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Speech by Ms Ólöf Ólafsdóttir, Director of Education and Languages,
at the opening of the ECML “Empowering Language Professionals” Conference 2011

29 September – 1 October 2011,
in Graz, Austria

Representatives of national and local authorities and institutions, language professionals, Ladies and Gentlemen, Grüss Gott, Herzlich willkommen
It is a great pleasure for me to be with you here in Graz for the Conference on “Empowering language professionals”. I first came to this beautiful city 20 years ago – on my way to Maribor in Slovenia  – to attend, as a young administrator in the Council of Europe, one of the first Council of Europe conferences on minority issues in the new Europe which was about to be reunited.  The subject of that particular conference was about the respect of cultural and linguistic diversity in Europe and the need for cooperation in this field. This respect and this cooperation have always been promoted by the Council of Europe and its member states, and the European Centre for Modern Languages is a living proof of this. May I thank very warmly all the members of the Partial Agreement who have made this dream of a place entirely devoted to the promotion of languages come true, and my very special thanks to the Austrian authorities for their strong support to the ECML.
Already in 1954, the European Cultural Convention, signed in Paris, emphasised the importance of language education. Those who drafted this Convention knew quite well that  understanding and speaking one another’s language is a fundamental prerequisite for being able to live together in a Europe without dividing lines.  Language use plays an essential role in all forms of life and, specifically, in all forms of education. It involves more than just a command of linguistic means of communication. Language is a tool for acquiring and transferring knowledge. It is perhaps the most important aspect of the development of human beings, both as individuals and as members of society. Language helps us to understand and make sense of reality, while being a vehicle for creativity. 
The main objectives of education as defined by the Council of Europe are the following

· Preparing for the labour market
· Preparing for active citizenship in a democratic society

· Personal development

· Acquisition and consolidation of a large knowledge base.

Language education is a fundamental element of all these objectives. The efficient and effective use of more than one language is necessary for, and one of the results of, successful quality education. Quality education needs also to acknowledge and include the learners’ “own” languages, and this includes minority or migrant languages, as they are important features in their successful integration into the world of learning.
The migration trends of the last decades have resulted in increasingly diverse European societies from the linguistic and cultural point of view. At the Council of Europe we are convinced that this linguistic and cultural diversity should be viewed as an asset and a potential benefit to society. The Council of Europe will continue to promote the learning and use of languages, not only as a full part of the right to quality education, and an important asset in a modern knowledge-based society, but also as a means to support intercultural dialogue, social cohesion and democratic citizenship. 
Allow me to briefly recall that over the last 50 years, the Council of Europe has achieved considerable success in developing a language policy which is consistent with the different interests and needs of its member states. The existence of a large number of instruments, tools and conventions bears witness to this.  It is within the Council of Europe that the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (2001) and the European Language Portfolio (ELP) were prepared.  Conventions such as the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, and policy documents such as the White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue “Living together as equals in dignity” were drafted within the Council of Europe.  The Guide for the development of language education policies in Europe (Council of Europe 2007), Recommendation (2008)7 on the use of the Council of Europe's “Common European Framework of Reference for Languages” (CEFR) and the promotion of plurilingualism (2008) are among the most recent documents in this field. In May this year, the Report of the Group of Eminent Persons of the Council of Europe entitled Living together: Combining diversity and freedom in 21st-century Europe emphasised the importance of policies for language education.
The Council of Europe’s language education policy has mainly been developed in Strasbourg, in the Language Policy Division of the Directorate of Education and Languages. However, some 20 years ago, it became clearer than ever that European language education professionals needed to be closely associated with this work to a much larger extent than before, that they needed to meet and compare ideas and experiences.  This is how the idea of a Partial Agreement for a Language Centre came about. The European Centre for Modern Languages, which is the organiser of today’sConference, has been serving the community of language education professionals in its 34 member states for over 15 years now. Again, allow me to mention a little bit of history. The Centre was set up following an initiative of 8 Council of Europe member states – Austria, France, Greece, Liechtenstein, Malta, the Netherlands, Slovenia and Switzerland, in 1994. The objective was to provide a practical response to a need clearly expressed by the Council of Europe’s member states: the reinforcement of cooperation in the field of language education and respect for the cultural and linguistic diversity in Europe. This became even more important after the accession of the many states of Central and Eastern Europe to the Council of Europe. The rapid growth in membership of the Enlarged Partial Agreement which created the ECML reflects this demand and bears witness to the professionalism of the Centre and the success of its activities.

In the last 16 years, the ECML has established itself as an important, high-quality and effective space for international cooperation – expanding its membership from 8 founding states to the current number of 34 member states
. It has reached out beyond Europe by developing a good working relationship with Canada and initiating cooperation with Japan and the Arab countries (through ALECSO). 
The ECML is in a unique position to bring together, at European level, relevant institutions, associations and interest groups from outside the inner circle of the language education community. 

Let me mention some of the achievements of the Centre. Its previous programmes of activities, such as the Languages for Social Cohesion programme (2004-2007), comprised over 50 projects that directly involved over six thousand language professionals in Europe and beyond. Empowering language professionals is the overarching objective of the current programme of the Centre. The results of this programme will be presented during this conference. 23 international project teams established by the Centre have now concluded their work. These projects are mostly on developing practical approaches and tools for language education. They support the application of the language policy instruments developed by the Council’s Language Policy Division and the implementation of recommendations related to the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages, which I mentioned earlier, and which is a unique legal instrument for the preservation of Europe’s linguistic heritage. The programme has offered an impressive range of activities, supporting language professionals in their daily work and with coping with current challenges. I sincerely hope that this programme has helped them enhance their skills and improve their professional environment. 

This Conference also marks the beginning of the 4th medium-term programme of activities (2012-15) of the ECML. This new programme aims to facilitate European cooperation in implementing the new concept of inclusive, plurilingual and intercultural education developed by the Council of Europe. In the crucial stages of testing, awareness raising, adapting and implementing this educational policy in practice, the ECML can act as a laboratory for targeted policy application and innovative practice. The cooperation initiated in 2010 with the major international non-governmental organisations – the main stakeholders in the areas of language education and research - will be an important dimension of this work. 

A thorough consultation process with the ECML partners and stakeholders was carried out before setting up this programme. Emerging from these consultations is a new, modern concept of education to meet the needs of plurilingual people living in increasingly multilingual societies – people who are capable of using several languages at different levels of competence, living and fully participating in a democratic society and interacting internationally.
Ladies and gentlemen,
The Council of Europe is at the moment going through a deep reform of both its activities and its structures. The discussions related to the reform have highlighted the crucial role and contribution of specialised partial agreements such as the ECML. Such partial agreements can focus on issues of specific interest and thus quickly acquire experience and expertise and build an impressive network of professionals in the field. This is precisely what has happened here in Graz. 
The clear added value of the Centre consists primarily in its role as an initiator and coordinator of European and international cooperation; the activities coordinated by the Centre are carried out by European and international experts willing to share their experience. They also explore new concepts and promote innovative approaches.  The work of the Centre is supported by an impressive network of professionals acting as National Contact Points and National Nominating Authorities in the ECML member states. Many are present here today.  I wish to thank them very sincerely for their contribution as disseminators and multipliers of ideas, as initiators of approaches and tools developed by the Centre. They bring their ideas and experiences to the Centre, and they take home with them what they learn from their colleagues from other countries and use in their own national contexts. 
The efficient functioning of the Centre is supported by the considerable engagement of the Austrian authorities – significant financial support is provided jointly by the federal authorities, the authorities of the Province of Styria and the City of Graz – this example of excellent national and intergovernmental cooperation is greatly appreciated by the Council of Europe and by all those who come to meet and work in the Centre. It is a great example of how we can make the dream of a peaceful and united Europe come true. What happens here must be disseminated as widely as possible, and we who are gathered here today are all responsible for this task.
Ladies and gentlemen,
The current economic and budgetary crisis in Europe is putting significant pressure on many member states of the Council of Europe. Some of them are now carefully examining their level of contribution to the cost of international cooperation in relation to scarce national resources. Their efforts to sustain this cooperation are to be valued today more than ever. I would argue that the most efficient way of dealing with the crisis in the contemporary globalised world and market economy is exactly through solidarity and cooperation at international and intergovernmental level. Of course, this means greater responsibility is to be taken by the international institutions coordinating such cooperation, including the ECML. In the Council of Europe we are very well aware of these higher expectations, of the need to genuinely account for the considerable investment that our member states are offering in order to sustain the activities of the Centre, to provide evidence for the added value of its work, and to report on the results. We will certainly do our best.
I would like to conclude by congratulating and thanking the ECML staff for their hard work and by thanking all those who have contributed to the success of the Centre. The many European experts involved in the Centre’s project activities, the representatives of the ECML member states which oversee, support and disseminate the results of the Centre’s work – the members of the ECML Governing Board, members of the network of National Contact Points and National Nominating Authorities, and the Committee of Ministers’ Deputies of the Council of Europe. May I thank you all for your outstanding contribution.
My very special thanks go to the Austrian authorities for their unfailing commitment and generous support – to the Austrian Ministry of Education, Arts and Culture, the Austrian Ministry of Science and Research, the authorities of the province of Styria and the City of Graz, and – last but not least – to the Austrian ECML Association through which this support is managed. 
I wish the Centre well for its future work, I wish it to grow and develop for the benefit of the language professionals of Europe and I wish you, the participants in this conference, interesting and fruitful discussions,

Thank you for your attention.
� Albania,  Andorra,  Armenia,  Austria,  Bosnia and Herzegovina,  Bulgaria, Croatia,  Cyprus,  Czech Republic,  Estonia,  Finland,  France,  Germany,  Greece,  Hungary,  Iceland,  Ireland,  Latvia,  Liechtenstein,  Lithuania,  Luxembourg,  Malta,  Montenegro,  Netherlands,  Norway,  Poland,  Romania,  Slovak Republic,  Slovenia,  Spain,  Sweden,  Switzerland,  "the Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia",  United Kingdom





[image: image2.png]* X
*
* *
*

* 4 *

COUNCIL  CONSEIL
OF EUROPE  DE L'EUROPE





6

