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The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages has as its central objective the protection and promotion of language and cultural diversity in Europe. The development of the Charter was a response to increasing concern about the threat to cultural diversity that was posed by the impending loss of linguistic diversity in member states of the Council of Europe and the European Community. Already in 1981 the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe adopted a recommendation on the education and cultural problems of minority languages and dialects in Europe, with the European Parliament subsequently passing a resolution on these matters. Specific action to promote the use of minority languages was thus a priority with both documents concluding that it was necessary to draw up a charter of regional or minority languages and cultures. Although placed within the wider context of international legal standards relating to minorities and their languages, the Charter is the only international Charter that is devoted solely to languages. 
Adopted in 1992, the Charter’s Preamble considers that some of the historical regional or minority languages of Europe are “in danger of eventual extinction” and that their protection through the Charter “contributes to the maintenance and development of Europe’s cultural wealth and traditions” based on the “principles of democracy and cultural diversity.” It is important to note that, although centralising state policies have played a part in the marginalisation of those languages in question, the drafters of the Charter recognised that other forces have also contributed to the loss of linguistic diversity. The Charter’s explanatory report thus notes that “nowadays, the threats facing these regional or minority languages are often due at least as much to the inevitably standardising influence of modern civilisation and especially of the mass media as to an unfriendly environment or a government policy of assimilation”. With regard to the influence of the mass media, this landscape has completely transformed since the adoption of the Charter almost two decades ago. The use of the internet, digital broadcasting, mobile communication techniques and electronic platforms has altered communicative practices irrevocably. How this affects users of regional or minority languages has become the focus of scholarly enquiry, with an emerging literature devoted to the internet and linguistic diversity. Moreover, it is clearly an increasing concern for policymakers who gather internationally. 

The impact of the World Wide Web on regional or minority languages is very much viewed as a double-edged sword that, on the one hand, offers new and more open opportunities for communication but, on the other hand, facilitates the pervasiveness of global linguae francae. In a recent Eurobarometer investigating the online language preferences of European citizens, it was revealed that English is by far the most frequently used language online, other than respondents’ own (European Commission 2011).  It was reported that European citizens prefer to access content on the internet in their “own” language, yet the report does not determine precisely what languages are sought on the internet. The European Commission’s online consultation on multilingualism from 2007 is, however, revealing in this regard. Although the consultation was made available in 22 languages – notably, the official languages of the EU – altogether participants in the consultation represented 57 mother tongues, including numerous European regional and minority languages as well as those spoken in countries outside the EU (European Commission 2007). 

The desire for linguistic diversity on the web can be documented via public consultations such as those just mentioned. Yet cyberspace has also considerably altered the means by which culturally diverse citizens both express and execute their desires. For example, an online petition with 2,694 signatures was recently presented to Apple for the integration of all European languages into all of Apple’s applications (multiapple.com). At present there is an ongoing online petition to Facebook to have more languages included in the Facebook interface (petitiononline.com). A considerable number of signatures appeal for the inclusion of some of Europe’s regional or minority languages, such as Scots Gaelic and Asturian. Indeed, social media is an area where the presence of regional and minority languages is amply illustrated through figures recently made available: the website indigenoustweets.com was set up by mathematician Kevin Scannell to scan tweets to quantify the use of a variety of minority languages. Top in Europe is Euskara (Basque) with 3,791 users and 454,175 tweets to date. Welsh has 2,738 users with 312,067 tweets to date. Next comes Frisian with 1,789 users and 201,740 tweets. Then Irish (863/37,845), Asturian (643/32,602), Scots Gaelic (202/23,988), Manx Gaelic (13/22,255), Aragonese (20/16,554), etc. (indigenoustweets.com), as of 15 June 2011). One may question the significance of such numbers when one considers that, overall, several billion tweets have been sent to date. However the significance lies in the fact that cyberspace is clearly emerging as a shared space for languages. 

What role can the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages play in this transforming landscape? Cyberspace as a forum for multilingualism could not have been foreseen at the time the Charter was drafted and adopted almost twenty years ago. The text of the Charter does not, therefore, specifically outline how new technologies may be utilised or assessed. Yet consider the range of domains detailed in the Charter to which ratifying states must fulfil provisions with respect to their minority languages: education, public services, media, cultural activities and facilities, economic and social life, and transfrontier exchanges. These are precisely the domains in which new technologies increasingly impact on European societies. This means that the objectives of the Charter cannot be adequately reached if new media are overlooked in the current age. 

The role of new media in the fulfilment of Charter objectives increasingly emerges through state evaluation reports compiled by an independent Committee of Experts through three-yearly on-the-spot visits to ratifying states. An analysis of all reports of the Committee of Experts, from 2001 to the present, indicates that references to use of the internet increases across all states and across all domains contained within the Charter. This corresponds to the fact that internet activity in all European states has also increased over this same period. Of the seven evaluation reports that were compiled in 2001, just three of them make any reference to the internet. By comparison, all seven evaluation reports compiled in 2009 make reference to the internet and across a greater number of domains. The Committee of Experts and the Charter Secretariat is increasingly aware of the impact of the internet since the drafting of the Charter. Some recent evaluation reports, under media provisions, have claimed a review of approach “in light of the technological developments that have occurred” (Germany’s 3rd monitoring cycle, Austria’s 2nd monitoring cycle, Serbia’s 1st monitoring cycle). As might be expected, the evaluation reports of the Committee of Experts provide us with some illustrative examples of the ways in which cyberspace is used to promote linguistic diversity in the media. In Armenia, Georgian-language programmes are available on the internet (Armenia’s 2nd monitoring report). Likewise, in the UK, Welsh-language Radio Cymru is streamed live on the internet and BBC Radio Ulster has made Irish-language programmes accessible via their webpage (UK’s 1st and 2nd monitoring cycles). In Hungary, minority-language radio programmes are made available on the internet in Croatian, German, Romanian, Serbian, Slovak and Slovenian (Hungary’s 4th monitoring cycle). And in Finland, Sámi TV news is available on the internet with Finnish subtitles. The Committee of Experts praised this particular linguistic interface as a means to increase tolerance and understanding of Sámi language and culture (Finland’s 3rd monitoring cycle). 

The influence of cyberspace in the promotion of linguistic diversity is increasingly revealed across all domains detailed in the Charter. The value of the internet to language learning is particularly important for those regional or minority languages which have traditionally been on the margins of formal education. Again, some illustrative examples can be taken from the evaluation reports of the Committee of Experts. For instance, Spain’s second evaluation report which was published in 2008 tells us that there were 14,000 enrolments for online courses in Valencian, thus fulfilling standards on adult and continuing education. Sabhal Mór Ostaig has developed online courses in Scots Gaelic that are accessed both from within and outside of Scotland (UK’s 3rd monitoring cycle). Such developments are, of course, particularly import to diasporic communities. Distance mother-tongue learning is offered via Sweden’s Mother Tongue Theme website for Sámi. Sámi schools in Sweden have developed their own primary education websites on the internet (Sweden’s 1st monitoring cycle). The Committee of Experts sees this as a very efficient way of developing language skills among the students and of spreading locally produced teaching materials. Cyberspace does not just entail the consumption of information in a modern format. By definition, it is user-generated. 

Elsewhere in public, economic and social life, the Committee’s reports show how the objectives of the Charter can be fulfilled through internet usage. In the Netherlands, Frisian legal forms have been available for download since 2006 (Netherlands 3rd monitoring cycle) and Norway continues with the translation of its judiciary website into North Sámi, although terminological obstacles persist (Norway’s 4th monitoring cycle).  Bilingual municipalities in Finland provide information on their websites in both Swedish and Finnish (Finland’s 3rd monitoring cycle). The Office for Ethnic Groups in Austria (Volksgruppenbüro) provides a website for Slovene speakers with links to administrative forms (Austria’s 1st monitoring cycle). Through the monitoring process, the demands of regional or minority language users in public life are also recorded. For example, Irish speakers in the UK seek more administrative documentation in their language from government websites (UK’s 2nd monitoring cycle). And in Spain it is stated that many central government documents and forms available on the internet exist in Castilian only (Spain’s 2nd monitoring cycle). In such instances, the internet per se does not present difficulties; it merely reflects the lack of information in printed form. The Committee of Experts has recommended that until such documents are available in a printed form, the internet represents a cost-effective interim solution for providing documents of state, local and regional authorities, as well as public services in minority languages (Hungary’s 3rd monitoring cycle). 
Elsewhere, the Committee of Experts has advised authorities on the potential of new technologies in the promotion of regional or minority languages. For example, in Cyprus’ second evaluation report from 2009, the Committee suggested that young people could be motivated to use a regional or minority language through the establishment of internet platforms. A further point made in relation to the Kven language in Norway was: “The new information technology has opened possibilities for new flexible and cheap ways of communicating compared to traditional media. Chat rooms and electronic newspapers on the internet and texting on mobile phones are examples of this. These new communication channels are in particular used by young people. They are also much used by young speakers of regional or minority languages because of their flexibility, informality and economical use, but also because it is in many cases difficult to use regional or minority languages in the traditional media for a number of reasons”; “The active use of regional or minority languages in the new media environment is important for sustaining these languages and it may contribute positively to the use of regional or minority languages in private and public life”. Although made specifically in relation to Kven, this viewpoint can certainly be adopted for a range of regional or minority languages. 
Yet challenges persist. The task of the Committee of Experts is to monitor how state authorities fulfil their obligations under the Charter and to make recommendations in instances of non-fulfilment. Problems - as well as promotion - concerning the visibility of minority languages on the internet therefore also arise during the monitoring process. One such problem was highlighted in Austria’s second evaluation report from 2008 in which it was reported that computer systems could not support the diacritics of the Burgenland-Croatian alphabet. This point is particularly germane to this international conference and UNESCO’s 2003 Recommendation Concerning the Promotion and Use of Multilingualism and Universal Access to Cyberspace, which strives for the development of multilingual cyber content and systems. 

A further problematic which has been highlighted in some of the Experts’ evaluation reports is the question of access to cyberspace. State authorities now tend to make information on the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages available on government websites. Yet in some instances the Committee of Experts has questioned the value of this approach alone for minority language groups who may not have access to those sites or the languages in which they are created. This was a point of information for the Finnish authorities in 2001 who were encouraged to consider “the economic situation and the language skills of most of the speakers of Sámi or Romany”. When a pilot radio programme in North Frisian was launched in Germany in 2005, the Experts were informed that many households did not have access to internet radio programmes. Issues of access are thus a major point of consideration for both state authorities in the promotion of multilingualism, as well as for the European Charter in its evolving evaluative approach to technological change. Factors for consideration are technology infrastructures of given states, the status, education, demographics and geographical location of minority-language speakers. It should be further kept in mind that technological infrastructures and access to new media vary both within and between states. 

In conclusion, the overlap of international standards set by the Council of Europe and UNESCO in the areas of education and culture are unquestionable. On the theme of cyberspace and the promotion of linguistic diversity we appear, yet again, to have reached an area of common concern. The Committee of Experts of the European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages has highlighted issues of access as problematic in the promotion of languages in cyberspace. Questions of internet access are also central to UNESCO’s Information for All Programme. Both this programme and the languages Charter are centrally concerned with the creation of equitable societies and the aim of achieving internet access for all clearly resonates with regional or minority languages that have been traditionally marginalised. A central theme of this international conference is how to use the internet to counter the marginalisation of languages. It would seem, then, that internet access and the promotion of minority languages are two sides of the same coin that creates fair and equitable societies. While much has been achieved for the promotion of minority languages in cyberspace - as evidenced by our monitoring reports and elsewhere - the political, cultural, social and ethical challenges that persist in the digital world must be met with the right tools and techniques to ensure the presence of all languages in cyberspace. The success of the European Charter is reflected in the output of its monitoring, whereby good practice in language promotion has become clearer. Fulfilling the objectives of the Charter means that this is set to continue in the transforming media and technological landscape.  
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