Contribution questionnaire United Nations
done by the Secretariat of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages of the Council of Europe

The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages is a unique legal instrument in the world, protecting and promoting regional or minority languages. Opened for signature in 1992, it entered into force in 1998. 
To date, it is the only binding convention seeking to safeguard regional or minority languages at international level. The Charter is open to all countries, not just European. It is a legal frame of reference for the protection and promotion of languages used by traditional national and ethnic minorities. 

The Charter for regional or minority languages has been ratified by 25 countries
, and protects more than 70 languages. Another 8 states have signed it, and six states committed themselves to ratifying it when acceding to the Council of Europe but have not yet done so.

The Charter obliges the states that have ratified it to take positive measures to promote the use of regional or minority languages in virtually all domains of public life: education, judicial authorities, administrative authorities and public services, media, cultural activities and facilities, economic and social life and transfrontier cooperation
. 

Within its scope are the languages traditionally used within a state’s territory, but it does not cover those connected with recent migratory movements or dialects of the official language.

The Charter provides for a monitoring mechanism to evaluate at three-yearly intervals how the treaty is applied in a State Party. The Committee of Experts is responsible for carrying out this monitoring mechanism. Its role is to evaluate a State Party’s compliance with its undertakings, to recommend improvements in legislation, policy and practice, and to report to the Committee of Ministers.

Once every two years, the Secretary General of the Council of Europe has to present to the Parliamentary Assembly a detailed report on the application of the Charter. This ensures that the members of the 47 parliaments of Greater Europe are kept informed about the application of the Charter, enabling them to bring political pressure to bear if necessary to encourage national governments to take appropriate measures.
Some concrete results and achievements can be taken from the 12 years of monitoring of the Charter:

Austria: amended its Broadcasting Act in 2001 and included the provision of minority language programmes in the public service mandate of the ORF. It also established a legal basis allowing the ORF to co-operate with private broadcasters in this respect.

Croatia: The Charter has enhanced minority language rights in Croatia and contributed to the adoption of the Act on Education in the Languages and Scripts of National Minorities in 2000.

Cyprus: Cyprus recognised Cypriot Maronite Arabic as a regional or minority language under the Charter following a Council of Europe Committee of Ministers’ recommendation. Ever since, a language revitalisation process has begun and the language has been codified.

Czech Republic: In order to facilitate the implementation of the Charter, the Czech government allocated funds to municipalities for the installment of bilingual (Polish-Czech) signs in the Karvina and Frydek-Mistek districts.

Denmark: As recommended by the Committee of Ministers, Denmark adopted a number of special arrangements to ensure the protection of the German language after the municipal reform in Southern Jutland. In particular, financial

grants from the municipalities and Southern Jutland County for cultural activities were maintained.

The Danish authorities also supported radio broadcasts in German following a recommendation by the Committee of Ministers of the Council of Europe. 
Pursuant to the respective provision of the Charter, the regional hospital of Southern Jutland now offers its patients the possibility to communicate in German with the hospital staff.

Finland: Following ratification of the Charter, the Sami Language Act was adopted. It aims to ensure the right of the Sami to develop their language and culture and to use it in relations with judicial and administrative authorities.

Germany: In 2004, the Land of Schleswig-Holstein adopted a law for the promotion of North Frisian in public life containing provisions concerning, inter alia, the use of North Frisian in relations with administrative authorities and the employment of Frisian speaking civil servants.

Hungary: Hungary amended the Act on Criminal Procedure (2002), the Act on Civil Procedure (2002) and the Act on the General Rules of Official Procedure and Servicing in Public Administration (2004), as recommended by the Committee of Experts. The amendments clarified that everyone may use, orally and in

writing, a minority language, that interpreters shall be employed if the person

wishes to use a minority language, and that translation and interpretation costs shall be borne by the state. These provisions have ever since been invoked by persons belonging to national minorities.

Netherlands: Ratification of the Charter marked the legal recognition of Limburgish, Low Saxon, Romani and Yiddish.

The Dutch authorities have taken several steps to facilitate and encourage the use of Frisian before judicial authorities, including the organisation of courses in Frisian for new court employees and judges. Also, a new decree on family names entered into force in 2003, permitting the use of Frisian names in official documents.

Norway: The Inner Finnmark court was established as the country’s only bilingual court in 2004, serving the Sami language administrative area.

Norway has modified the Health-Care Personnel Act and taken measures in the health and social sector within the Sami administrative district to provide staff having a command of Sami.

As part of the implementation of the Charter, a pool of experts in Sami language and information technology was established, which advises public administration on issues such as legislative documents in Sami and Sami spelling.

Following a recommendation by the Committee of Ministers, Norway recognised Kven as a language in its own right and subsequently set up the Kven Language Council.

Slovakia: The Slovak Republic made significant undertakings under the Charter to promote the Bulgarian, Croatian and Polish languages. In 2001, a governmental Council for National Minorities and Ethnic Groups was established, in accordance with the provisions of the Charter.

Slovenia: By ratifying the Charter, Slovenia entered into the legal obligation to protect and promote the autochthonous Croatian, German and Serbian languages in public life.
Sweden: Ratification of the Charter marked the first legal recognition of Yiddish. Furthermore, it led to the adoption of the Act on the Right to use Sami in Administrative Authorities and Courts of Law and the Act on the Right to use

Finnish and Meankieli in Administrative Authorities and Courts of Law in 1999.

Further to recommendations made by the Committee of Experts, Sweden extended the administrative areas in which the Finnish and Sami languages can be used in relation with the administration and branches of public services in 2009. The area where South Sami is spoken is now included in the Sami

administrative area.

United Kingdom: Ratification of the Charter was the first step towards official recognition of Scots and Cornish as regional or minority languages.

Following a recommendation by the Committee of Ministers in 2004, a broadcasting licence was issued to the Irish-language radio station Raidio Failte in Northern Ireland.

Also, the authorities have suggested a Code of Courtesy when dealing with regional or minority language speakers. The Cornish-speakers have agreed on a

common orthography for the public use of Cornish.
For more information, please contact the Secretariat of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages of the Council of Europe at: 

E-mail: minlang.secretariat@coe.int
Tel. : +33.3.88.41.31.86

� Armenia, Austria, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Cyprus, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Liechtenstein, Luxembourg, Montenegro, Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, Ukraine, United Kingdom. 


� See text of the Charter at http://www.coe.int/t/dg4/education/minlang/Default_en.asp





