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ABSTRACT

The European Union, with its current 15 Member States, has seen its expansion and closer
integration since the start in 1957 of its original organization —the European Economic Community— by
six founding Member States, i.e. West Germany, France, The Netherlands, Belgium, Luxembourg and
Italy. The EEC adopted its 'multilingual principle' which gives equal status to all the state languages of
the Member States and designated these languages as its official and working languages. The EU —the
successor of the EEC and then of the European Community— still maintains the principle , using no less
than 11 official languages at present. The United Nations, by contrast, with a vastly greater number of
members, makes do with 6 official and 2 working languages. The EU's multilingual principle involves
enormous spending, and with closer European integration and the freer movement of people, goods,
services and capital within Europe, the importance of developing communication skills within the region
has been increasingly advocated. A variety of measures have been taken with a view to promoting
language learning and teaching within the education and training systems of the Member States as well
as through the transnational programmes funded by the EU.

The purpose of the present paper is to review the nature of the EU's multilingual principle and its
implications. Special reference is given to the findings of a public survey carried out for the EU. The
trends in foreign language use among the EU nationals over the past 40 years and the dominance of

three major foreign languages, English, French and German is analyzed.
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