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LANGUAGE POLICY OF THE EUROPEAN UNION

Shpenik, Kateryna-Maria 
Uzhhorod National University

Uzhhorod, Ukraine
Ukraine

Language policy is what governments implement through legislation, court 
decisions or policy to regulate the usage of languages, language cultivation 

skills that are needed to meet national priorities or to establish the rights 

of individuals or groups to use and maintain languages. Many scientists, 

artists, writers, politicians, leaders of linguistic communities, and defenders 
of linguistic human rights are heavily concerned with the preservation of 
cultural and linguistic diversity in today’s world. 

The European Union (EU) is a political and economic union of 28 coun-
tries located in Europe. Its foundations lay in the European Coal and Steel Com-
munity, established in 1951 by the Treaty of Paris, and the European Economic 
Community, established in 1957 by the Treaty of Rome. The original members, 
known as the European Communities or Inner Six were Belgium, France, West 
Germany, Italy, Luxembourg and the Netherlands. The European Union was 
formally founded with the Maastricht Treaty, that came into force on November 
1, 1993. Since then, the member-states have been cooperating in different fields 
and working on the equality of rights of every single citizen.

There are 24 official languages in the European Union, that are Bul-
garian, Croatian, Czech, Danish, Dutch, English, Estonian, Finnish, French, 

German, Greek, Hungarian, Italian, Irish, Latvian, Lithuanian, Maltese, 
Polish, Portuguese, Romanian, Slovak, Slovene, Spanish, and Swedish [5]. 
These languages are working languages and such important documents as 
legislation are translated into every single one of them, however, three of 
the official languages have a higher status of usage. English, German and 
French are the so called “procedural” languages of the European Commis-
sion that are in everyday usage in the institutions of the European Union, so 
they have a higher status. 

According to statistical data the 5 mostly spoken languages in the Eu-
ropean Union, in which citizens are able to hold a conversation, are Eng-
lish (51%), German (27%), French (24%), Italian (16%) and Spanish (15%). 
English is the most widely spoken language in the EU, and is understood by 
51% of the EU population, taking into consideration native and non-native 
speakers [2]. German is the mother tongue for 16% of the EU population [2]. 
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Apart from the 24 official/working languages, the European Un-
ion has regional/minority languages. As given by Magdalena Pasikows-
ka-Schnass, “Regional and Minority Languages (RMLs) are languages 
that are different from the official language(s) of a given state, and are 
traditionally used within a part or region of this state by a group of its na-
tionals that is smaller than the rest of the population (minority)”. It is esti-
mated, that there are about 60 regional and minority languages spoken by 
40–50 million people in the European Union, some of which are at risk of 
disappearing [6]. With the aim to protect and promote historical regional 
and minority languages in Europe, the European Charter for Regional and 

Minority Languages was adopted in 1992 [1]. As of March 2018, 17 out of 
28 European Union member-states had signed and ratified it, given by the 
website of the Council of Europe [1]. There is a number of countries (e.g. 
are Belgium, Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Greece, Ireland, Portugal, Bul-
garia. France, Italy, and Malta) that have not signed it yet since it was not 
ratified by their governments, and thus, according to the Charter. These 
countries are committed to respect their RMLs but not to promote their 
use in public life. Catalan, Galician, Basque, Scottish Gaelic and Welsh 
are not recognised official languages of the European Union but have a 
semi-official status: official translations of the treaties are made into them 
and citizens have the right to correspond with the institutions in these lan-
guages, thus the Charter does not apply to them.

Even though language policy is the responsibility of member states, 

EU institutions promote multilingualism among its citizens. As Michaela 
Franke wrote on the site of the European Parliament, “As part of its efforts 
to promote mobility and intercultural understanding, the EU has designated 
language learning as an important priority, and funds numerous programmes 

and projects in this area. Multilingualism, in the EU’s view, is an important 
element in Europe’s competitiveness. One of the objectives of the EU’s 
language policy is therefore that every European citizen should master two 
other languages in addition to their mother tongue” [7]. Achievements made 
in the field of promoting the importance of language diversity and mul-
tilingualism are programmes and researches, such as Erasmus+, Creative 

Europe, European Day of Languages, European Language Diversity for All, 
Renewal, Innovation and Change: Heritage and European Society, Europe-
an Research Centre on Multilingualism and Language Learning and many 
more. There are two prizes: the European Language Label Award presented 
to projects from participating countries for the most innovative language 
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learning project, the person who has made the most progress in learning 
foreign languages, and the best language teacher, and the Juvenes Transla-
tores Award presented to a 17-year-old student in the Member States, who 
made the best translation from or into any official language of the European 
Union. The 2012 Eurobarometer survey on Europeans and their languages 
revealed very positive attitudes to multilingualism, as 98% say mastering 
foreign languages will benefit their children, 88% think that knowing lan-
guages other than their mother tongue is very useful, 72% agree with the 
EU goal of at least 2 foreign languages for everyone, 77% say improving 
language skills should be a policy priority [2].

As it was said in the previous paragraph, the European citizens aren’t 
that hesitant about being multilingual. It won’t come as a surprise, that Eng-
lish is the second language number one to be learnt by students in schools. 

If comparing the data between 2010 and 2015, the proportion of students 
learning two or more languages in upper secondary school rose from 50% 
to 58% [4]. The top 5 are Luxembourg (100%), France (99%), the Czech 
Republic (99%), Romania (99%) and Finland (99%). The bottom 5 are 
Greece (1%), the UK (5%), Portugal (6%), Ireland (14%) and Italy (23%). 
The most studied languages are English (96%), French (23%), Spanish 
(22%), German (19%), Italian (3%) and Russian (2%) [4]. By the statis-
tics of 2012, at least 54% of people speak two or more languages, at least 
25% – speak at least 2, and 10% – at least 3 additional languages on a level 
that they can hold a conversation in it. It is important to mention, that there 

are only 8 Member States, where the majority of the population is able to 
have a conversation in at least two additional languages. These countries are 
Luxembourg (84%), the Netherlands (77%), Slovenia (67%), Malta (59%), 
Denmark (58%), Latvia (54%), Lithuania (52%) and Estonia (52%). In ad-
dition to that information, in Luxembourg 61% of the respondents are able 
to speak at least three languages in addition to their mother tongue. The cit-
izens of Portugal (13%), Hungary (13%), the UK (14%) and Greece (15%) 
are the least likely to be able to speak at least two languages in addition to 
their mother tongue. These statistics also show, that the groups, who are 
most likely to be able to speak at least two foreign languages are the follow-
ing: younger people aged between 15–24 (37%); those still studying (45%); 
those who finished their full-time education aged 20 or more (42%); those 
holding management occupations (38%); people who use the internet daily 
(35%) and those who place themselves high on the self-positioning social 
staircase (35%) [2].
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Sign languages are not official in the European Union yet, however 
around 500 000 people are using a sign language as their first language. 
Numerous Non-governmental Organizations exist in the European Union, 
such as the European Union of the Deaf and the European Sign Language 
Centre which support sign-language-users. Other than that, the European 
Commission has also supported the initiatives to produce digital technolo-
gies, such as Dicta-Sign or SignSpeak, that can help signers. The Erasmus+, 
a programme mentioned earlier, also funds numerous projects every year to 

support the teaching and learning of sign languages, and to promote linguis-
tic diversity awareness and the protection of minority languages. To verify 
the fact, that the European Union is looking forward to help the sign-lan-
guage-users, on November 26, 2016, a resolution on sign languages and 
professional sign language interpreters was adopted by the European Par-
liament in order to stress that deaf, deaf-blind and hard-of-hearing citizens 
must have access to the same information and communication as their peers 

in the form of sign language interpretation, subtitling, speech-to-text and/
or alternative forms of communication, including oral interpreters [3]. The 
resolution also recognised that EU institutions are already providing for the 
accessibility of public events and committee meetings.

To summarize everything, the attitude of the European citizens to-
wards multilingualism and learning foreign languages is positive. The large 
majority of Europeans think that everyone in the European Union should be 
able to speak at least one language in addition to their mother tongue. Many 

agree on the fact, that knowing at least one foreign language in addition 
to their mother tongue is important and rather helpful in getting a better 

job position. Most Europeans also think that all languages spoken within 
the European Union should be treated equally and that the improvement 
of language skills should be a policy priority. To prove, that the European 
Union is serious about the importance of language learning, on December 
6, 2001 the Council of Europe proclaimed September 26 as the European 
Day of Languages. The main goals it wants to achieve is to alert the public 
to the importance of language learning, to promote the rich linguistic and 

cultural diversity of Europe and to encourage lifelong language learning in 

and out of school. But, no matter the attempts, there are no signs, that multi-
lingualism is on the fast increase, as only 54% of Europeans are able to hold 
a conversation in at least one additional language, 25% is able to speak at 
least two additional languages and 10% are conversant in at least three, so 
there is still room for improvement.
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