
Promotion of 
Multilingualism 

Minister Sven Gatz

2019-2024







A first for 
Brussels 

Promotion of Multilingualism 

Appointment of a 

minister in charge of 

the promotion of 

Multilingualism

Target:
Embedding 

Multilingualism in 

Brussels policies



There is support 
for multilingualism 
with the population

Source: Language barometer BRIO (2018)

of people in Brussels 

advocate bilingual 

primary school 

90% 

of people in Brussels think 

bilingualism is a necessity 

on the work floor 

83% 

of people in Brussels feel 

that bilingualism is part of 

the Brussels identity 

70% 

Promotion of Multilingualism 



There is political
support for 
multilingualism 
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Commitments in the Governmental agreements 



Language policy 
is not a politics 
of language 
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Law on the 

use of languages 

Belgium = officially 

4 linguistic 

territories 

1963 1966

Law on 

the use of 

languages in

administrations 

Law on 

the use of 

languages

in education

1932

Law on 

the use of 

languages 

in the 

judiciary

1935

Law on 

the use of 

languages 

in the

Belgian army

19381831 
Constitution

The use of 

the languages

spoken in 

Belgium is free 

Politics of language 

makes use of laws protecting 

the rights of linguistic groups 

for instance:

Language policy 

starts from the different 

languages spoken on the 

terrain and the political 

structures in force. The 

target is to use languages 

as instrument to better 

citizens’ lives



Joint responsibility 

Culture

Citizenship 
education

Employment

Vocational 
training

Youth

Welfare

Education

Multilingualism
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…



Brussels, a 
cosmopolitan city: 
the figures
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2nd most cosmopolitan 
region in the world

1.208.542 inhabitants

180 nationalities

100+ languages spoken



Migration flow 20th 
and 21st century

Source: IBSA
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Evolution Brussels 

population by nationality 

2000 2016
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Born Belgian             Naturalised Belgian               EU            non-EU

2019

1.208.542 

inhabitants
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Source: Language barometer BRIO (2018)
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25%

23%
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Best known
languages in Brussels
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87%

34%

16%

9%
5%

French English Dutch Arabic Spanish

Source: Language barometer BRIO (2018)

People from Brussels able 

to converse in this language 



Most used languages 
in Brussels

Promotion of Multilingualism Source: Language barometer BRIO (2018)

Use of Dutch+ French

when shopping 

Use of Dutch+ French

with neighbours 

2001 2018

6%

12% 16%

22%

NL & FR spoken 

on the work floor
11% 18%



“Translanguaging”: 
a phenomenon
typical 
of Brussels 
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A policy for 
multilingualism 
in Brussels 

Inclusive 

and functional take 

on individual multilingualism: 
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“the ability to at least have 

a simple conversation in 

more than one language”



Our ambition

All Brussels youth at the age of 18 have command 
of Dutch, French and English.
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Importance of 
recognition of the 
native language 

Good knowledge of
native tongue 
improves the acquisition 
of other languages.

Language sensitization: 
developing positive attitude 
to multilingualism from 
childhood.

Children growing up in 
multilingual environment 
need multiple languages to 
express themselves 
emotionally.
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Multilingualism 
as cohesion 
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Social cohesion        Brussels identity       Shared citizenship



The limits of my
language mean 
the limits of my world.

“
”

Linguist Ludwig Wittgenstein 

(1889-1951)
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Multilingualism creates 
opportunities 
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Multilingualism as 
leverage on the job 
market 

Promotion of Multilingualism Source: Actiris

Of the openings in Brussels 

explicitly require the 

knowledge of languages

80% require knowledge 

of French and Dutch 

40% require knowledge 

of English 

53% 
Of job seekers 

in Brussels are 

trilingual FR-EN-Dutch 
2% 



Multilingualism as 
trump in business  

Promotion of Multilingualism Source: European Commission (2006)

11% 
of companies indicate having 

lost at least one contract due to 

lack of knowledge of languages 

in their company.



One language sets you 
in a corridor for life. 
Two languages open 
every door along the way.

“

”Linguist Frank Smith 

(°1928)
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But why stop 

at two languages? 



Short term

Mapping 
existing initiatives:

who are the ‘language 
plow horses’?
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Creation of Council 
for Multilingualism:

structurally embedding 
consultation



Education:
a primary partner
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Stimulation of 
existing initiatives 
and cooperations: 

Exchange 
of existing expertise 

Teacher exchange
French and Dutch
Focus on bilingual 
teacher education 

Cooperation agreement 
with the federal government 
and the regions



Language: 
vocational training 
and jobs 

Promotion of Multilingualism Source: Actiris

Language hub, a central 

service providing language 

training aimed at job seekers 



Trilingual 
communication 
cultural offer

Promotion of Multilingualism Source: Visit Brussels



International image 
of a multilingual 
region 
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European Day of Multilingualism 
and the Day of European Languages:
Brussels joins the celebrations!



Promotie van Meertaligheid

Vragen?
Des questions ?

Any questions?
Fragen?

¿Preguntas?

أسئله




