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THE EUROPEAN CHARTER FOR REGIONAL
OR MINORITY LANGUAGES COMES OF AGE

Y oBoMm pany aytop, wiaH MelyHapoqHor KoMmHTETa CTpyumaka 3a [loBeby,
UCTpakyje MOTHBE KOjH C€ Hallaze M3a OBOI' 3HauajHOr aokymeHTta Casera EBpore,
jeauHor mpaBHO ObOaBe3yjyher MeljyHapomHOT criopa3yma, Ydju je IHJb Ja IITUTH H
MIPOMOBHIIIE yNOTpeOy TpaavIMOHAIHMX PErHMOHAIHUX WIIM MalbUHCKUX je3MKa, HEHY
HCTOPHjy U CTPYKTYPY, TPOIEAYPY W HAATIEName MPUMEHE MOKYMEHTa, mpobieme y
CTOBOj TIPUMCHHU, Kao U mocTurayha HakoH 18 rommHa pana, ykibyuyjyhu usrmiene 3a
oyayhaoct. [Toceban Hariacak je Ha CTaTycy MamHHCKUX je3uka y CpOuju U, y Mamoj
MEpH, y JpyrHM JIp)KaBaMa HacJeAHHIaMa OuBIIe JyrociaaBuje O KOjHX Cy CBE OCHM
jenne npuctynuie [ToBespu y paznuunto Bpeme. Takolje cy nate nnpopmaiimje o 3eMbama
Koje cy ce mpuapyskuiie [1oBesbH U 0 je3uliuMa Koje OHa IITHTH.

Kibyune peun: EBporicka moBesba, perHOHaIHHU J€3UIH, MABUHCKHU JE3HIIH.

1. Introduction

The protection of minority communities and their languages on Eu-
ropean soil is an important concern of the Council of Europe, the oldest pan-
European institution which now has 47 members (all the states of Europe
except Belarus, totalling some 800 million inhabitants). Since its inception
the Council has concentrated on the advancement of human rights, parlia-
mentary democracy, the rule of law and the promotion of common values.
Its ultimate aim, shared with the European Union, has been the creation of
a European identity, one superimposed on national specificities rather than
obliterating them — a roof under which nations and citizens might enjoy a
richer and more peaceful life than was possible when distinct and self-suffi-
cient nation states, often mutually antagonistic, held full sway.

As part of the efforts to advance the mechanisms of defining and
protecting human and especially minority rights, the Council’s agenda in-
cluded questions concerning language. Thus measures were taken in order
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to preserve several dozen minority languages, many of them threatened
with extinction but as a rule neglected in the language policies of mem-
ber states. An important and far-reaching long-term project aimed at safe-
guarding this endangered aspect of Europe’s cultural heritage, tradition-
ally an object of intolerance and discrimination, was launched in 1992,
when the Council adopted the European Charter for Regional and Minor-
ity Languages. This extensive document substantially complemented and
specified the language rights provisions contained in the Council’s two
related key instruments, the European Convention on Human Rights and
the Framework Convention on the Protection of National Minorities.

The Charter was offered for signature and ratification to all mem-
ber states, and it entered into force on 1 March 1998, after the first five
states had ratified it. These were subsequently joined by others, the number
reaching 25 out of the 47 at this writing (May 2015). The list follows, in
alphabetical order: Armenia, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia,
Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Liech-
tenstein, Luxembourg, Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Ro-
mania, Serbia, Slovak Republic, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland,
Ukraine, United Kingdom. This shows that the Charter has so far been
ratified by just over half the member states. Eight states signed but have
not ratified to date: Azerbaijan, France, “FYR Macedonia”, Iceland, Italy,
Malta, Moldova and Russian Federation. And fourteen states never even
signed: Albania, Andorra, Belgium, Bulgaria, Estonia, Georgia, Greece,
Ireland, Latvia, Lithuania, Monaco, Portugal, San Marino and Turkey. Six
of the non-ratifying states (Albania, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Moldova, Rus-
sian Federation and “FYR Macedonia”) have so far abstained although
this was a commitment undertaken when joining the Council of Europe,
and are occasionally reminded of the fact, as in a declaration of the Coun-
cil’s Congress of Local and Regional Authorities of 10 February 2014. At
any rate, the document remains open for accession.

The Charter’s goal is to protect and promote regional or minority
languages as an essential but endangered part of the history, tradition and
identity of the states and regions where they are spoken, and thereby of the
common cultural heritage of the continent. Its principal task is enabling the
speakers of these languages to use them freely in private and public life. As
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stressed in its Preamble, the ultimate aim is contributing to the emergence of
a Europe founded on principles of democracy and cultural diversity, while
respecting the national sovereignty and territorial integrity of each member
state. From this it follows that the primary objective of the Charter is of a
cultural rather than political nature: conceived so as to protect endangered
languages and not linguistic minorities themselves, it is dedicated to advanc-
ing the institutional mechanisms supporting the continued use of those lan-
guages as a cultural asset of Europe. Its focus, then, is on the possibilities
of using languages, not on the language rights of their speakers. (With some
natural overlap, the latter concern falls within the purview of the Framework
Convention, which entered into force in the same year as the Charter).

2. Structure

In addition to the introductory and concluding chapters of a declara-
tive and procedural nature respectively, the Charter contains two normative
parts, II and III, which define the commitments of the acceding states. Part
IT outlines the general principles and goals, such as recognising regional
and minority languages as a source of cultural riches of the community,
preventing discrimination and intolerance towards them, facilitating their
use, ensuring their teaching and study at all appropriate levels, etc. This
Part holds for all states and all languages traditionally spoken in them,
even if they are not individually listed in the ratification documents or re-
ports of the acceding states: accepting commitments of this order is taken
for granted always and everywhere. Part III, on the other hand, specifies
these general principles through a set of practical measures, taking into
account the particularities of each state and the different situations of its
languages with respect to the main areas of their public use. These areas
are (1) education, (2) judicial authorities, (3) administrative authorities and
public services, (4) media, (5) cultural activities and facilities, (6) econom-
ic and social life, and (7) transfrontier exchanges. This Part applies only to
those languages which each state names individually in its instrument of
ratification as belonging to the category of regional or minority languages
in the sense of the Charter, undertaking to apply specific measures to them.
(There is no predetermined list of such languages for any state or for Eu-
rope as a whole; each signatory is entitled to draw up a list for its own ter-
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ritory. As of 1 May 2015, the Charter covers a total of 79 languages used
by 203 language groups in the 25 countries).

For the languages thus registered, variously “according to the situa-
tion of each language” or else uniformly for all of them, the state chooses
at least 35 out of 68 precisely formulated measures from a common menu
offered, which allows for different kinds and degrees of protection in each
area of use, under the proviso that all the areas except the last must be
represented in the selection made. (Thus, for example, one may opt for
preschool, elementary, secondary or higher education; for only radio or
also TV broadcasts; for daily or weekly newspapers; and so on). As a rule,
“stronger” options should be chosen for languages with a larger number
of speakers in a homogeneous community, the “weaker” ones for those in
a less favourable situation. Hence a higher degree of protection may be
guaranteed to the so-called “territorial” languages, while those “non-terri-
torial” (like Romani or Yiddish) usually present special problems because
their speakers are dispersed; for example, it is often difficult to gather in
one place enough pupils for a class in such a language.

The Charter, as the only internationally binding document of its kind
in existence, represents a systematized legal framework, a set of stan-
dards recommended to Council of Europe member states with the aim of
protection and promotion of the regional or minority languages on their
territories, including under this heading also the less widely used official
languages. The collective formal definition of “regional or minority lan-
guages” will be cited below; at this point we may note the terminological
difference between the two classes. In both instances we are dealing with
languages used by a smaller part of a state’s total population, but “minor-
ity” languages are those not spoken by a majority in any part of the state
(“absolute” minority), whereas “regional” languages are spoken by a ma-
jority in some part of it (“relative” minority). The latter, usually strong
numerically, may or may not be associated with an ethnically specific
population group, or enjoy official status on their territories; examples are
Catalan, Galician, Occitan, Low German. Importantly, however, special
emphasis is placed on the principle that the application of the undertak-
ings in no way relieves the speakers of such languages of the obligation to
know and use the national or official language, or languages, of the state
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they live in. In this manner multilingualism and interculturalism, as crucial
components of European integrations, are encouraged without compro-
mising the identity and integrity of the individual states.

3. Procedure

As already implied, state signatories are free to decide on the num-
ber and selection of languages under Part III, as well as on the extent of
guaranteed measures of protection. In addition, they may subsequently add
further languages to their list, or new commitments to those previously un-
dertaken. It is also possible to withdraw a ratification (which has only hap-
pened once, and temporarily, in the case of Ukraine). Yet all this does not
mean that the signatories’ discretion knows no bounds; on the contrary, all
their choices and decisions must be fully in line with the principles and ob-
jectives laid down in the Charter, and accepting the commitments should
be taken seriously, since it implies some clearly defined responsibilities.

As regards the number and selection of languages, member states
have made choices reflecting their own circumstances and objectives; for
illustration we shall supply some data only for the former Yugoslav repub-
lics. Croatia was the first to join, in 1997, ratifying in Part III for seven ter-
ritorial languages (Czech, Hungarian, Italian, Serbian, Slovak, Rusyn and
Ukrainian). Slovenia came next, in 2000, with only Hungarian and Italian
as autochthonous minority languages, and some special protection for Ro-
mani. The short-lived “State Union” of Serbia and Montenegro signed in
March and ratified in December 2005; since the Montenegrin declaration
of independence, the official reckoning is that the Charter came into force
separately in Serbia and Montenegro in June 2006. The Serbian ratification
covers ten Part III languages, all with identical undertakings (Albanian,
Bosnian, Bulgarian, Croatian, Hungarian, Romanian, Romani, Rusyn,
Slovak and Ukrainian). Montenegro singled out Albanian and Romani.
Bosnia and Herzegovina signed in 2005 but ratified only in 2010 as the last
to date, for as many as 17 Part III languages (Albanian, Czech, German,
Hungarian, Italian, Jewish /i.e. Yiddish and Ladino/, Macedonian, Mon-
tenegrin, Polish, Romanian, Romani, Rusyn, Slovak, Slovenian, Turkish
and Ukrainian). Macedonia, having signed as early as 1996, has still not
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ratified. In most of these states there are additional languages to which
only the general Part II measures apply; in Serbia, for instance, Bunjevac,
Czech, German, Macedonian and Vlach fall into this category.

The implementation of the undertakings is subject to systematic
monitoring by a special Committee of Experts on the Charter, composed
of one member from each state signatory. These are elected by the Com-
mittee of Ministers of the Council of Europe, from among three candidates
nominated by the state upon ratification, with a six-year renewable man-
date.The experts act independently and not according to instructions from
their countries’ governments.

The Committee examines the reports submitted by member states
periodically (the first a year after joining the Charter and thereafter every
three years), sends out working groups for talks with representatives of the
state’s institutions, of the minorities and of civil society, and on the basis of
all the information gathered produces its own evaluation report. This docu-
ment, containing judgements on the implementation of the commitments
undertaken and recommendations for improvements, is after adoption by
the Committee of Ministers sent to the authorities of the state in question.
Although there are no formal sanctions for possible evasion of responsibili-
ties, the states generally comply with the suggestions made as circumstances
permit. The Council’s Secretary General submits his own report on the im-
plementation of the Charter to the Parliamentary Assembly every two years.
All these reports are made public on completion of the respective cycles.

Applying the Charter thus involves three principal partners: the
Council of Europe, relevant institutions of state signatories, and civil so-
ciety (NGOs or other representatives of speakers of minority languages).
This last because it is held that adequate and successful measures can only
be taken in the constructive cooperation of the state and the speakers,
which also facilitates continuing contact between the different language
groups within the country as well as across borders.

4. Problems

Over the years a variety of problems have come up in the process
of applying the Charter. Some of them arise from the sociolinguistic situ-

48 |



THE EUROPEAN CHARTER FOR REGIONAL OR MINORITY LANGUAGES COMES OF AGE

ations of the countries concerned, vastly different even in number of their
languages (which at present varies between 1 for Denmark and 20 for Ro-
mania). Typologically, some of these are majority and official languages
in one country but minority languages in other, usually neighbouring ones
(e.g. German, Ukrainian, Serbian, Hungarian). Others always have minor-
ity status, be it in several states (e.g. Romani, Yiddish) or in just one (e.g.
Welsh and Scottish Gaelic in the UK, Upper and Lower Sorbian in Ger-
many). Furthermore, regional and minority languages in the same state
very often differ drastically in size; we thus find a range from some six
million speakers of Catalan to 5,000 for Aranese in Spain; from 500,000
for Hungarian to 2,500 for Polish in Slovakia; or from 300,000 for Swed-
ish to a mere 250 for Inari Sami in Finland.

Another set of problems derives from certain shortcomings or ambi-
guities in the text of the Charter, starting with the very definition of basic
concepts.Article 1 states that for the purposes of the Charter

“regional or minority languages” means languages that are i. tradi-
tionally used within a given territory of a State by nationals of that
State who form a group numerically smaller than the rest of the State’s
population; and ii. different from the official language(s) of that State;
it does not include either dialects of the official language(s) of the
State or the languages of migrants.

The problem here is the nonexistence of firm and generally valid
criteria for differentiating languages from dialects; as a rule this is a so-
ciological and political question rather than a strictly linguistic one, and
is as such subject to variable interpretations in different national or social
contexts. For example, Scandinavian countries are home to nine Sami dia-
lects, some of them mutually incomprehensible, which are for administra-
tive or political reasons sometimes treated by the states as a single “Sami
language” — which in Norway enjoys official status along with Norwegian,
so that it seems paradoxical to secure minority protection for a country’s
official language. Another special problem is “the Romani language”, in
reality a conglomeration of different dialects under various local names.

The weaknesses of the states’ freedom in deciding on which lan-
guages will be protected and with what measures have also come to the
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fore. Many of them have opted for a minimalist solution, i.e. for easier
undertakings which would mainly reflect the already existing state of af-
fairs, or even go below that. Conversely, some other states have taken a
maximalist course, guaranteeing unattainable levels of protection to an un-
realistically high number of languages. A striking example is Bosnia and
Herzegovina, whose extraordinary plethora of registered languages mainly
consists of idioms with few speakers — or practically none, in the case
of Ladino and Yiddish. In the latter instance one might say that the state
authorities have proceeded in a politically opportune but careless fashion,
without fully realizing what they are committing themselves to with such
generous ratifications.

Another source of difficulties is the fact that minorities often speak
archaic dialects, very different from corresponding standard languages in
the parent countries, as in the case of German in Switzerland and in cen-
tral Europe. True, the precondition for Charter protection is traditional pres-
ence and a sufficient number of speakers in a given territory, regardless of
possible standardization or official use — at least in principle. But even this
can be questionable, for several reasons. First, it is impossible to determine
the number of speakers deemed sufficient, so one must live with rough ap-
proximations — and besides, many Western countries, such as Sweden, Den-
mark or Germany, do not collect statistical data on the ethnic or linguistic
affiliation of their citizens, which makes it hard to estimate the actual size of
population groups. (The situation is better in the former socialist countries of
Eastern Europe, where the ideology of “national equality” dictated gathering
detailed information concerning minorities and their languages).

Second, certain measures, for example in education, do imply a
standardized language variety. Further on, members of most minorities
are normally bilingual, thus featuring dual affiliation, and sometimes even
practically monolingual in the majority language, which may question the
purpose of maintaining by artificial means a language which has all but
lost its spoken base. And lastly, doubts have been raised concerning the
territoriality principle, as increased mobility of populations can signifi-
cantly change the demographic picture of a space.

This last remark reveals what is probably the Charter’s major struc-
tural deficiency: the explicit exclusion of immigrant languages. In many
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host countries these idioms have far more speakers than the officially rec-
ognized languages of autochthonous minorities, and thus represent pre-
cisely the richest single source of linguistic diversity in present-day Eu-
rope. We may mention only the Turks in Germany and the Arabs in France,
or the multilingual reality of the great urban agglomerations across the
continent, but also the example of Slovenia, which initially recognized
only Italian and Hungarian although it has several times more speakers of
the former Serbo-Croatian varieties. The rejection of immigrant languages
is mainly dictated by pragmatic reasons, as their inclusion would often
make an already complex situation even more difficult to regulate in a ra-
tional and consistent way. However, it may have to be reconsidered in the
future, the more so as such languages may in time be consolidated to the
extent of becoming fully fledged candidates for Charter protection.

And having mentioned reconsideration, we may add that the Charter,
conceived some twenty-five years ago, has by now become rather outdated
in other respects too. This especially applies to the internet revolution that
has taken place in the interim, which renders rather obsolete insisting on a
state’s obligation to secure, say, regular newspaper columns or radio and
TV broadcasts in all its minority languages, when much of importance for
their survival is more easily conveyed through the new, especially private-
owned, media. This change is underscored by the fact that even the big
national newspapers are now increasingly going online, as well as by the
already widespread practice among the younger generations, who should
be the chief safekeepers of endangered languages, of communicating ex-
clusively through social networks in almost total disregard of print media,
radio and television. Furthermore, experience has shown that improve-
ments are needed in the process of the Charter’s application, including the
length of the reporting cycles (states have frequently disturbed the entire
mechanism by late submissions). Yet no revisions are foreseen at present,
for fear that any changes in the Charter’s text might incite further demands
and cause complications ultimately threatening the whole project.

Among the general problems are some of a psychological nature.
Speakers of minority languages are often reluctant to use them in com-
munication with the state, especially if they do not know them well, be-
ing fully conscious of the widespread stereotypes about them as somehow
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second-rate, even nationally suspect citizens. States are therefore strongly
advised to make provisions for the actual use of these languages, and to
inform the public at large about the presence and significance of minori-
ties and their languages as an integral part of national identity and cultural
heritage. But all this is of no avail if a minority simply does not wish to
have its language protected, as in the extreme case of some Roma groups
(like the Sinti in Germany) who cherish their idiom as an intimate posses-
sion which must not be revealed to outsiders.

Last but by no means least, there are often considerable practical dif-
ficulties in securing adequate personnel and materials for teaching, court
proceedings, media and so on in the various minority languages, and above
all the funds necessary for all that; lack of these sometimes serves as an
excuse for failure to implement certain undertakings.

Other problems are specific to individual member states. In Serbia
and Croatia, for instance, full implementation of the Charter is in some
segments made difficult by national legislation, which imposes thresholds
(say, 15% or 25 %) in the participation of a minority in a given population
as a requirement for guaranteeing certain language rights. This, however,
runs counter to the very spirit of the Charter, which is not concerned with
percentages of speakers but with protection and promotion of languages
wherever possible. Also, Serbia’s choice of the same commitments for all its
languages, motivated by reasons both ideological (equal treatment for all)
and practical (relieving the state of the additional burden of nuancing the
protective measures for so many languages), has had some notable nega-
tive consequences. Namely, in order to give something to languages low in
numerical strength or current status (e.g. Bulgarian, Ukrainian, Romani),
this egalitarian arrangement inevitably shortchanged the higher-ranking
ones (e.g. Hungarian, Slovak, Romanian), which had already achieved a
higher level of protection than that guaranteed by such a ratification. And
this kind of situation, besides causing dissatisfaction among speakers of
the latter languages, is explicitly ruled out by the Charter, whose applica-
tion must never go below the previously achieved standards.

Even greater complications have arisen in France, where the Char-
ter’s fundamental principles directly collided with some centralist legal
provisions — at least according to a controversial decree by its Constitu-
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tional Court, which proclaimed joining the Charter unconstitutional in
view of an article, subsequently entered into the Constitution in 1992 (the
very year when the Charter was adopted!), laconically declaring that the
language of the Republic is French — and thus allegedly excluding the offi-
cial use of any other language in certain domains stipulated by the Charter.
Whatever the motive for this addition, it opened the authorities to constant
criticism for evading ratification of a document signed already in 1999,
and hence effectively suppressing the numerous regional and minority lan-
guages of France, the loudest promoter of the rhetoric of Europe’s linguis-
tic and cultural diversity in international forums. Finally, on 28 January
2014 the French National Assembly voted in favour of a constitutional
amendment permitting ratification, whereby this dilemma might perhaps
be resolved. Another case in point is Belgium, whose complex federative
structure, along with the historically variable majority-minority relations
of French and Flemish and the different legal treatment of minority lan-
guages, would call for separate ratifications by the two regions, which is
impossible because acceptable parties to the Charter are only states, not
their constituent parts.

Special problems can be caused by major changes in the administra-
tive or even physical structure of states. Thus Ukraine signed in 1996 and
ratified in 1999, cancelled this ratification a year later and ratified anew
in 2003, with this second ratification coming into force only in 2006. The
main issue here centered on the Ukrainian language, after independence
declared to be the national and official language of Ukraine, but in reality
a predominantly rural and mostly less prestigious language than Russian,
which maintained much of its high status from the Soviet era despite the
recent official efforts at “derussification” and “ukrainization” of the coun-
try. In this situation, the policy of strengthening the position of Ukrainian
in education, media and so on clearly contradicts the obligation to pro-
tect all its 13 minority languages — including Russian, whose promotion
is neither needed nor desirable from the viewpoint of the state’s policies.
Further complications have set in with the recent loss of jurisdiction over
Crimea, with its six minority languages (Bulgarian, Crimean Tatar, Ger-
man, Greek, Karaim and Krimchak) for which Ukraine had guaranteed
protection. The Committee of Experts on the Charter expressed its concern
about this situation in a statement unanimously adopted at ts meeting on
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13-16 May 2014. Another example is Cyprus, which likewise ratified the
Charter, but the division of the island caused a clash between the inherited
constitutional provision about Greek and Turkish as official languages of
the whole country and the present situation, where Turkish on the govern-
ment-controlled territory still enjoys official status legally and therefore
does not come under the Charter, whereas in reality it is an endangered
language of a small minority, undoubtedly in need of such protection.

A peculiar development occurred in Montenegro with the post-
ratification declaration of Montenegrin as its national official language,
whereby Serbian, which had previously enjoyed that status, was down-
graded to a minority language in official use, which would thus, despite
being the strongest numerically, in principle fall under Charter protection.
In other words, practically the same language — only under different names
— simultaneously functions as the official language of the state and as the
language of one of its minorities. The controversies surrounding the status
of Serbian were temporarily overcome by Montenegro’s declaration that
according to its Constitution it is not a minority language in the sense of
the Charter, a solution made easier by the fact that representatives of the
Serbs, who do not see themselves as a minority, did not ask for such pro-
tection (as distinct from speakers of Croatian and Bosnian, to whom it was
subsequently granted under Part II). A somewhat related situation, where
the same language bears different official names in different parts of a
single state, involves the language called Catalan in Catalonia itself and in
some other parts of Spain but not in Valencia, whose authorities insist that
a distinct language, Valencian, is spoken there.

A number of states of considerable interest in terms of minority
languages have avoided joining the Charter altogether, for a variety of
reasons. Estonia, Lithuania and Latvia, each with about ten minority lan-
guages of which Russian is by far the strongest, had struggled hard, and
not without reverting to drastic undemocratic measures, to free themselves
from the domination of Russian, and by acceding they would actually
commit themselves to protecting it. Macedonia would have to promote Al-
banian, the language of its largest national minority, with which it entered
into armed conflict in 2001, whereafter it had to recognize Albanian as its
second official language. Ireland recognizes Irish as its national and first
official language and English only as the second official language, even
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though Irish is spoken by a negligible percentage of the population and
would as such come under the Charter’s minority protection: a paradoxical
position for the principal symbol of Irish identity. In Italy, given its great
dialectal diversity and the ambiguities surrounding the very notion of the
Italian language, it would often be hard to decide what should count as a
language and what as a dialect in terms of the Charter; however, there have
been signs of late that Italy may be moving towards accession. Albania,
Greece, Bulgaria and Turkey do not grant official recognition to minorities
or their languages in the relevant sense and therefore hardly fit into the
Charter’s framework, to say nothing of the political problems that would
be entailed. In contrast, Iceland (and, erroneously, Portugal) are often cited
as rare instances of a monolingual state, but their status should perhaps be
reconsidered in the present context. At any rate, a positive example was
offered quite early by Luxembourg and Liechtenstein, which lack minor-
ity languages in the sense of the Charter but joined it as an expression of
solidarity with its goals.

The application of the Charter is often additionally complicated by
the actual language situation in states (such as Ukraine or Spain) with nu-
merous languages vastly different in size and social status, and with a com-
plex administrative structure. The latter parameter is especially evident in
Germany, where language policy is the responsibility of the many individ-
ual Lander and not of the federal state at all. So it is easy to understand the
reluctance of the Russian Federation, with its possibly 130-160 candidates
for protection, to ratify the Charter after signing it in 2001; however, this
possibility has been explored by a special body in the Council of Europe.

Finally, there have on occasion been difficulties in the relations be-
tween the Council and the various state authorities, as well as in the work
of the Committee of Experts and of the Charter Secretariat, an agile and
efficient body which unfortunately suffers from chronic shortage of per-
sonnel and inadequate financial support.

5. Achievements
Despite the problems and limitations mentioned, because of which

the Charter has not entirely justified the high initial expectations, its per-
formance to date undoubtedly merits a positive overall mark. Above all, in
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challenging the traditional ideology of the monolingual nation state it has
notably contributed to raising the general public’s awareness of the impor-
tance of preserving the rich linguistic heritage of Europe. In other words, its
application has increased the visibility of previously neglected minority lan-
guages everywhere, frequently providing recovery strategies for those most
endangered. In this way it has highlighted the generally ignored fact that in
nearly every European state there are minority languages deserving support.

In so doing, the Charter has advanced the status of numerous lan-
guages, including some which had already enjoyed official standing, in
many ratifying countries, if necessary by initiating improvements in state
legislation; some examples follow. The public perception of Romani dia-
lects and in part of Yiddish has visibly improved in some states. In the
United Kingdom, Scots was restored to its long-lost dignity, and revitalis-
ing measures have been applied to Cornish and Manx, Celtic idioms on the
verge of extinction. In Sweden and Norway respectively, Meénkieli and
Kven, formerly regarded as local dialects of Finnish, were granted inde-
pendent language status. In Germany, the widespread Low German finally
received recognition as a regional language in its own right, rather than an
unwelcome country cousin of High German. Advancements were likewise
made by Limburgish and Lower Saxon in the Netherlands, Kashubian in
Poland, and Basque in Spain.

More recently, Serbia explicitly undertook to apply Part II protec-
tion to Bunjevac and Vlach, idioms in the initial stages of standardization
and hence not listed in the ratification document, which represents a kind
of formal recognition welcomed by the speakers. This is especially note-
worthy since both languages have been hotly disputed — Bunjevac by the
Croat minority in northern Vojvodina, encouraged by state authorities in
Croatia, who claim that it is a mere dialect of Croatian, and Vlach by a
minority of its speakers in eastern Serbia, strongly supported by Romania
in claiming it for Romanian. As a result of these politically motivated dis-
putes the Committee of Experts’ second evaluation report on Serbia, which
presented the situation objectively, was blocked in the Committee of Min-
isters for two full years, but was finally adopted without any changes in
June 2013. Serbia also made a symbolically important gesture by entering
Romani under Part III, thus contradicting its declared decision to grant
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such a status only to languages in official use in some part of her territory, a
condition not fulfilled by Romani. This special treatment has in some mea-
sure contributed to improving the public image of this language and has
initiated or supported various current projects aimed at its protection and
promotion. In Montenegro, Croatian and Bosnian subsequently made it to
the agenda, as noted, while German, Slovenian and Romani eventually did
so in Croatia, and German, Croatian and Serbian in Slovenia.

And quite generally, the Charter has stimulated minority communi-
ties to actively participate in matters of common concern.This has led to an
increased awareness of their rights among minority members and to a more
positive attitude towards their languages, while on the other hand encourag-
ing state authorities to address their responsibilities in this area more sys-
tematically — inter alia, by establishing a variety of cultural and pedagogical
institutions, commissions and programmes for minority languages.

In conclusion, the achievements of the Charter after eighteen years
of operation can be considered satisfactory, as it has successfully triggered
a long-term, in fact unbounded process of creative social intervention in a
previously rather neglected area. It remains a living testimony to the mu-
tually enriching efforts of European states at advancing the quality of life
on the continent and affirming some of the principal cultural values of our
era, while at the same time offering a possible answer to the challenges of
cultural and linguistic globalization which Europe is increasingly facing.

6. Outlook

Without in any way wishing to diminish the undoubtedly positive re-
sults achieved by the Charter, it must be admitted that predictions about its
future development are less optimistic. For several years now there have
been no new ratifications, and major absentees like Russia, France and
Italy, having initially shown some willingness to join in, have proceeded
in a halting manner, to say the least. This situation raises concern, par-
ticularly at a time when intolerance, nationalism and even racism among
majority populations are on the rise across Europe. It is worth noting that,
according to informed estimates of some high-ranking Council of Europe
officials, both the Charter and the Framework Convention were luckily ad-
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opted while the overwhelming atmosphere was still favourable for drafting
documents like these, whereas their chances of ever coming to life would
in all likelihood be negligible under the conditions prevailing today. But
be that as it may, the Charter's rich legacy deserves to be preserved and
enriched as far as circumstances permit, both at present and in the future.
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Abstract

In this paper the author, a member of the international Committee of Experts on
the Charter, briefly surveys the motives behind this major Council of Europe document,
the only legally binding international treaty aiming to protect and promote the use of
traditional regional or minority languages, its history and structure, the procedure and
monitoring of its application, problems in its implementation, and its achievements after
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18 years of operation, including the outlook for the future. Information on the countries
that have joined the Charter and on the languages protected by it is also provided. A spe-
cial focus is on the status of minority languages in Serbia and, to a lesser extent, also in
the other successor states of the former Yugoslavia, all but one of which have at different
times acceded to the Charter.
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