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Subject: Petition 0129/2008 by C.E.  (Spanish), on the over-zealous application of the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in Galicia

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner regrets the over-zealous and, in his opinion, harmful application of the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in Galicia. He warns against a 
misunderstanding of language diversity which could ultimately result in Balkanisation. He 
refers to a newspaper article on the visit by a committee of experts from the Council of 
Europe in Galicia in September 2007. According to this article, the experts had confined their 
contacts to the autonomous government of Galicia and an association with links to the 
nationalist party BNG, and had come to the conclusion that the education system in Galicia 
should be mainly Galician-oriented. The petitioner refers in this connection to the Charter 
itself, which states that the protection of regional languages should not be to the detriment of 
the official languages. However, the petitioner maintains, the standards in Galicia for the 
education of children under 5 lay down that reading and writing should be learnt in Galician. 
Consequently children who are native speakers of Spanish (Castilian) are being forced to 
learn to read and write in a language other than their mother tongue. He calls for freedom in 
the choice of language. The petitioner lists a number of citizens’ pressure groups against this 
'linguistic dictatorship' and calls for these to be consulted in the context of the "Europe for 
Citizens" programme (2007-2013), which seeks to involve citizens more closely in the 
European integration process.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 23 June 2008. Information requested from Commission under Rule 
192(4).

3. Commission reply, received on 25 November 2008.
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The petitioner regrets the over-zealous and, in his opinion, harmful application of the 
European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages in Galicia. He warns against a 
misunderstanding of language diversity which could ultimately result in Balkanisation. He 
refers to a newspaper article on the visit by a committee of experts from the Council of 
Europe in Galicia in September 2007. According to this article, the experts had confined their 
contacts to the autonomous government of Galicia and an association with links to the 
nationalist party BNG, and had come to the conclusion that the education system in Galicia 
should be mainly Galician-oriented. The petitioner refers in this connection to the Charter 
itself, which states that the protection of regional languages should not be to the detriment of 
the official languages. However, the petitioner maintains, the standards in Galicia for the 
education of children under 5 lay down that reading and writing should be learnt in Galician. 
Consequently children who are native speakers of Spanish (Castilian) are being forced to 
learn to read and write in a language other than their mother tongue. He calls for freedom in 
the choice of language. The petitioner lists a number of citizens’ pressure groups against this 
'linguistic dictatorship' and calls for these to be consulted in the context of the "Europe for 
Citizens" programme (2007-2013), which seeks to involve citizens more closely in the 
European integration process.

Committee of experts and the Charter

The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages is an international convention 
adopted on 25 June 1992 by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe. It was 
opened for signature in Strasbourg on 5 November 1992. It entered into force on 1 March 
1998. 

At present, the Charter has been ratified by twenty-three states including Spain: 
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/minlang/aboutcharter/default_en.asp

The Charter is not a legal instrument of the European Union.

In its petition, the petitioner quotes a "press article on a visit by a committee of experts from 
the European Union on the application of the said Charter". However, the extract of the press 
article quoted by the petitioner only refers to "a committee of experts".

The said "committee of experts" was not designated by the European Union and this is not 
said in the quoted article.

In fact, Article 17 of the Charter of the Council of Europe mentions the establishment of a 
Committee of independent experts composed of one member from each State Party. The 
members are appointed by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe from "a list 
of individuals of the highest integrity and recognised competence in the matters dealt with in 
the Charter, who shall be nominated by the Party concerned".

It seems clear that the said "committee of experts" is the one established in the above-
mentioned Article 17 of the Charter.
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On 30 April 2007 the Kingdom of Spain presented to the Secretary General of the Council of 
Europe the second periodical report on the implementation in Spain of the Charter. This report 
also covering the language situation in Galicia may be consulted on the following website:
http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/minlang/Report/PeriodicalReports/SpainPR2_en.pdf

Multilingualism policy of the European Commission

The High Level Group on Multilingualism mentioned in the quoted press article was indeed 
set up by European Commission Decision of 20 September 2006. Its creation was announced 
in the 2005 Commission's Communication "A new framework strategy for multilingualism"1.

The Group was made up of independent experts to assist the Commission in analysing the 
progress made by Member States on the actions taken towards the objectives of the 
Commission's Action Plan "Promoting Language Learning and Linguistic Diversity".

The main purpose of the Group was to provide independent, non-political recommendations
to the Commission on the development of initiatives to promote and support multilingualism.

In its report the Group refers to "Bilingual communities comprised of speakers of regional or 
minority languages and of majority languages as good practice laboratories relevant to the 
EU’s aim of promoting multilingualism across the Union. In this context, reference was made 
to the know-how acquired in bilingual schools in the Basque Country, Galicia, Catalonia and 
the Valencian Country, where sophisticated methods of language immersion and special 
teacher training programmes had been in place for decades". 

The Group's report may be consulted on the following webpage of the European Commission:
http://ec.europa.eu/education/languages/eu-language-policy/doc126_en.htm

The European Commission develops a policy to promote multilingualism in the European 
Union. This policy includes all languages present in the EU: official, national, regional, 
minority and migrant languages.
In its Communication of 2005 "A new framework strategy for multilingualism" the 
Commission clearly states that it promotes a climate that is conducive to the full expression of 
all languages, in which the teaching and learning of a variety of languages can flourish.
The Commission implements its strategy for multilingualism working in close cooperation 
with the Member States. According to Article 149 of the Treaty Member States bear the sole 
responsibility for the content of teaching and the organisation of education systems and their 
cultural and linguistic diversity. As stated in this Article, the Community shall contribute to 
the development of quality education by encouraging cooperation between Member States 
and, if necessary, by supporting their action.     
In its Communication of 2008 "Multilingualism: an asset for Europe and a shared 
commitment" the European Commission reaffirms its commitment to work with Member 
States and stakeholders to make linguistic diversity an asset for Europe.  The Communication 
stipulates: «The harmonious co-existence of many languages in Europe is a powerful symbol 
of the European Union's aspiration to be united in diversity, one of the cornerstones of the 

                                               
1 COM(2005) 596 final of 22.11.2005
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European project. Languages define personal identities, but are also part of a shared 
inheritance. They can serve as a bridge to other people and open access to other countries and 
cultures, promoting mutual understanding. A successful multilingualism policy can strengthen 
life chances of citizens: it may increase their employability, facilitate access to services and 
rights and contribute to solidarity through enhanced intercultural dialogue and social 
cohesion. Approached in this spirit, linguistic diversity can become a precious asset, 
increasingly so in today's globalised world. (…) Member States are the key decision-makers 
on language policy, including on regional and minority languages, for which the Council of 
Europe’s European Charter for Regional or Minority languages provides a comprehensive 
framework. Many other organisations take decisions on the ground on language issues: 
educational providers, regional and local authorities, social partners, media and services. The 
Commission works with Member States and stakeholders, in line with the principle of 
subsidiarity, to ensure that objectives are shared, and will assist them in their efforts, notably 
by easing the exchange of good practices.»

The Charter application

The Charter is an international convention adopted and implemented by the Council of 
Europe. It is not a legal instrument of the European Union.

The European Commission has no competence as far as the Charter application is concerned.

Multilingualism policy

The European Commission develops a policy to promote language learning and linguistic 
diversity in the European Union. 

Responsibility for the implementation of a language policy at national, regional or local level 
rests mainly with Member States. Within its remit the Commission encourages, on the one 
hand, individuals to learn languages as a desirable life-skill for all European citizens and, on 
the other hand, Member States to establish national plans to promote language teaching at the 
various stages of education and to raise awareness of the importance of linguistic diversity.  

The European Commission policy on multilingualism fully respects linguistic diversity as a 
core value of the European Union. It takes into account Article 22 of the Charter of the 
Fundamental Rights of the European Union stating that the Union shall respect cultural, 
religious and linguistic diversity and Article 21 that prohibits discrimination based on a 
number of grounds, including language.


