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Abstract

We introduce the notion of language disenfranchisement which
arises if the number of EU working languages is reduced. We use
the data on language proficiency in the EU and show that, in spite
of the widespread knowledge of English, the retention of French and
German as working languages is essential to avoid a too large degree of
disenfranchisement of citizens. The picture, however, becomes some-
what different if we consider the population under age of 40. We also
argue that even though French is the second leading language within
the EU, the situation is likely to be reversed after the enlargement.
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1 Introduction

The fifth and largest enlargement of the European Union that will take place
next year will lead to the creation of a union of 450 million citizens and
an economy in excess of nine trillion dollars (close to that of the United
States). The Union faces tremendous challenges of finding a common ground
for foreign, security, trade, asylum, defence, law enforcement, and immigra-
tion policies while maintaining and respecting the diversity of its members.
The preservation of identities, cultural values and history of various coun-
tries underscores the important role of national languages.? To underline
the importance of national differences, the draft of a new constitution of
the European Union will be published in eleven current official and working
languages® and in 21, after the ten additional candidate countries become
member states.* Since the European Union is committed to the principle
of multilingualism and to the fundamental rights of non-discrimination and
equality of its citizens, this implies, in particular, equal rights of all citizens
for information and access to legal documents in their national language.
However, the enlargement of the Union will bring new member coun-
tries where very different idioms are spoken (Polish, Czech, Slovakian, Slove-
nian, Hungarian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Estonian, Maltese), none of which is
widely spoken outside the country of its origin. If the so-called “full language
regime” is maintained, fourteen hundred extra interpreters and translators
will be needed.? If, on the other hand, the Council accepts the idea that trans-
lations be restricted to “core documents” only,® then demands on interpre-

2The importance of language as a part of “nation-building,” goes, as history has often
shown, together with a unique language, whether in a natural way or imposed by law.
This was the case in Ancient Greece, where the “speaking of Greek, and no other single
factor, defined [who was Greek].” (Dalby, 2002, p. 128.) An ordinance taken by King
Francois I in 1539 in France, fosters linguistic nationalism, by making compulsory the use
of French in all legal documents and transactions (Dalby, 2002, p. 131.) and nowadays,
though there is some resistance from time to time, every French citizen speaks French
and has his children raised in French. Hebrew in Israel is a modern example, and so is
English in the United States, where the influence of Spanish due to Mexican immigration
will probably not last, or French in most former French and Belgian African colonies.

3Irish is also a EU Treaty language, but not an official and working language.

4At the time being, the only official language for Cyprus is Greek, which would make
for 20 languages, and not 21 as is often argued.

SEU document PE 305.269/BUR /fin.

6“Core documents” consist of legislative documents, as well as documents for the Coun-



tation could be reduced and the number of additional positions is estimated
at 675.7 To cope with the difficulty of translating from any language to any
other,® there is the idea to use English (and probably German and French,
for obvious reasons) as a pivotal language, to which and from which other
languages will be translated. Without reforming, the enlargement could, ac-
cording to a conservative estimate based on previous enlargements, increase
the workload, and thus costs, by some 80 percent.’ Given that in 2000, some
686 million euros were spent on translation, this means an additional ex-
penditure of 550 million euros. Though Neil Kinnock, Vice President of the
European Commission, claims these are relatively small numbers per head
(less than two euros per citizen in today’s EU), and represent only 0.8 percent
of the EU total budget, the absolute amounts are by no means small.

The financial consideration may pose the following important question:
How many languages should be retained as working languages in the EU? A
possible shift from “complete multilingualism” to “controlled complete mul-
tilingualism” will bring substantial monetary benefits but, at the same time,
it may limit the access of some citizens to sometimes important information
and documents. At a time when so many sensitive decisions on the future of
the union and its members are contemplated, it is important to prevent, as
much as possible, the alienation and “disenfranchisement” of a large number
of the EU citizens.

In this paper, our objective is to provide estimates of the EU population
that would be disenfranchised and would be limited in terms their language
representation and access to the essentials of European policies (economic,
social, cultural, etc.) and politics if the only languages they know are not
considered as working languages by the various European institutions.

The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 is devoted to the empirical
analysis and the introduction of the “disenfranchisement index” generated
by a single language. In Section 3, we extend the notion of disenfranchise-
ment to a group of languages and study how the introduction of various
languages reduces the degree of disenfranchisement. Section 4 includes some
reflections on the relative positions of French and German, and the possible

cil and the European Council.

"EU document PE 305.269/BUR /fin.

8Tt is doubtful that there exists a professional who can translate, say Finnish into
Maltese!

9Rolf Schaerer (2003).



consequences of the enlargement. Section 5 contains concluding remarks.

2 Empirical Results

In 2000, the Directorate of Education and Culture of the EU ordered a sur-
vey on languages, that was conducted by INRA (Europe).!® In each of the
15 countries, 1,000 interviews!! were conducted on the use of languages. The
information in which we are interested in this paper is concerned with the
following two questions:

(a) What is your mother tongue? (note to the interviewer: do not probe; do
not read [the list of languages| out; if bilingual, state both languages);

(b) What other languages do you know? (show card [containing a list of
languages|;'? read out; multiple answers possible).

There were four possible choices for (b), and we assumed that the first two
choices that came to the mind of the person interviewed were the languages
that she knew best.

There were also questions on whether the knowledge of each of the tongues
mentioned was “very good,” “good” or “basic,” but we did not take these
answers into account, since such qualifications are usually very subjective,
vary across individuals and are, therefore, not very informative.

We must point out that the estimates we use are based on the results
of a survey conducted in each EU country in 2000, and did not include the
newcomers, for whom there is very little information. However, given that
most of the newcomers were quite isolated from the rest of the world until
very recently, it is unlikely that their arrival will change our conclusions in
any significant way.

The results that we discuss, in particular, the number of people who claim

10INRA, Eurobarometre 54 Special, Les Européens et les Langues, February 2001.

1With some minor variations: 1,300 interviews in the UK, 2,000 in Germany, 600 in
Luxembourg.

12Danish, German, French, Italian, Dutch, English, Spanish, Portuguese, Greek, Irish,
Swedish, Finnish, Luxembourgish, Arabic, Turkish, Chinese, Sign language, Other (specify
first and second), None.



to know a language, do not mean that each of these can speak and write the
language correctly. The literature on “languages in danger” is extremely pes-
simistic on language knowledge: Non-native speakers of a language do not
use the right idiomatic expressions, mistranslate, misinterpret the real mean-
ing of words or sentences and cannot make the difference between “might,”
used to mean power, or used as the past of “may” in a sentence such as
“The wish that might make right...”'3 A language, they claim, needs 12,000
hours of study and practice to be known,'* and a survey like the one we
use certainly exaggerates the number of people who possess the language in
some depth. Our argument for using the survey is twofold. First, it contains
numbers, which are better than the usual guesswork on which discussions
on knowledge of languages and the decisions that may follow, are based.!®
Second, this is the most complete and recent dataset that exists, and unless
one has 15,000 people taking linguistic exams in several languages, it will be
difficult to do any better. Clearly, there are individuals who tend to declare
that they know a language, though their knowledge is basic; others are shy,
and will refrain from doing so, even if they know the language reasonably
well. Therefore, there is little doubt that the data that we use are biased in
both directions, and our contention is that there are as many optimists as
there are pessimists, and that the biases roughly cancel out.

Table 1 displays data for the six languages that are spoken most in Eu-
roland: English, French, German, Italian, Spanish, and Dutch. The number
of inhabitants who speak each language—they can of course speak more than
one—is compared with the “natural” population that speaks the language
(country of origin and extensions, for instance, France and 40 percent of
Belgians for French). The last column of the table gives the “language mul-
tiplier,” obtained as the ratio between those who (claim they) speak the
language and the natural population. English comes out as the most fre-
quently spoken language, and has also the largest multiplier: the number of
speakers is 3.35 times larger than the number of citizens who live in the UK
and Ireland. English is undoubtedly followed by French, but the situation is

13See Piron (1994, p. 67).

14See e.g. Piron (1994, p. 79).

5Fettes (1991) estimates that no more than six percent of Europeans understand English
(quoted by Piron, 1994, p. 69), while Crystal (1997, pp. 55-61) estimates at 700 million the
world population of fluent users of English and at 1,800 million the number of ‘competent’
users.



less clear for the next languages. Indeed, even if German is spoken by more
individuals than Spanish, its multiplier is smaller than that of Spanish and
it is clear that, internationally, if account is taken of Latin America, Spanish
is more important. Italian and Dutch are spoken by some ten percent more
people than their natural populations. Though we do not have the detailed
numbers for other languages, it is quite clear that none of them is spoken
much beyond the boundaries of its country of origin.

[Table 1 approximately here]

In Table 2, we show the degree of disenfranchisement across the EU mem-
ber states if only one language were chosen as the working language of the
EU. For each country, this is the percentage of citizens who would lose their
ability to understand EU documents if only one among these six languages
were chosen as working language.

[Table 2 approximately here]

The results displayed in Table 2 lead to two remarks. First, English is
dominating. As appears from column 3 concerned with disenfranchisement
rates, if English were the only language to be adopted, 45 percent of the EU
population would nevertheless be disenfranchised. But this share rises to 66
percent or 69 percent if English were replaced by French or German only,
and becomes of course worse if Italian, Spanish or Dutch were chosen (83,
85 and 94 percent, respectively). Nevertheless, the numbers that are given
in Table 2 show that, even if globally, English is the widest known language,
the disenfranchised population would be intolerably large in some countries,
including in France, Germany, Spain and Italy, the four largest countries on
the continent.

When we turn to the younger population, the future looks a bit brighter,
since “English only” would merely disenfranchise 27 percent of the population
under the age of 40.



[Table 2a approximately here]

However, disenfranchisement rates remain quite high (63 percent and
67 percent) for French and German. Therefore, the situation that prevails
nowadays and the future are both favorable to English. The increase of
knowledge of languages among the younger generations is really remarkable.
If the whole EU population had the habits shared by those who are younger
than 40, there would be 76 million more English speaking Europeans than
today! It is worth pointing out that the increase in the number of English
speakers takes place in each of the 15 member countries.

Since it is quite unlikely that in the short run only one of the languages will
be retained as working language, the more important question is concerned
with how many people speak one or the other language, if the EU were to
decide that only two or three languages were to be retained, and how large
the disenfranchised population would be if a second language were added to
the first, a third to the second, etc. The data presented in Tables 2 and
2a does not allow for a direct answer to that question. They do not tell
anything either on how the situation will evolve, since younger generations
that will replace older ones in the years to come, may be speaking other
languages than their parents. The analysis of these issues is presented in the
next section.

3 Disenfranchisement: How Much is There
to Gain by Adding Languages?

Mother tongue, second and third language are now bundled together, and
results will be given for each EU country, and for the EU globally. It seems
important to discuss both individual countries and the Union as a whole,
since, as will become clear, some countries (Greece, Portugal, Finland among
others) will be almost excluded if their native language is is, and one could
reasonably argue that such a situation is unsustainable or undesirable.

If we try to determine the degree of disenfranchisement for a group of
languages, the data of the survey need to be transformed. Indeed, since
now we are interested to know how many citizens do speak “at least one
of the languages in a specific group,” the information about the number of

7



speakers of each language is, obviously, far from being sufficient. Consider
the following example. According to the survey, out of one thousand Danes,
754 speak English and 375 speak German. We obviously cannot conclude
that 754 4+ 375 = 1129 out of one thousand speak at least one of the two
languages. To derive the correct number we have to realize that the people
who speak both English and German were counted twice, once as English and
once as German speakers. Since the data show that the number of Danes who
speak both languages is 291 (out 1000), we subtract this number from 1,129
and conclude that 1,129 - 291 = 838 Danes (out of 1,000) speak German or
English.!6 Obviously the calculations are much more intricate if we consider
groups of three or more languages.'” Our results are presented in Table 3.

[Table 3 approximately here]

As was indicated above, if English were the only language to be adopted,
45 percent of the EU population would be disenfranchised. Adding French
decreases disenfranchisement to 30 percent, adding both French and German
reduces this percentage to 19 percent. Disenfranchisement drops to 4 percent
if the six most spoken languages (English, French, German, Italian, Spanish
and Dutch) were adopted. But lack of comprehension would remain high
in Finland (35 percent), Greece (50 percent), and Portugal (57 percent). It
should be noted that, when Italian, Spanish, and Dutch get added to English,
French and German, the only countries that really gain are Italy, Spain and
the Netherlands, and that the only means to decrease disenfranchisement
rates in Denmark, Finland, Greece, Portugal and Sweden would come from
adding their languages to the previous ones. Therefore, only English, French
and German really seem to fulfill the criterion of languages that decrease the
global rate of disenfranchisement.

Again, the situation looks much more promising if we restrict our at-
tention to the population under the age of forty, as can be seen in Table
3a.

16We are grateful to INRA, and in particular to Christine Kotarakos and Rosario
Spadaro who kindly accepted to write and run the programs that allowed taking out
all the double counts.

I"The detailed calculations are available upon request from the authors.

8



[Table 3a approximately here]

English as the only language of the EU would lead to a disenfranchisement
rate of 27 percent. This rate drops to 17 percent if French is added, and to 10
percent if both French and German are added, though 26 percent would still
remain disenfranchised in Greece, 28 percent in Italy, 31 percent in Spain,
and 33 percent in Portugal.

4 French, German and EU’s Enlargement

The results given in Table 4 highlight comparisons that would be obtained
with two different groups of two languages: English-French, and English-
German (see also Stroobants, 2002 in Le Monde). Globally, the first choice is
better than the second one, since it disenfranchises less citizens (2 percent, i.e.
7.4 million citizens), but this choice can hardly satisfy individual countries.
Indeed, this group of languages dominates the other one only in Belgium,
Spain, France (obviously), Italy, Luxembourg and Portugal, both among the
total population, and among the young.

For these reasons, and even if French dominates German, it seems reason-
able to keep English, French and German as working languages. This is even
made more forceful since the ten new candidates for entering the EU are more
German than French-oriented. The largest joining country, Poland, with a
population of 38.6 million, barely speaks French. According to Polityka 30,
July 27, 2002, 58 percent of the population know only Polish, while 16 per-
cent speak English, 14 percent German and only 2 percent have a knowledge
of French. A rough calculation shows that this would add 5.4 million more
German speakers, and only 0.8 million French speakers. Since in today’s EU,
the difference in the numbers of citizens who speak French and German is
equal to some 7.4 million, the addition of Poland would narrow the gap to
2.8 million. The gap disappears if we take account of Hungary, the Czech
Republic, Slovakia and the Baltic countries, where German is spoken more
often than French,'® and French may thus lose its second position once the
European Union is enlarged.

18See Reeves (1990) for similar conclusions.



[Table 4 approximately here]

5 Conclusions

It seems politically unavoidable that full multilingualism will prevail in meet-
ings of the European Parliament, since “if the Parliament does not recognize
their language, it is less likely that citizens will recognize it as being their
parliament.”1? Tt is, however, recognized that pivot languages will have to
be used, instead of bi-lateral interpretation.?’ Is it out of reach for Europe
to do what American Indians had the great intelligence to do 300 years ago:
“Sometimes it appears to have been a deliberate practice for children of chiefs
to be fostered by a neighboring people who spoke a different language, as a
method of training future diplomats or interpreters.”?!

It is quite clear, nevertheless, that not all the documents prepared by the
various bodies of the EU can be translated into the 21 languages, and that
not all the meetings can be held in 21 languages. This is not even the case
nowadays, where only 11 languages are official.

It may be time for Europeans to be as clever as, here they are again,
American Indians were. Dumont de Montigny, a Frenchman who, in the
1750s had settled in the region that came to be called Georgia, observed that
“the Indian learns various languages and, in particular, the mother language.
In this country, great and vast as it is, filled with such different nations, there
is indeed a mother language spoken everywhere alongside that of each nation,
just as Latin is among us.”

Transition rules can be and are being envisaged. One of these is to have
those countries whose languages are used more often to contribute to a Fund
from which other countries can draw to have more than the basic texts trans-
lated. But obviously, the American Indian solutions dominate.

YEU document PE 305.269/BUR /fin.

2ONote that the UN experience seems to suggest that in this process, “fifty percent of
the information is lost.” (UN memo A/32/237, parag. 93, quoted by Piron, 1994, p. 110).

21See Dalby (2002, p. 154).

22Quoted by Dalby (2002, p. 155).

10



6 References

Crystal, David (1997), English as a Global Language, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Dalby, Andrew (2002), Language in Danger, London: The Penguin Press.

European Union (2001), Preparing for the Parliament of the enlarged Euro-
pean Union, Report of the Secretary General, document PE 305.269/
BUR/fin, adopted by the Bureau on 3 September 2001.

Fettes, Mark (1991), Europe’s Babylon: Towards a single European lan-
guage, History of European Ideas 13, 201-202.

INRA (2001), Eurobarometre 54 Special, Les Européens et les Langues,
February.

Lamberton, Donald, ed. (2002),The Economics of Language, Cheltenham:
Edward Elgar.

Stroobants, Jean-Pierre, Une Europe a 21 langues, nouveau boulet budgétaire
pour la Commission, Le Monde, July 3, 2002, p. 6.

Piron, Claude (1994), Le défi des langues, Paris: L’Harmattan.

Reeves, Nigel (1990), The foreign language needs of U.K.-based corpora-
tions, Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social Sciences
511, 60-73, reprinted in Donald Lamberton, ed. (2002), The Economics
of Language, Cheltenham: Edward Elgar.

Schaerer, Rolf (2003), Multilingualism in the enlarged European Union and
its institutions. Report presented at a brainstorming session on lan-
guages, European Commission, Brussels, January 27-28, 2003.

11



Table 1
Main Languages Spoken in the EU

Natural  Population that speaks Language
population the language in the EU multiplier

(millions) (millions) (units)
English 62.3 208.6 3.35
French 64.5 127.8 1.98
German 90.1 118.3 1.31
Italian 57.6 65.2 1.13
Spanish 39.4 56.3 1.43
Dutch 21.9 24.3 1.11

English is the “natural language” in Great Britain and Ireland. For French,
it is France and 40 percent of the Belgians. Spanish and Italian are only
spoken “naturally” in Spain and Italy, respectively, German is the natural
language of Germany and Austria, and Dutch is the natural language in
The Netherlands and for 60 percent of Belgians.
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Population and Disenfranchisement Rates

Table 2

(Total population)

Population  Disenfranchisement rates
(millions) (%)
E F G I S D
Austria 8.1 54 89 1 93 99 100
Belgium 10.2 60 25 90 95 99 31
Denmark 5.3 25 95 63 100 98 100
Finland 5.1 39 99 93 100 99 100
France 60.4 58 0 92 95 85 100
Germany 82.0 46 84 3 99 98 99
Greece 10.5 b3 88 88 92 95 95
Italy 57.6 61 71 9 1 97 100
Ireland 3.7 5 77 94 99 98 100
Luxembourg 0.4 81 9 26 8 97 96
Netherlands 15.8 30 81 41 98 99 1
Portugal 10.8 65 72 98 99 96 100
Spain 39.4 64 8 98 98 1 100
Sweden 8.9 21 93 69 100 96 99
United Kingdom 58.6 1 78 91 98 95 100
EU 15 376.8 45 66 69 83 8 94

Notes: E = English only; F = French only; G = German only;
I = Ttalian only; S = Spanish only; D = Dutch only.
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Table 2a
Population and Disenfranchisement Rates

(Population less than 40 years old)

Population Disenfranchisement rates
(millions) (%)
E F G 1 S D
Austria 8.1 34 8 1 91 98 100
Belgium 10.2 45 17 92 94 98 31
Denmark 5.3 16 95 62 100 98 100
Finland 5.1 13 99 94 100 100 100
France 60.4 37 0 87 95 78 100
Germany 82.0 26 82 3 99 97 98
Greece 10.5 29 89 92 94 99 100
Italy 57.6 37 67 95 0 96 100
Ireland 3.7 4 62 90 100 97 99
Luxembourg 0.4 73 13 35 88 96 96
Netherlands 15.8 20 79 40 98 98 1
Portugal 10.8 41 57 97 99 95 100
Spain 39.4 39 77 98 98 1 100
Sweden 8.9 6 90 67 99 95 100
United Kingdom 58.6 2 73 88 99 95 100
EU 15 376.8 27 63 67 8 84 94

Notes: E = English only; F = French only; G = German only;
I = Ttalian only; S = Spanish only; D = Dutch only.
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Table 3
Population and Disenfranchisement Rates
(Total population)

Population Disenfranchisement rates

(millions) (%)

Austria 8.1 54 52 0 0 0 O
Belgium 10.2 60 18 17 17 17 0
Denmark 5.3 25 24 16 15 15 15
Finland 5.1 39 39 36 36 35 35
France 60.4 28 0 0 0 0 O
Germany 82.0 46 44 0 0 O O
Greece 10.5 53 53 51 50 50 50
[taly 57.6 61 48 47 0 0 O
Ireland 3.7 5 4 3 3 3 3
Luxembourg 0.4 81 4 1 0 0 O
Netherlands 15.8 30 20 14 14 14 0
Portugal 10.8 65 59 58 57T BT BT
Spain 39.4 64 57 56 56 0 0
Sweden 8.9 21 20 18 18 18 18
United Kingdom 58.6 11 1 1 1 1
EU 15 376.8 45 30 19 11 5 4

Notes: 1 = English only; 2 = English and French; 3 = English, French
and German; 4 = English, French, German and Italian; 5 = English,
French, German, Italian and Spanish; 6 = English, French, German,
Italian, Spanish and Dutch.
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Table 3a
Population and Disenfranchisement Rates
(Population less than 40 years old)

Population Disenfranchisement rates

(millions) (%)

Austria 8.1 34 32 0 0 0 O
Belgium 10.2 45 8 8 7 7 0
Denmark 5.3 16 15 6 6 6 6
Finland 5.1 13 13 12 12 11 11
France 60.4 3r 0 0 0O 0 O
Germany 82.0 26 25 0 O O O
Greece 10.5 29 28 26 26 26 26
Italy 57.6 37 29 288 0 O O
Ireland 3.7 4 3 2 2 2
Luxembourg 0.4 3 6 1 0 0 0
Netherlands 15.8 20 11 § &8 0
Portugal 10.8 41 34 33 33 32 32
Spain 39.4 39 32 31 31 0 O
Sweden 8.9 6 5 4 4 4 3
United Kingdom 58.6 2 2 2 2 2 2
EU 15 376.8 27 17 11 6 3 3

Notes: 1 = English only; 2 = English and French; 3 = English, French
and German; 4 = English, French, German and Italian; 5 = English,
French, German, Italian and Spanish; 6 = English, French, German,
Italian, Spanish and Dutch. Total population numbers are used as
weights to compute disenfranchisement at EU level.
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Table 4
English-French (EF) or English-German (EG)
Disenfranchisement Rates (in %)

Total population Population under 40

EF EG EF EG
Austria 52 0 32 0
Belgium 18 23 8 41
Denmark 24 16 15 7
Finland 39 37 13 12
France 0 54 0 35
Germany 44 0 25 0
Greece 53 52 28 27
Italy 48 59 29 36
Ireland 4 4 3 0
Luxembourg 4 15 6 20
Netherlands 20 15 11 9
Portugal 59 64 34 40
Spain 57 63 32 38
Sweden 20 19 5 4
United Kingdom 1 1 2 2
EU 30 32 17 19

Notes: 1 = English only; 2 = English and French; 3 = English, French
and German; 4 = English, French, German and Italian; 5 = English,
French, German, Italian and Spanish; 6 = English, French, German,
Italian, Spanish and Dutch. Total population numbers are used as
weights to compute disenfranchisement at EU level.
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