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Summary  

How does the English we produce at the EU institutions, and the ECA in particular, differ from “natural” 
English, and even from international English, or “Globish”? Does Eurish really exist? And does it really 
matter if we drift away from the standards, in a world in which most speakers of English are now non-
natives anyway? In this subject brief, Hannah Critoph sets out some of the syntactical and grammatical 
features that set EU English apart, suggests how they may have come about, and considers the possible 
consequences if our language use continues to evolve in the same direction. 
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I’m often sent texts that requesters declare have been written in “Globish” or “international English”. They give me 
a broad remit to translate them into what they term “real” or “clear” English. 

Other times I’ll be sent a document nearing the end of its lifecycle. The text has already gone through several rounds 
of amendments. Every word has been weighed, debated and replaced countless times over, and the hierarchy has 
finally given its seal of approval. At this stage, all I can do is check for “glaring errors”. 

This places me in a difficult position. Because as I read through, more often than not, I will see things which cannot 
be labelled errors per se, yet they are not features of natural English. However innocuous these distortions may 
appear in isolation, their sum effect is quite alienating.  

Let’s be clear: I’m not concerned about puzzling Telegraph readers in Brexit Britain, because they account for a 
negligible share of our readership. Leaving our colleagues at the other institutions aside, the readers of the English 
language versions of our publications – and, yes, we do know that they are often reading the English – are lawyers 
in Copenhagen, farmers in Kilkenny, auditors in Helsinki, business people in Vienna or engaged citizens in Warsaw. 
In other words, they are not necessarily native speakers but probably comfortable speakers of Globish. They will 
have studied natural English though, and will be keeping that knowledge fresh by reading The Financial Times, 
Politico, The Economist. And often when they try to navigate our argument, they’ll notice that some of the signposts 
and markers on which they depend for orientation have been removed, or turned on their head. This then puts 
their head in a spin. 

That’s because we are not writing in Globish, which is basically a simplified – but, importantly, not skewed – version 
of English, with the use of grammar, sentence structures and vocabulary limited to that within the command of a 
lower intermediate user. In any case, we shouldn’t try to, since, as Jean-Pierre Nerrière, the Frenchman behind the 
Globish concept, admits, this sub-set of English is an “effective tool” in travel and basic business contexts1, but it 
comes up short when political sensitivities call for greater nuance. 

Often we’re writing in Eurish – the dialect that we European civil servants are developing along our corridors and 
in our meeting rooms and conference halls without even realising it. 

Language commentators and Brussels watchers have highlighted some of the so-called quirks they have seen 
emerging from our “linguistic laboratory”. For example, Financial Times journalist Michael Skapinker has written a 
few pieces on the topic, in which he points to the dropping of the “s” in the third person singular or the unnecessary 
use of prepositions, among other variations2. Here, though, I’m going to leap to my colleagues’ defence, because I 
don’t see these mistakes as trademarks of Eurish. Skapinker is highlighting slips in spoken English. Yet, I believe that 
most (if not all!) non-native speakers working in English at the EU institutions know that they should write “it 
reminds me” and not “it remind me”, but they can be excused for making the odd blunder in conjugation when 

                                                           

 

1 Nerrière, Jean-Pierre and Hon, David (2009). Globish The World Over. p. 41. 

2 Skapinker, Michael (9 April 2014). “Eurish has developed a grammar of its own.” Financial Times. Available at: 

https://www.ft.com/content/e6534caa-ba48-11e3-8b15-00144feabdc0 

https://www.ft.com/content/e6534caa-ba48-11e3-8b15-00144feabdc0
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conversing unscripted. Plus, when a document is sent to me for just a lightning proofread, it is well within my power 
to correct such deviations, which are indisputably “glaring errors”; so they don’t make it into the final product. 

So, if these are not among the unnatural distortions of English invading our publications, what are?  

I have six years’ experience editing English at the EU institutions and bodies, and here are some of the items on my 
list. Since others have already written about the “misuse” of certain terms (“control”, “assist”, “anticipate”, 
“foresee”), I’m focusing on the lesser-reported syntactic and grammatical differences between Eurish and English. 
I must stress that the features I’m setting out are unique to Eurish, which is further from natural English than 
Globish. Nerrière wrote his book Globish The World Over in Globish, and it contains no trace of the divergences 
noted below. 

Doubling up on verbs 

A transfer from the Romance languages, I often see two verbs where one would have done the job.  

This will result in strengthening of the IT infrastructure -> This will strengthen the IT infrastructure 

This initiative will ensure that employment increases -> This initiative will increase/boost employment 

The “result in” and “ensure” are redundant in these examples; if the IT infrastructure is strengthened or 
employment increases, it is clear that this was the outcome. 

Here are some further examples: 

 The use of images helps enliven our reports -> Images enliven our reports 

In this letter we aim to provide an answer to that request -> This letter responds to that request [NB: You “answer” 
a question or the phone, but “respond” to requests] 

Verbs such as “to contribute”, “to aim”, “to help” or “to provide” pervade Eurish writing. I suspect this stems from 
drafters’ fear of suggesting that an action goes the whole way towards achieving a goal. Yet omitting these verbs 
does not imply that. Alas, it is not because our reports have been “enlivened” with images that we then make them 
as lively as can be, setting readers’ pulses racing. Our images should, though, make them inch closer to the edge of 
their seats than they would if wading through an image-free report. Equally, when you “respond” to a request, you 
may not clear every nagging doubt in the requester’s mind, but you have sought to do so, and hopefully gone some 
way towards doing so, even if further clarification may be needed. 

Increased use of delexical verbs 

Verbs such as “to do” or “to make” are among the first verbs that learners of English will encounter. You won’t find 
them often in formal English texts, since they belong to a low register and are inefficient insofar as they rely on 
nouns to give them meaning. You will, though, often see them in Eurish texts. 

We checked whether invoicing and payment of the benefits had been made - > We checked whether benefits had 
been invoiced and paid 

The performance measurement was done on the basis of … - > We measured performance on the basis of… 
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As you can see, avoiding delexical verbs makes for a more active, economical way of writing. It also makes us sound 
far more credible, since “the performance measurement was done” sounds rather slapdash. 

However, a further characteristic of Eurish that would seem to go against this observation is the absence of the 
emphatic use of “to do”, as in “Contrary to your assertion, the agency does have its own monitoring system in 
place”. Here the “does” serves to contradict a previous statement. This can be a useful tool when formulating an 
argument, and features heavily in persuasive writing in English. 

Superfluous signposting in an introductory clause 

Both Germanic and Romance languages tend to signpost a lot more than English, and this feature has found its way 
into Eurish. 

In the case of the second audit, the objective was to… -> The objective of the second audit was to 

For projects that have been running for several years, the integration into the regular operation should be envisaged 
-> Projects that have been running for several years should become part of routine operations 

Words and phrases like “as regards”, “in relation to”, “regarding” often perform this function, and feature much 
more heavily in Eurish. 

Sometimes it is perfectly justified to use an introductory clause to guide the reader or mark a sudden shift in topic, 
but the technique loses its force if overused, as it is in Eurish. More often than not, English writing doesn’t waste 
time informing readers what it will be discussing next – it just dives right in. 

Overprecision 

Another way in which Eurish tends to be over-zealous in flagging the subject of an idea is through the increased use 
of words such as “relevant”, “concerned” or “applicable”. Here again, Eurish mirrors the Romance and Germanic 
languages, which tend to hold readers’ hands far more tightly than natural English. 
 
Verification of the regularity of relevant documents –> Regularity verification on the documents/Verification of 
document regularity 
 
The results of the national representative survey conducted confirmed that… -> The results of the national 
representative survey confirmed that… 

While this feature of Eurish comes from a good place – that is, a desire to guide the reader – I would argue that it 
achieves quite the opposite, since all we are doing is throwing more obstacles (i.e. words) between the reader and 
our message. Why would we check any documents apart from the “relevant” ones? The indicative force of the 
English definite article is strong; it leaves no room for doubt as to which documents we mean. In the second 
example, English would more naturally omit the past participle “conducted”, since the force of the preceding 
definite article is sufficient to show that this survey has been conducted. These are not the results of just any old 
survey, or of a theoretical one, but of the survey that was conducted. 
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Backloading information 

Although Eurish is keen to inform readers of the next agenda item, it will often then keep them hanging until the 
end of a sentence before revealing the punchline.  

To improve the effectiveness of the provision of healthcare services, the project implemented by the Ministry of 
Health is a step in the right direction. -> The Ministry of Health’s project is a step towards improving the effectiveness 
of healthcare services [NB: the omission of “in the right direction” and “provision” are deliberate editions] 

From the very beginning of implementation, substantial deficiencies had been found - > Substantial deficiencies were 
found from the outset [NB: the omission of “implementation” is deliberate] 

Here, again, Eurish is gearing readers up for the information they are about to receive. But rather than showcasing 
the message following a build-up, such “framing” – unless used to round off a paragraph with a punch – can actually 
mean that the point gets lost. 

 
Unnecessary use of the passive 

 
This feature has been commented on at length before (in internal drafting guidelines, etc.), but I’m including it here 
since preference for the active voice – the simpler of the two to construct – is reportedly a key characteristic of 
Globish3, making this another way in which Eurish departs from even international English. And often it does so 
without good reason. 

An article was written about the main audit observations by the SAI -> The SAI wrote an article on the main audit 
observations 

For some audits, particular attention was paid to population groups at risk of deprivation -> Some audits paid 
particular attention to population groups at risk of deprivation 

Putting the second example in the active voice means removing unnecessary signposting too. 

 
Loss of aspect 

Eurish contains fewer markers of aspect than English. The aspect of an utterance tells us about the duration of an 
action or a state over time. In English, the grammatical markers of aspect are less obvious than in, say, the Slavic 
languages, where most verbs come in pairs – one for expressing the perfective (or completed) aspect and the other 

                                                           

 

3 Nerrière, Jean-Pierre and Hon, David (2009). Globish The World Over. p. 86. 
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for the imperfective (or progressive/repetitive) aspect. Nevertheless, English does have a myriad of ways to suggest 
that an action extended over time. 

The agency informed migrants about asylum -> The agency kept migrants informed about asylum [Progressive 
aspect required as this was not a one-off task] 

We also visited non-governmental organisations that implemented EU projects - > We also visited NGOs 
implementing EU projects [Progressive aspect required as this was a continuous action in the past and they still 
implement projects to this day] 

While I wouldn’t expect non-natives to master some markers of aspect (such as particles), others (progressive 
tenses using the gerund) should be within their reach. Indeed Globish The World Over abounds with examples: 
“Millions and millions of people […] are now communicating on the Internet […] people with different mother 
tongues are texting,”; “Some people will go looking around for the rope”4. Often when I try to introduce a gerund, 
the addition is rejected as the business area cannot see the point of its insertion. Yet preserving aspect is essential, 
as it makes a huge difference in our context whether something was a one-off occurrence or a recurring one. 
Besides, our Slavic translators need to know which verb to choose. 

“ECAlish”: our own brand of Eurish? 

Our audit context means that we have developed an allergy to certain perfectly harmless words and an inclination 
to overuse others deemed “safe”. 

Oversensitivity to negative prefixes 

I’ve observed an in-house fear of negative prefixes. For example, it seems to be an unwritten convention that we 
ought to say “not sufficient” rather than “insufficient”, or “not well” rather than “poorly”, just as it is thought better 
to accuse an auditee of “a lack of consistency in performance” than of “inconsistent performance”. We don’t like 
to say that anyone was “unable” to do something; we feel it far kinder to say they “were not able”. By avoiding the 
negative prefix we are supposedly being less offensive; our findings are somehow toned down. To my mind, 
however, these alternatives mean precisely the same thing – we are simply saying the same with more words. You 
can certainly pick up any Commission document and read words like “inadequate”, “insufficient” or “uncertain”. 

Linked to this is a propensity to overuse other words that we are comfortable using, at the risk of doing so to the 
point where they lose their meaning. “Significant” is an example of one such word, which features very prominently 
in ECAlish. If you overuse any term, it starts to lose its, well, significance. 

Fear of “must” 

As a modal verb, “must” is not only used to introduce an obligation or impart advice. It is also a modal of probability, 
used to deduce meaning. For example: 

                                                           

 

4 Nerrière, Jean-Pierre and Hon, David (2009). Globish The World Over. p. 137. 
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It is snowing, so it must be cold outside. 

She left the summer party early, so she must have been bored. 

There is a reluctance to use “must” in this way at the ECA – although not uncommon in Commission and Parliament 
documents – as we do not wish to appear as though we are handing down recommendations or instructions where 
we are not. This sensitivity is perhaps understandable, but I believe that the content of the clause that follows will 
invariably make clear that we are simply commenting on the likelihood of something. 

Conclusion 

I cannot strike out the above features of written Eurish when only commissioned to correct real howlers. Certainly, 
you will also come across examples of some of the above in texts written by native speakers who have had no 
exposure to foreign languages. There might be a very good reason to, say, double up a verb, flag the subject or 
backload a sentence in order to hammer a point home or improve flow. But, the fact is that these features are the 
rule and not the exception in our texts; they are not techniques employed consciously – they slip onto the page 
without thought. And their combined effect on the reader can be rather dizzying.  

You might associate dialects with low status groups in rural areas. However, with mass migration and urbanisation, 
this is changing and we are seeing the emergence of contact dialects in multi-ethnic urban areas. Eurish, too, is a 
contact dialect. It is forming as speakers of different languages interact with each other, and exchange linguistic 
features from their respective mother tongues. Indeed, as we have seen, Eurish contains features taken over from 
both the Romance and Germanic languages. What’s special about this case, though, is that the Eurish dialect is 
taking shape not on the streets but among a closed professional community sat around negotiating tables in 
Brussels, Luxembourg and Strasbourg. 

That’s precisely why its creep into our written publications needs to be kept in check. Because, far from belonging 
to the streets, to the people, to families, Eurish is the preserve of a multilingual elite. It excludes even the educated 
bilingual folk who, having not yet mastered French, don’t realise that when you “assisted” the meeting, you actually 
only attended it – because they won’t find the definition of “to assist” meaning “to attend” in any English dictionary. 
Only a knowledge of French – or repeated exposure to the same mistake by colleagues – will get them there. 

Eurish is perfectly fit for our internal oral discussions. In fact, since we are a community speaking a common 
language, it is the most efficient communication tool we have at our disposal to get things done quickly among 
ourselves. But we need to be aware of its infiltration into written texts, because, as its linguistic features pile up, 
they bury our meaning ever deeper, widening the distance between us and citizens. Indeed, as Skapinker has said, 
the “Brussels dialect is a gift to the EU’s foes”.5 

 A language is a living thing – it expands, it contracts, it mutates and evolves. It is my belief that outsiders who have 
joined the English language community have enriched it and made it a more exciting place in which to live and work. 
English certainly doesn’t belong to those raised speaking it. Native speakers have to be pragmatic; we simply look 

                                                           

 

5 Skapinker, Michael (2014). “Brussels dialect is a gift to the EU’s foes”. Financial Times. Available at: 

https://www.ft.com/content/5777c6ea-e00a-11e3-9534-00144feabdc0. 

https://www.ft.com/content/5777c6ea-e00a-11e3-9534-00144feabdc0
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out-of-touch if we insist upon certain rules and meanings enshrined in dusty 1970s grammar books and dictionaries 
that even the streets of London have long forgotten.  

That said, users of English in any context – be it an international or a native-speaker environment – do have to 
adhere to certain standards when producing written work if they are to be understood. Given that our work at the 
EU institutions will be dissected for interpretation by law courts, mulled over by national governments, translated 
into several different languages and read by citizens unfamiliar with our inner workings, we have a special 
responsibility to stay transparent if we want our texts to be interpreted, translated and read in the way we intended. 
If we don’t want citizens to feel increasingly alienated from the EU institutions, if we don’t want to be perceived as 
a “closed club”, we need to be aware of the ways in which our use of English is drifting steadily away from its use 
by other (native and international) users.  

Don’t forget that the English Language Service are the in-house guardians of clarity. We can provide drafting 
assistance throughout the report-writing process, acting as mediators, facilitating communication between the ECA 
and the outside world. Our involvement towards the end of the process is particularly important, as final-hour 
amendments are particularly prone to Eurish. Once they start flooding in, clarity often gets swept away.  

So, please, let’s all work together to write in a language the readers of our English language publications understand: 
plain English. 
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