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Background 

The study starts from the assumption that linguistic and cultural diversity is a great wealth and strength of the 
European Union and of Europe as a whole. This diversity is expressed not only in the 36 official state languages 
in Europe, but also and, in particular, in at least 69 minority (stateless) languages. The corresponding data for 
the European Union are 25 official state languages (including Luxembourgish, official in Luxembourg but not 
at EU level) and at least 21 minority (stateless) languages. There are 50 titular nations and at least 362 minorities 
in Europe, and 29 titular nations and at least 158 minorities in the European Union. These 158 national 
minorities make up only 7% of the EU population (they are indeed in the minority), but they correspond to 89% 
of the cultural and linguistic diversity within the EU. If the promotion of European cultural and linguistic 
diversity wants to fulfil its purpose, it must also take place through the promotion of national, autochthonous 
minorities and their minority languages. This requires measures to support the use of those languages.  

For a meaningful language policy, reliable data on the stock of the language (group) to be protected and 
promoted are necessary. In many cases, these data are not available. Where they are present, they often indicate 
the decline of the minority, which most probably also corresponds to a decline of the corresponding minority 
language.  

On the other hand, there are minority languages that are growing, particularly within the EU. It is therefore 
important to point out the conditions that make this development possible and to look for ways to transfer 
these favourable conditions to other minority languages as well. 

                                                             
1 Full study in English: https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2023/751273/IPOL_STU(2023)751273_EN.pdf 

ABSTRACT 

This study, commissioned by the European Parliament’s Policy Department for Citizens’ Rights and 
Constitutional Affairs, at the request of the PETI Committee, inquires about the connection 
between the “Protection of European linguistic and cultural diversity” and the “Protection and 
promotion of European minority and minoritised languages” in Europe. 

The situation of the European minority and minoritised languages can be seen as a barometer of 
the current state of European linguistic and cultural diversity. The available data show that more 
than two thirds of linguistic minorities within the European Union have significantly decreased in 
number in recent decades (1991-2011). At the pan-European level, too, two thirds of minorities 
have declined over the same period. The same must be assumed as to the use of the languages 
spoken by these minorities. 

 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2023/751273/IPOL_STU(2023)751273_EN.pdf
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Main findings 

Based on a review of the data available on minorities and their languages within the EU and Europe, which are 
seen as the heart of Europe’s linguistic and cultural wealth, this study comes to the three main findings listed 
below: 

• Although the concept of “number” is intrinsic in the definition of (linguistic) minority, many European 
states refrain from surveying such minorities, of using statistics as data. This means that a sound 
empirical basis for a sound linguistic minority policy is often lacking.  

• Despite this problematic data situation, several indicators show that more than two thirds of the 
minorities within the EU (and also at pan-European level) have decreased noticeably in the last four 
decades. This decline must also be assumed for the languages spoken by these minorities. 

• However, some minorities in the EU and in Europe are growing. From the conditions that enable this 
growth in number – the presence of a dedicated autonomy with the related political, economic, and 
linguistic framework (as the presence of a standard code) – can be derived strategies for an effective 
minority and minority language promotion.  

It is precisely this last point – that the decline of minority languages is not a “law of nature”, but can be halted 
and even reversed through appropriate measures and framework conditions – that is the starting point for the 
recommendations made in this study. It must be noted that in accordance with the current European Union 
legal framework, the main responsibility for implementing measures to improve the use of minority languages 
lies with the EU Member States. Despite this, the European Union has several indirect possibilities to support 
minorities and minority languages which should be used more intensively both on the part of the EU and on 
that of the minorities: programmes for the promotion of languages and cultures, employment and social 
integration, regionalisation and cross-border cooperation. However, this requires that representative 
organisations of linguistic minorities are given the legal possibility to access these programmes, if necessary, 
introducing new regulations. They should also be given, where opportune, in-depth consulting for the 
submission of funds applications and managerial handling. 

Main Recommendations  

The main recommendations of this study can be summarised in the following appeal: the EU-motto “United in 
Diversity” should be brought to life. The starting point for are three postulates, which can be considered as 
generally valid:  

• Minority languages need speakers otherwise they will perish.  

• In order for minority languages to continue to have speakers, it is first and foremost necessary to be 
able to live and raise children (i.e., new speakers) in the respective minority areas. This requires a certain 
standard of living in minority areas to be ensured, also to prevent massive emigration from minority 
areas. Without speakers of minority languages, rights for these languages are also invalid. Immigrants 
in minority areas should (and should have the possibility to) be linguistically integrated as well.  

• For the purpose of maintaining a minority community, the comparative analysis of the current situation 
of the minorities within the EU and Europe shows that granting adequate autonomy has proven to be 
particularly effective. 

That said, the study offers the following recommendations for the European Union and its Member States:  

• The Framework Convention for the Protection of National Minorities, the European Charter for Regional 
and Minority Languages and several reports and resolutions of the EU Parliament (Report on endangered 
European languages and linguistic diversity in the European Union [2013], Resolution on endangered 
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European languages and linguistic diversity in the European Union [2013], Resolution on protection and 
non-discrimination with regard to minorities in the EU Member States [2018]) contain a large set of 
provisions useful for the goal to preserve European linguistic and cultural diversity. The EU Member 
States should be encouraged to ratify (where provided) and fully implement them. 

• Ways should be found out in order to get as accurate information as possible on the number of minority 
language speakers and their (minority) language competences. Actions aimed at preserving a language 
presuppose the knowledge about this fundamental criterion of its vitality. Surveys granting anonymity 
are conceivable and feasible, as it is proven by the concrete case of South Tyrol. 

• Experience shows that the establishment of various forms of autonomy, cultural or territorial, with the 
aim of matching some basic needs of the minority group are particularly effective in preserving 
minority languages. 

• Long-established and newly arrived adult inhabitants of a minority area must be given the possibility 
to learn the minority language. To this effect, special courses sponsored by public funds can prove 
useful. EU agencies should contribute to the said courses, planning their investment, also having regard 
to the degree of extinction that individual languages face. 

• Families remain the most important way of passing on minority languages as mother tongues. Parents 
must be supported and incentivised by all possible means to achieve this task. 

• The role of families must be supported, continued and even taken over (where the language is no 
longer passed on in the family) by the educational institutions. Minority languages should be taught 
(also in their formal, written form) in the schools respective minorities attend. The teaching of a minority 
language in a minority settlement area should be made compulsory for all pupils, whether they come 
from minority families or not.  

• Optic bilingualism in toponymy indications and public signs of any kind should be encouraged, since 
they are likely to be for many a first contact with and a possible introduction to the minority language. 

• The European Union should promote the presence of minority languages in digital systems. Given the 
importance and relevance of these systems, absence of minority languages must be equated with 
damage to the fundamental right to express oneself in one’s mother tongue. 

• Minority languages should be used in as many areas of daily life as possible, from administration to the 
media. This only becomes possible in the presence of a standard form for at least the written use, and 
requires a certain degree of language elaboration. The European Union should support the endeavours 
aimed at the achievement of these conditions of standardisation and elaboration. The EU should adopt 
and specifically promote the objectives of the UNESCO Indigenous Language Decade (2022-2032) in a 
similar initiative. 

• Minority languages, not unlike State languages, need a basic infrastructure: comprehensive 
dictionaries, school grammars and a corpus of texts. For minority languages these tools are not easily 
available. EU programmes should support, in a more coordinated manner, the realisation of the said 
infrastructure that has to be considered as a strategic goal of the EU linguistic policy.  

• A future-oriented language policy must not only aim at the (museum-like) preservation of what already 
exists, but also at maintaining the use value of a language. In most cases, language elaboration 
processes are necessary for this. These are particularly effective when they lead to the establishment of 
a replicable and teachable standard variety. The realisation of such standard varieties should find its 
way into European language policy. 

Minority and minoritised languages – which represent the bulk of the language and cultural wealth of the EU 
and Europe – are currently more than ever at a crossroads. The radical change in their economic and social 
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environment, increased mobility, and exuberant globalisation have profoundly changed the traditional 
environment in which a minority or minoritised language was passed on. In this changed world, minority and 
minoritised languages only have a future if the motivation for their use and transmission is conceived anew 
and differently. This new motivation lies in the added value that knowledge of a minority or minoritised 
language brings. On the one hand, this added value lies in the individual advantages of multilingualism 
(including the intrinsic value of language as a carrier of culture and identity, and a monetary value realised in 
interaction with other people, e.g., in the labour market), and, on the other hand, in its social advantages 
(multilingualism is the generator of entire sectors of the economy – e.g., in education, in the cultural and 
creative industries, in tourism, in cross-border cooperation – that cannot be easily outsourced to other regions 
or areas of the world because they are bound to a specific language combination).  

Ultimately, multilingualism – to which minority languages contribute to a considerable extent – is a value in 
itself, i.e., it has intrinsic value. Multilingualism and linguistic diversity are, in fact, comparable to diversity in 
flora and fauna, or to diversification in agriculture, industry and the tertiary sector, where there is a unanimous 
opinion that a reduction of this diversification will lead to a shepherding monoculture. Linguistic and cultural 
monoculture is just as damaging as that in all other fields. Therefore, a parallelism imposes itself: just as Europe 
tries to avoid, with legal provisions or special measures, monocultures or monopolistic situations in all other 
sectors, it should avoid it in language and culture. Therefore, it should be a general European concern to 
preserve linguistic and cultural diversity as well.  

As currently happens in the field of protecting the environment or the climate, the European Union and Europe 
also need a paradigm shift in the case of the protection of linguistic and cultural diversity. And just like 
protecting the environment or the climate, protecting linguistic diversity, too, comes at a cost. But if the current 
development is met with indifference, it is easy to predict that Europe will experience a linguistic and cultural 
desertification even before the impending climate disasters. 
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