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I’m delighted to be here with you today to discuss the findings and recommendations of 
the Language Rich Europe project. I would like to thank the organisers for giving us this 
opportunity to come together for this final conference. I am also very grateful to the 
Economic and Social Committee for hosting the event. 

We all know that Europe has an important linguistic heritage. We are proud of it. It 
underpins our individual identities, our multiple cultures and diverse traditions. And this 
rich heritage has played an essential role in shaping Europeans and our institutions as 
they are today.  

Our commitment to cultural and linguistic diversity is our way to pay tribute to such a 
tradition. But it also stems from our allegiance to the unique political model that the 
European Union has offered to the world over the last half-century.  

This is a model that has contributed to keeping peace in a continent plagued by a long 
and troubled history of wars and conflicts. 

This is to say how important it is that we safeguard this heritage. 

I read with great interest the main conclusions of your study and recommendations. 
Several actually coincide with those presented in the most recent Commission document 
on language competences for employability, mobility and growth - the document was 
part of the Communication we presented last November on Rethinking Education. 

In other cases, it is true that the approach is slightly different – it is clear that there are 
different perspectives on multilingualism from the vantage points of London and 
Brussels. 

The first recommendation calls for taking steps to “increase current knowledge about 
the languages spoken and used in different communities and countries throughout 
Europe”, as well as on the relationships between these languages.  

This is very important for us as well. While this study was underway, the European 
Commission gathered evidence on the situation in the European Union as concerns 
knowledge of foreign languages. We wanted to see how effective our educational 
systems are in equipping young Europeans with the language competences they need.  

We could already rely on the data collected by Eurostat and Eurydice on the ‘input’ with 
elements such as the age when pupils start learning a foreign language in different 
countries, how many hours of language teaching are foreseen, how many foreign 
languages are taught to each pupil and so on.  

But what we really needed was data on the ‘output’, the results. That is, the level of 
language competences that is reached by pupils at a given age - and for this we 
organised the first European Survey of language competences. I know that you had the 
opportunity to discuss the main findings in a panel this afternoon. 

I will not mince words. On average, the findings are alarming, in particular if confronted 
with the objective - that we set in Barcelona eleven years ago - that all pupils in Europe 
should learn at least two foreign languages from a very early age.  

Clearly, in my view, we cannot be satisfied with increasing knowledge about languages; 
we need to continue to promote better knowledge also of languages. 

And here I come to your recommendations 2 and 4; they suggest a reformulation of 
the “mother tongue plus two” objective.  

Here I have to say that I consider this objective to be still very relevant as a minimum 
requirement. Every person living in Europe in the decades to come will have different 
needs in terms of linguistic skills. 
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Of course English today has taken a leading position in international contacts - in areas 
from science and technology to musical entertainment. The special status of English is 
reflected in the current statistics: more than 90% of pupils learn English in lower 
secondary education.  

But for a young Greek moving to Germany for a better job, or a Swedish company 
wanting to export more to Latin America, the logical choice is to know the languages of 
those countries. While English may be seen as a ‘basic skill’ today, just like media 
literacy, to make an example, I am still absolutely convinced that it is more and more 
the knowledge of other languages that can make the difference in getting a job and 
progressing in one's career. 

And learning should not stop once leaving school. The world keeps changing fast. 
Learning to learn languages is also essential to react to the changing circumstances of 
an increasingly multilingual society and to the needs of an ever more globalised market. 
A broad and evolving language portfolio is the best passport to a bright personal and 
professional future. 

Recommendations 3 and 7 concern the languages of migrants and what is commonly 
called the “main language of instruction.” Mastering the language of the host country is 
indeed crucial in many ways: to study, get an education and a degree as well as to find 
and keep a job. Too often poor knowledge of the language of the country of residence 
results in educational failure, unemployment or social exclusion. 

A serious effort is needed on this front, with extra support given to children whose first 
language is different from that used at school. According to Eurostat data, almost 7% of 
all students attend schools where this linguistic challenge affects between 20 and 50 % 
of the school population.  

At the same time, measures should be taken for the recognition of those other 
languages; they are part of the children’s identity and are the basis upon which all other 
linguistic knowledge will be built.  

While it would be unrealistic to expect all schools to teach all the languages spoken by 
the families of their pupils, teachers must learn to deal with linguistic diversity in the 
classroom. Only this can ensure a better inclusion of children belonging to minorities. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Given the current economic climate, the Commission’s multilingualism policy will focus 
on measures to restore economic growth and full employment in Europe. 

Languages are a central element of our overall strategy. If we want more mobile 
students and workers, and businesses that can operate on a European and world scale, 
we need better language competences – and these must be better targeted to the 
current and future needs of the labour market. 

Partnerships between the world of education and the world of work will be essential to 
forecast those needs and prepare our systems to face them. Increased flexibility in 
teaching languages, combined with guidance to parents and pupils, will help us better 
match language supply and demand. 

If citizens must become more multilingual, public institutions and private enterprises 
must also learn how to cope with a multilingual society. And of course, if we are serious, 
we must go beyond preaching multilingualism and prove that it is possible.  
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The European Commission has an excellent track record from this point of view: each 
year, more than two million pages of translation help citizens understand what Europe is 
all about.  And interpreters allow experts to take part in thousands of meetings 
discussing the most complex technical subjects without having to worry about language 
issues. 

Our society will always need language specialists - professional linguists translating or 
interpreting, such as those people in the booths covering our proceedings today. But 
languages, like politics, are too important to our lives to be left to specialists only.  

Outside their language community, monolingual citizens are functional illiterates. And 
this is a luxury that Europeans can no longer afford in today’s globalised world. 

To check our progress in improving the language competences of European pupils, the 
Commission has presented a proposal for a European benchmark for language 
competences. This should measure on the one hand the percentage of pupils learning 
at least two foreign languages, and on the other the level of competences in the first 
foreign language studied. It is my hope that this proposal will be adopted next year.  

In the meantime, as you know, the Commission’s proposal for a new programme for 
education and training - Erasmus for All - is also being discussed by the Parliament 
and the Council. Each of the three main actions of the new programme - mobility, 
partnerships, and support to policy reform - will offer more opportunities to support 
language teaching. And language learning is explicitly mentioned as one of the priorities 
of this programme. 

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

Good progress has been made in the field of multilingualism in recent years, and there is 
now a new awareness of its importance. Much work remains to be done, though, and I 
am confident that important projects such as Language Rich Europe will give an essential 
contribution to this work. 

Let us work together to make not only Europe, but also Europeans, more multilingual, 
for a more inclusive, more dynamic and prosperous society. 


