
Languages and EUNIC

Language is an integral element of culture so it is not surprising that the 
members of the network of European Union National Institutes of Culture (EUNIC) 
put languages at the heart of their activities.

EUNIC brings together twenty nine organisations from 25 of the member states of 
the European Union. All operate with a degree of autonomy from their 
governments in their operational programming.   EUNIC is an active network, 
with a growing number of shared projects and events; it is a partnering network 
working with the European Commission, the Council of Europe and others; it is a 
learning network as members share best practice and an advocacy network as it 
promotes the importance of international cultural relations. 

At the time of writing the member institutes have come together in other sixty 
five cities worldwide to form “clusters” with the aim of working on shared 
activities and projects.   In 2011 there will be over 400 of these events; a 
marked, and continuing, rate of growth since the network was formed in 2006. 
At the same time the members come together to develop and implement 
common projects.  

Individually the members of the EUNIC network form one of the most important 
players in the world of language learning outside of the formal educational 
systems.  Each year over 2,000,000 people learn European languages with EUNIC 
members, over 8 million acquire language qualifications and the network employs 
over 7,000 language teachers.  The network members provide one of the most 
valuable supports for state sector language teachers around the world.  Many 
outsiders fall into the trap in thinking the institutes, and languages are in 
competition with each other.  Insiders know this is not the case. The reasons why 
a person decides to learn a foreign language are complex but overt competition is 
rarely one of them. There is more to be gained by working together.

This paper explores how EUNIC members are working together in the language 
field.  In common with other projects and sectors EUNIC members find 
considerable advantages in working together.  Collectively events and projects 
can be larger and gain more attention and impact than smaller scale events.  In 
these days of austerity there are more financial benefits as more and more 
funders seek a multi-national partnership.  

The five examples illustrate the scope, depth and impact working together brings 
to each individual member.

The annual Day of Languages is promoted by over 25 clusters each year.   More 
are joining in every year, from the cluster in Vietnam, to Buenos Aires to Jordan 
demonstrating the global reach of the EUNIC network.

It is in Poland, in Warsaw that the EUNIC cluster has developed the most active 
programme.  This is how Monika Knapkiewicz described the 2010 event.

The European Day of Languages 2010 in Warsaw = 8 days, 22 partners, 
€24,000 budget, 13,000+ unique website visitors, 1200 fans on Facebook, 
67 lessons and workshops in 19 languages attended by 1500 students,  9 
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experts on multilingualism, 360 conference participants, 19 films in 12 
languages, 100 street game participants and dozens of media mentions. 

Ambitions were great. How can we promote multilingualism? Let’s have 
demo lessons in different languages! Workshops for teachers! Stage 
performances! Competitions! How about an international conference on 
multilingualism? Or a European film festival? Why don’t we have a 
language street game?

How can you accommodate all of those ideas in one day?

You can’t - that is why it took us a week to properly celebrate the 
European Day of Languages 2010 in Warsaw).

How can you work with all 22 partners on organising a venture like this?

We had a tight group of core organisers (British Council, Goethe Institut, 
European Commission and as the local partner, Foundation for 
Development of Education Systems). The group coordinated the work of 
other main partners, including the University of Warsaw, Warsaw City Hall  
and EUNIC members. We all had one face and spoke with one voice, which 
translated into a very effective promotional campaign.

How can you talk to audiences who don’t come to your events?

This year we have all taken a quantum leap in the way we were reaching 
our audiences and landed in the virtual world. The EDL website had over 
65,000 page views and channelled registration for all the events. The 
conference was live streamed online in cooperation with Microsoft and 
Tweeted. The EDL Facebook page was brimming with competitions and 
facilitated interaction with our audiences and now is full of photos from all  
the events.

How can you make sure we remain visible in the midst of all that’s going 
on?

This was a tough one. Let’s see: demo lessons with children who refused 
to leave the classroom once the lesson was over, workshops for teachers, 
film screenings with additional chairs that had to be provided for 
audiences

How can you organise a successful European Day of Languages without 
partners?

“Without our partners it wouldn’t have been the same. Nowhere near the 
same” said one of the partners from the European Commission. The 
common goal, the enthusiasm, the resources, the pool of talent – that’s 
what partnership was all about and that’s what  has made the European 
Day of Languages successful. Thanks to the partnership we have managed 
to secure sponsors, free venues and patrons, including the patronage of 
the Ministry of Education and the President of Warsaw.

How can you summarise the range of activities and the impact they made?

Mr Marczewski, Director of the Foundation for Development of Education 
Systems said about the conference “You’ve managed to gather the biggest 
names in the field of multilingualism in Poland in one place.”
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Mr Filip Majcen, a director in the European Commission's Directorate-
General for Translation was overheard telling the Polish Minister of 
Education that this was the best European Day of Languages he’d ever 
seen.

How can you cope with the success like this and the expectations you 
have raised?

There’s just one way to cope with the success – we have already started 
planning for next year. Expect more.

English is emerging as the worlds’ lingua franca but that does not mean the 
British Council is not aware of Europe’s linguistic diversity and the importance 
that makes to Europe’s social, cultural and economic strengths.  As 
internationalization and globalization take off, and show no signs of retreating, 
the ability to converse, to do business, to understand becomes more and more 
essential.  Learning a foreign language opens up not only utilitarian benefits as a 
tourist, a business executive and a student, but also the ability to see things in a 
different light; to extend one’s own empathic approach to life.  At the higher 
levels of competence a world of literature and ideas becomes available.

 From our (British Council) perspective as a cultural relations organisation 
we believe that competence in and use of several languages is an 
essential tool to ensure better understanding and cohesion between and 
within societies. It is also well known that higher levels of multilingualism 
improve a worker’s employability and job mobility while opening doors to 
new business markets.

Language Rich Europe will therefore creates an informed dialogue with 
leaders in government, educational institutions, public services, business 
and the media across Europe, highlighting the importance of 
multilingualism in achieving more prosperous and stable societies. It aims 
to encourage and enable these leaders to take a more strategic approach 
and increase investment in language education and use of languages 
across society (www.languagerichblog.eu).

The project brings together four other EUNIC members (Cervantes, Goethe, 
Camoes, Danish Cultural Institute) and most clusters in Europe with over twenty 
other organisational partners. Both the European Commission (a key co-funder) 
and the Council of Europe’s Centre for Modern Languages are closely associated 
with the project.

The core of the project is evidence based research on languages in Europe today. 

We will carry out professional research that will result in an innovative and 
interactive measurement tool called the “Index of Multilingual Policies and 
Practices in Europe”.  This Index will help visualise the role of and support 
for multilingualism in the participating European countries and highlight 
good practice. It will measure how these countries perform against

European standards in the following 7 areas:

•Databases on language diversity
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•Languages in (pre-) primary education

•Languages in lower and upper secondary education

•Languages in adult vocational and university education

•Languages in public services and public spaces

•Languages in business

•Languages in the media

The two-year project demonstrates how by working together EUNIC members can 
have a key influence on policy-making drawing on their own expertise and as 
importantly by attracting partners in pan-European consortium.

Multilingualism is an important underpinning factor in the European Union’s oft-
quoted call for “unity in diversity”.   Deriving from a policy agreed in 2008 the EU 
seeks to tap into the potential of multilingualism.  To help it in its task it set up a 
Civil Society Platform. This is a network of 27 European networks engaged in all 
aspects of language. Members’ interests include writing, publishing, teaching, 
qualifications, theatre, artists, television, intercultural dialogue and translators. 
EUNIC is a member and was invited by the other members to chair the Platform. 

Over the next two years the Platform will 

• Issue a paper on current issues in multilingualism with 
recommendations at European, national, and local level (the paper will  
be submitted to the European Commission which will incorporate it into 
their next Communication to European Governments) 

•  Create an On-line multilingualism observatory containing information 
on the key motivators and inhibitors of Multilingualism, a catalogue of 
best practice and Testimonials and video clips by “Ambassadors for 
Multilingualism” (celebrities, business world, sportspersons, politicians, 
journalists).  A database of contacts and events will be a public-facing 
aspect.

• Commission fresh research into adult language learning, pre-school 
language learning, and social/community language services for social 
inclusion 

By leading this Platform EUNIC’s members place themselves at the forefront of 
public policy on languages in Europe

Literature and translation go hand n hand with languages.  Virtually all EUNIC 
members work with authors in a variety of ways from the straightforward 
speaking tour, to support for literary festivals, for on-line engagements.   The 
Czech Centres lead a EUNIC programme which focuses on literature and 
translation “Literature Nights”.

In May 2010 sixteen EUNIC clusters participating under the umbrella Literature 
Nights heading.  Each developed a local programme with local partners but the 
common theme was highlighting new authors recently in translation or not yet in 
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translation. Debates on translation featured in most events.    For example in 
Madrid

The author and both translators of Czech literature into Spanish are 
different from each other by one generation, experience, geography as 
well as nationality whose historical development has been entirely 
different. Where from the interest of young translators of this “small 
language” is derived ?How come they are interested in works written by 
authors from a country whose fate they only know from a second hand. 
To what extent are they able to understand the message of the work 
and mediate it into the target language, Spanish? What kind of 
interpretation they have to deal with during they work and how they 
make enquieries during their search?  And what kind of answers can be 
provided by the writer whose rich literary production is affected by 
historical events in Europe from the fifties of the 20th century? 

In Bratiislava ten Slovak personalities read from recent Slovak translations of 
nine authors supported by their EUNIC member.  The locations were in places 
not usually used for literary readings.

In London the EUNIC cluster cooperates with the British Library and Arts 
Council England. There is keen competition to be one of the fortunate six 
readings: a professional jury make the selections. A sell out audience in both 
2009 and 2010 has led to two other literary festivals adopting the idea with the 
EUNIC cluster. The result is that in 2011 eighteen European authors will be 
featured. 

As a by-product of this event a network has been formed drawn from almost 
the complete range of those associated with literature and translation: writers, 
agents, publishers, promoters. festivals booksellers and of course translators to 
develop ways of increasing the range and number of translations of 
contemporary writing in the UK. The EUNIC cluster is well to the forefront of 
this network.

The final example of EUNIC’s activity in languages returns to one of the key 
aims of the network: to share best practice and to learn from one another. 
EUNIC has a langages group which bring together key managers from the 
languages departments of members.  The group has set up three working 
groups to explore closer cooperation.  The Camoes Institute leads the group 
looking at e-learning: many members are developng their own e-learning offers 
and thiere is scope for closer technical and promotional cooperation.   The 
Goethe Institute leads on the group investigating the role languages play in 
social integration.  The final group, led by the British Council, is looking at 
learning from each other‘s professional standards for teachers and teachng 
standards in our language centres.

These five examples: (Day of Languages; Language Rich Europe, The 
multilingualism platform, literature and translation and professional 
engagements), illustrate the growing partnerships within the EUNIC network in 
the languages area.  Across the network of clusters more examples can be 
found and more will develop as members enjoy the advantages of partnership 
and working together. 
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