multilingualism re-branding process, now 
stripped of its symbolic value, just as languages are: “In a world of international 
exchanges, the ability to speak foreign languages is a factor for competitiveness. 
Languages are more and more important to increase levels of employability and 
mobility of young people, and poor language skills are a major obstacle to free 
movement of workers. Businesses also require the language skills needed to 
function in the global marketplace.”12

The Commission’s new policy-in-practice appeared on the DG EAC’s  
webpage, where it states that the EU’s multilingualism policy now has 2 facets:  
“to help support the learning of languages across Europe, and to promote lin-
guistic diversity (http://ec.europa.eu/languages/policy/index_en.htm).”13 Though 
this was a crucial period for multilingualism, especially because of the increas-
ingly narrow definitions of it, for the ECSPM it was a period of inactivity. The 
member organisations collectively were rather disoriented, as they were trying 
firstly to understand and interpret what the Commission expected of them, and 
secondly to negotiate expectations regarding their role.

When I was elected president in 2014, several important changes had already 
occurred, and many of the symbolic attributes of multilingualism had already been 
purged. Multilingualism is now linguistically constructed as a state of “having 
the language skills and competences necessary for a knowledge based economy.” 

12	 Commission COMM (2012) 669 final: 5.
13	 With regard to language learning, it is stated that “one of the EU’s multilingualism goals 

is for every European to speak two languages in addition to their mother tongue” and it 
recommends that children are introduced to two foreign languages in school from an early 
age (because “better language skills enable more people to study and/or work abroad, and 
improve their job prospects” and because it helps them “trade effectively across Europe”). 
It also endorses the “innovative, scientifically proven methods of speeding up language 
learning with content & language integrated learning (CLIL) and computer-assisted language 
learning (CALL)”.
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The information collected from an open-ended structured questionnaire which  
I distributed to ECSPM members, regarding what each considered as the most 
important and realistic tasks to be undertaken, was not put to use, as the ECSPM 
were first waiting to find out where we stood with the Commission, given that the 
previous Mandate was expiring. It was important to understand our relationship 
with the Commission; whether our services were in demand; and whether we 
would have funding for meetings and working sessions. 

Aware of a reduced interest in our contribution, and still unsure about where 
we stood, I made an effort in my new capacity as president to negotiate with 
officials in the Commission a new role for us and a different, more economical 
way of operating. Instead of spending money to bring all delegates of member 
organisations to Brussels, I suggested that we be partly funded to develop an 
electronic platform on an ECSPM website to be designed with the intention of 
functioning as an advocate for a multidimensional notion of multilingualism (in 
education, in the public space, in arts, culture and translation, in the media and 
technology). In submitting a written proposal for this, I recommended that the 
e-platform could be home to a forum operating as a “Multilingualism Alliance,” 
and also contain an e-repository, with powerful searching and easy key-stroke 
editing, to store, classify and disseminate information, policy and other language 
related documents; recommendations about language teaching, learning and 
testing; research findings; scholarly publications and results of EU-funded  
languages, as well as social practices in EU member states that promote multi
lingualism in different ways. Our new role would be to advise the Commission 
on language policy issues and assist in implementing the 2008 multilingualism 
policy in a politically sensitive manner, acting as mediators between the EU 
polity and national authorities.

Several months of administrative changes within the Commission passed 
before I received a courteous message informing me that there was a shared view 
in the Commission that the ECSPM “in its present form and structure has outlived 
its role” and that, in the time that had elapsed, the Commission had developed 
“bilateral contacts with several members on various topics that concern indi-
vidual organisations.” Therefore, it concluded that “the DG EAC does not think it 
is necessary to renew the Mandate of the ECSPM but wishes to pursue coopera-
tion with civil society organisations in the field of language teaching and learning in 
more flexible ways; confirms its interest in remaining in contact with individual 
member organisations that have an interest in promoting language education 
along the lines proposed; invites these organisations to propose contributions to 
the September edition of the School Education Gateway and to the Commission’s 
social media channels; will open the possibility for relevant organisations to 
participate in one or several events and network fora”. Furthermore, the message 
provided information about the priorities of DG EAC in the field of language 
policy for the period 2015-2017, outlining their priorities as follows:
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–– To increase the efficiency of language teaching by supporting the introduction 
of innovative methods such as CLIL, the use of ICT and new media;

–– To improve the relevance and comparability of language testing, including 
promoting the use of the Common European Framework of Reference for 
Languages;

–– To support schools in making better use of migrant and minority languages 
and providing support to learners with special linguistic needs, also to make 
schools more inclusive;

–– To support language teachers and the language competences of other teachers;
–– To explore the potential of bilingual teaching options in regions whose in-

habitants use more than one language;
–– To promote the introduction of language learning and multilingual awareness 

in early childhood education and care.

4.	 Moving into the future

Even though the ECSPM has no renewed Mandate, it is still considered a partner of 
the DG EAC (http://ec.europa.eu/languages/information/csp-contact-list_en.htm). 
However, it is now independent from a directive and this may very well be a 
‘blessing in disguise’, as the proverb goes. It necessarily exerts pressure on 
member organisations to reconsider their collective role as a civil society platform 
– the emphasis being on civil society rather than on platform, so as not to obscure 
the meaning of what a civil society body is and what it is supposed to do. That is, 
a civil society of organisations and networks with expertise and know-how is 
not merely a podium to voice opinions. Rather, it is a sphere of social interaction 
between a national (and in this case a supranational) state on the one end and 
organised groups and institutions independent of the state on the other. The latter 
function on a voluntary basis and at least to some extent they are self-reliant.14 
Such a body usually includes non-governmental organisations, but also inde-
pendent mass media, think tanks, academic units, and other social groups that 
form a dense, diverse and pluralistic body – such as the ECSPM – functioning as  
a partner in governance. The idea of partnership implies that a civil society is 
not in tension with the state (or in this case, the supranational state – the EU 

14	 The concept of civil society can be traced back to Western antiquity (when it was used as a 
synonym for the ‘good society’ and Socrates taught that conflicts within society should be 
resolved through public argument using ‘dialectic’, a form of rational dialogue to uncover 
truth). Though its role in the political sphere has been ardently debated, in the 20th century 
civil society has increasingly been called on to justify its legitimacy and democratic creden-
tials. In the 1990s, with the emergence of nongovernmental organisations and new social 
movements (NSMs) on a global scale, civil society became seen as a key terrain of strategic 
action to construct ‘an alternative social and world order’. 
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administration) even when it criticises it, but, acting independently of it, its role 
is to make governance at all levels more accountable, responsive, inclusive, effec-
tive, and hence more legitimate. Moreover, a successful civil society, formed by 
organisations that have common needs, interests and values, develops through a 
fundamentally endogenous and autonomous process, controlled neither by the 
public sector (administration in governance) nor the private sector (businesses 
and corporations). When it is controlled by either side, it is doomed to fail in its 
mission. Civil societies can be successful and play a leading role in activating 
citizen participation in discussing, shaping and/or influencing policy.

The challenge presently facing our civil society body – whether it remains 
intact with its present partner organisations or it is enriched with new or alter
native membership – is to understand how its role was limited by its dependence 
on the governing administration and to decide how to redefine its role as a vital 
social agent contributing to the shaping of a more inclusive language policy and 
facilitating the implementation of the EU multilingualism policy in a politically 
sensitive manner. To respond to this challenge, I have put forth a proposition 
that our member organisations contribute annually a small amount to be used 
specifically for the design, development and maintenance of a website which will 
allow us to be visible to stakeholders and EU officials, and which will contain 
an e-platform that can facilitate economically viable electronic communication 
between partners and an enlarged body of professional organisations concerned 
with the theory and practice of multilingualism.

The ECSPM now has an official secretariat in Copenhagen, Denmark, and 
is aspiring to have a statutes plan in the near future. Those contributing to the 
website development will collaborate in setting the revived ECSPM’s priorities, 
which may coincide or depart from the priorities of the DG EAC or of other 
DGs that we will be approaching for collaboration when our website has been 
established, and we are in a position to present and promote what we stand for. 
Finally, I have accepted the challenge of setting out to the delegates of our mem- 
ber organisations a proposal that will be a point of departure for our collective 
action plan. This will focus on issues that deal with the following four wide-
ranging areas from the perspective of multilingualism: 1) Languages and language 
policy issues, 2) Language teaching, learning and assessment, 3) Translation, 
terminology & ICT, and 4) Arts, culture, media & publishing. ECSPM member 
organisations work in one or more than one of these areas.
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Italo Rubino

The Italian language in EU institutions and the REI

Abstract

L’italiano è lingua ufficiale , e quindi istituzionale, anche in altri paesi, quali la Svizzera, 
la Slovenia e la Croazia, oltre alla Repubblica di San Marino e la Città del Vaticano. Ma lo 
è anche nelle istituzioni europee fin dalla loro fondazione. 

L’impegno a produrre testi chiari e comprensibili a tutti i cittadini è ben presente anche 
tra i traduttori delle istituzioni europee, che hanno intrapreso varie iniziative per farvi 
fronte, tra cui la creazione di una rete con gli esperti nazionali denominata REI, Rete per 
l’eccellenza dell’italiano istituzionale.

1.	 Italian as an official language in Europe

Not everyone is aware that Italian is an official language not only in the territory 
of the Italian Republic, but also in other countries, although with varying status: 
at national level in Switzerland, San Marino and Vatican City; at regional level 
in Slovenia and Croatia; and at international level in the European Union. 

This means that if we want to analyse the features of the Italian language 
used in public administration, we also have to include its use in other contexts. 
I will examine here the particular case of the “institutional” Italian used in the  
EU institutions and bodies.

The legal basis for the compulsory use of Italian – as well as of all the other 
official languages of EU countries – in all EU institutions and bodies is Council 
Regulation No 1/58, still in force, which states:“Regulations and other documents 
of general application shall be drafted in the official languages”. This principle 
was reinforced by the “Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union” (2009), 
which states “Citizens have a right to address the official EU bodies in any of the 
EU’s official languages and to receive a reply in that language”.

The intention of the first EU legislators was that all citizens should understand 
directly the decisions and laws that would apply to them and be able to interact 
with EU institutions and bodies in their own language. It was a logical principle 
of democracy and of the legitimacy of the EU institutions.

2.	 The Italian language in the EU institutions

To publish all legislation and important information documents in Italian (and, 
of course, in all the other official languages of the European Union) was a huge 
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challenge. To address this, all the EU institutions and bodies – i.e. the Council,  
the Commission, the Parliament, the Court of Justice, the Court of Auditors, the 
Social and Economic Committee, the Committee of Regions, the Central Bank, 
the Bank of Investments, the Agencies – set up their own translation service.

As a result, more than 200 Italian translators currently work across the range  
of EU institutions.

Taking into consideration only the European Commission (more precisely its 
Italian Translation Department), there were about 1,200,000 pages translated into 
Italian between 2000 and 2015, the vast majority of which were published and 
became national law.

We can thus consider the EU as one of the biggest centre of “institutional” 
Italian in the world.

3.	 Language policy in the EU institutions: the theory

In order to ensure harmony and clarity in its legislative process, the EU institu­
tions developed over the years a series of guides, such as the “Joint Practical 
Guide of the European Parliament, the Council and the Commission, for persons 
involved in drafting European Union legislation” (several times updated) and the 
“Interinstitutional style guide” published by the Office for Official Publications 
(regularly updated), which were supported by internal style guides and editing 
rules published by language departments of the Parliament, of the Commission 
and the Council.

They all recommend that the drafting of a legal act must be clear, i.e. easy 
to understand and unambiguous; simple and concise, i.e. avoiding unnecessary 
elements; and precise, i.e. leaving no uncertainty in the mind of the reader.

These essentially common sense recommendations reflect general legal prin­
ciples such as the equality of citizens before the law (in the sense that the law 
should be accessible to and understandable for everyone), and legal certainty (in 
that it should be possible to foresee how the law will be applied).

The common goal is making available to European citizens legislation which 
makes clear the objectives of the European Union and the means it deploys to 
attain them, hence contributing to the legitimacy of EU institutions and the trans­
parency of its decision-making process.

4.	 Language policy in the EU institutions: the practice

The environment in which these common sense principles and intentions have to 
be applied is a very complex and complicated one. Texts are drafted, often under 
intense time pressure, by many authors with different cultural and intellectual 
backgrounds, and are often unclear.
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Apart from the Guides, other solutions have been identified and applied 
(though not always systematically, mainly because of lack of time): the editing of 
originals by author Directorates General; the editing of originals by the Direc­
torate-General for Translation (DGT); and the adoption of a quality assurance 
policy (guidelines on revision, reviewing, cross-reading, spot-checking) by the 
DGT itself.

5.	 The Italian-language Department’s contribution

The Italian translators in the EU institutions are well aware that all the legislative 
acts they translate will be directly (in the case of regulations) or indirectly (in 
the case of directives) published and applied at national level, and therefore 
they recognise the importance of and the need for Italian-speaking citizens to 
accurately understand what is expected from them.

Therefore, they do not limit themselves to the application of the general rules of 
the EU Institutions and the DG Translation, but have taken their own initiatives. 
These include:

–– An enhanced quality assurance policy with frequent internal seminars to 
make colleagues aware of the existing Guides and adopt shared approaches 
to revision and reviewing;

–– training initiatives and events, both linguistic and thematic (in order to main­
tain an excellent level of mother tongue competence and also to acquire 
knowledge of the subject matters);

–– linguistic coordination of translation services across all institutions (regular 
meetings, training events and reciprocal consultation on terminology);

–– the setting up of a permanent network with national experts and bodies (REI).

6.	 Mother tongue: how to maintain excellence?

Almost all translators and assistants are long-term expatriates. They keep their 
mother tongue up to date by a number of different means:
–– systematically reading newspapers, magazines and books, and watching Italian 

television (via cable and satellite);
–– listening to national radio via the Internet;
–– frequently visiting their country (via an internal training scheme and private 

visits); 
–– attending activities organised by the Italian Consulate and the Italian Institute 

for Culture;
–– maintaining contacts with linguistic and technical experts in the Directorates-

General;
–– creating a permanent network with national linguistic and thematic experts 

(the REI Network).
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7.	 Rete per l’eccellenza dell’italiano istituzionale (REI)  
(Network for the Excellence of Institutional Italian)

This was founded in 2005 by the Italian Department with the participation of 
the Accademia della Crusca (the historic National Body for Italian language) as  
a trait d’union between Italian-speaking EU translators, Italian academies and 
Italian-speaking linguistic and administrative institutions (from Italy, Switzerland, 
Slovenia and Croatia).

Its mission is:
–– promoting the use of clear, simple and user-friendly institutional Italian for 

drafting and translating legislative texts;
–– keeping the knowledge of the Italian language among EU translators and 

assistants up to date;
–– providing EU translators with terminological support;
–– organising study days once a year alternatively in Brussels, Luxembourg and 

Italy.

This network contributes to the quality of the translations in several ways:
–– individual contacts with members (across a wide variety of specialisations);
–– the results of the activity of four specialised working groups, i.e.:

•	 Linguistic Gender Equality (chair: Mrs. Cecilia Robustelli);
•	 Observatory on Italian language beyond national borders  

(chair: M. J.-L. Egger);
•	 Economic and financial affairs (chair: Mrs. M.T. Zanola);
•	 Legal matters (chair: Mrs Guggeis and Ioriatti);
•	 In-house workshops and seminars for members (on EU premises).

To ensure the communication and dissemination of its work, the REI relies on a 
set of modern tools: a functional mailbox; a web site, now totally re-designed; an 
online sub-site hosted by the EUROPA site; collaborative spaces like Yammer, 
Facebook, Twitter, etc.; online publication of presentations, speeches and contribu­
tions from seminars and study days; and paper publication of the most interesting 
presentations from the study days (the “Quaderni” book series).

8.	 Plain language: some limits

We all agree today on the need for all institutions, both national and international, 
to use common, plain language in order to guarantee transparency and democratic 
interaction with citizens.

However, in the particular case of the EU institutions there are some limits. 
For the sake of legal certainty and concordance it is necessary to respect first 
the terminology of the Treaties; then the terminology of the adopted legislation; 
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and finally to use specific, precise wording (e.g. for technical and financial terms). 
The domains regulated by EU legislation are sometimes very technical, for 
example:
–	 Health: clinical research on cancer, cardiovascular diseases, neurological 

diseases (in particular those linked with ageing, such as Alzheimer’s and 
Parkinson’s);

–	 Food, agriculture and biotechnology: genomics, proteomics, metabolomics, 
systems biology and converging technologies for micro-organisms, infectious 
diseases in animals, including zoonoses;

–	 Environment and climate change: prediction of climate, earth and ocean 
systems changes, etc.

Another huge obstacle to the use of plain language in EU documents and publi­
cations is the specificity of EU legislation, which often deals with new issues and 
concepts that do not exist in national legislation. Nevertheless, clarity can be 
achieved by accurately defining these new concepts.

In conclusion, we can state that the Italian translators in the EU institutions 
contribute as much as they can to the efforts for a clear legislative and communi­
cation style, but cum grano salis, in the sense that they have to apply some rules 
which are unavoidable in the particular, unique context of the EU environment.

For more information:
Web: ec.europa.eu/dgs/translation
Facebook: com/translatingforeurope
REI: http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/translation/rei/





European Federation of National Institutions  
for Language (EFNIL): 
Members and associate member institutions

For detailed information on EFNIL and its members see www.efnil.org

Member institutions grouped by country

Austria	 Österreichisches Sprachen-Kompetenz-Zentrum, Graz
	 Austrian Centre for Language Competence
	 Austrian Centre for Digital Humanities, Österreichische 

Akademie der Wissenschaften, Wien
	 Austrian Academy of Sciences

Belgium	 Service de la langue française, Bruxelles
	 French Language Service
	 Nederlandse Taalunie, Den Haag
	 Dutch Language Union (Flanders and The Netherlands)

Bulgaria	 Българска академия на науките, Институт за български 
език, Sofia

	 Bulgarian Academy of Sciences, Institute for Bulgarian 
Language 

Croatia:	 Institut za hrvatski jezik i jezikoslovlije, Zagreb
	 Institute of Croatian Language and Linguistics

Cyprus:	 Πανεπιστημίου Κύπρου, Nicosia
	 University of Cyprus

Czech Republic	 Ústav Českého národního korpusu Univerzity Karlovy, Praha
	 Institute of Czech National Corpus, Charles-University

Denmark	 Dansk Sprognævn, København
	 Danish Language Council

Estonia	 Eesti Keelenõukogu, Tallin
	 Estonian Language Council
	 Eesti Keele Instituut, Tallin
	 Institute of the Estonian Language
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Finland	 Kotimaisten kielten keskus / Institutet för de inhemska 
språken, Helsinki/Helsingfors

	 Institute for the Languages of Finland

France	 Délégation Générale à la langue française et aux langues 
de France, Paris

	 General Delegation for the French Language and the Languages 
of France

Germany	 Institut für Deutsche Sprache, Mannheim
	 Institute for the German Language
	 Deutsche Akademie für Sprache und Dichtung, Darmstadt
	 German Academy for Language and Literature

Greece	 Κέντρο Ελληνικής Γλώσσας, Thessaloniki
	 Centre for the Greek Language

Hungary	 Magyar Tudomános Akadémia, Nyalvtudományi Intézet, 
Budapest

	 Hungarian Academy of Sciences, Research Institute for 
Linguistics

Ireland	 Foras na Gaeilge, Dublin
	 (the all-island body for the Irish language)

Italy	 Accademia della Crusca, Firenze
	 (the central academy for the Italian language)
	 CNR – Opera del Vocabolario Italiano, Firenze
	 The Italian Dictionary

Latvia	 Valst valodas komisija, Riga
	 State Language Commission

	 Valsts valodas aġentūra, Riga
	 State Language Agency

Lithuania	 Lietviu Kalbos Institutas, Vilnius
	 Institute of the Lithuanian Language
	 Valstybine Lietuviu Kalbos Komisija, Vilnius
	 State Commission for the Lithuanian Language

Luxembourg	 Institut Grand-Ducal, Section de linguistique, Luxembourg
	 Grand Ducal Institute, Linguistic Section

Malta	 Kunsill Nazzjonali ta’l-llsien Malti
	 National Council of the Maltese Language
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Netherlands/	 Nederlandse Taalunie, Den Haag
Belgium	 Dutch Language Union

Poland	 Rada Jezyka Polskiego, Warszawa
	 Council for the Polish Language

Portugal	 Instituto Camões, Lisbõa
	 (The institution for the promotion of Portuguese language and 

culture)

Romania	 Academia Româna, Institutul de Lingvistica, Bucureşti
	 Romanian Academy, Institute of Linguistics

Slovakia	 Jazykovedný ústav Ĺudovíta Štúra Slovenskej, Bratislava
	 Slovak Academy of Sciences, Ludovit Stúr Institute of 

Linguistics

Slovenia	 Ministrstvo za kulturo – Sektor za slovenski jezik, Ljubljana
	 Ministry of Culture, Section for the Slovenian Language

Sweden	 Språkrådet, Stockholm
	 The Swedish Language Council

United Kingdom	 Oxford English Dictionary, Oxford
	 The British Council, London

Associate member institutions

Iceland	 Íslensk málnefnd, Reykjavik
	 Icelandic Language Council

Norway	 Språkrådet, Oslo
	 Norwegian Language Council






