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1. Introduction

A truly multilingual Europe, which is realised and supported through sophisti-
cated monolingual, cross-lingual and multilingual language technologies (LT)  
is still far from being a reality. Since its inception in 2010, it has been the key 
objective of META-NET to foster and stimulate research and technology devel-
opment towards this scenario. Important milestones along the way have been 
the publication of the Language White Papers (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2012; Rehm et al. 
2014) and the Strategic Research Agenda for Multilingual Europe 2020 (Rehm/
Uszkoreit 2013) as well as the deployment of META-SHARE (Piperidis 2012; 
Piperidis et al. 2014). While all these activities have had a certain amount of 
impact in various European countries (Rehm et al. 2016), new challenges but 
also new opportunities have been emerging in the last two years.

In this contribution we briefly report on the most recent developments in and 
around META-NET up till the end of 2015. After an overview of META-NET in 
Section 2, we briefly describe, in Section 3, one of the major challenges, i.e., the 
danger of continued community fragmentation. In Section 4 we report on the 
relationship between the EU’s Digital Single Market flagship initiative and lan-
guage technologies, which is one of the major challenges but also opportunities 
our field of research faces in the next couple of years. One of the milestones in 
2015 was the Riga Summit 2015, which also included META-FORUM 2015 
(Section 5). At this event, the very first version of the Strategic Agenda for  
the Multilingual Digital Single Market was presented (Section 6). As a direct 
follow-up action of the Riga Summit 2015, the new European initiative Cracking 
the Language Barrier was created as a federation of projects and organisations 
working on technologies for a multilingual Europe. Section 7 provides an over-
view of this federation, its setup and members as well as the topics and objectives 
of the collaboration.

2. META-NET: A brief overview

Our multilingual European society imposes societal challenges on political, 
economic and social integration and inclusion, especially in the creation of the 
Digital Single Market (DSM) (see EC 2010). LT will bring us closer to this goal.  
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It is one of the key enabling technologies to boosting growth and strengthening 
our competitiveness. Recognising the demand and opportunities within Europe, 
60 research centres in 34 European countries joined forces to form META-NET,  
a European Network of Excellence dedicated to the technological foundations  
of a multilingual, inclusive and innovative European society.1 In its first funded 
phase, from 2010 to 2013, META-NET was supported through four EU projects 
(T4ME, CESAR, METANET4U and META-NORD). Currently, the EU-project 
CRACKER (2015-2017) supports selected META-NET activities such as the 
maintenance and extension of META-SHARE and the META-FORUM con-
ference series (Rehm 2015).2 Since its inception in 2010, one of META-NET’s 
key goals has been mono-, cross- and multilingual technological support for all 
European languages as well as fostering innovative research and development by 
providing strategic guidance and recommendations along with a small number  
of priority research topics (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2013).

Fig. 1: The landing page of the CRACKER website

1 www.meta-net.eu.
2 http://cracker-project.eu.
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3. The Danger of Increased Fragmentation  
among Communities

Parallel to META-NET, multiple stakeholders have for several years now been 
investing much time and resources into organising events and awareness raising 
activities, developing roadmaps and strategies, and communicating to key decision 
makers on specific aspects of the overall topic of Multilingual Europe (including, 
but not limited to, language technologies, language resources, language learning, 
industry and innovation, minority languages, under-resourced languages, etc.). In 
some of these areas, we have been able to establish very fruitful and constructive 
cooperation and collaboration, with some stakeholders inviting others to their 
events, often on a regular basis. A certain amount of community building has in-
deed successfully taken place, due to, among others, EFNIL activities (including 
the annual EFNIL Conference) and META-NET activities (including the annual 
META-FORUM conference). Nevertheless, to the non-initiated outsider, the 
wider community around the complex Multilingual Europe topic is still very 
much fragmented. Unfortunately, this continues to be a serious issue and also a 
challenge, especially when the mutual goal of all stakeholders is to communicate 
complex topics and suggested solutions, such as roadmaps and strategy papers,  
to administrators, politicians and other key decision makers with the shared goal 
of triggering change processes to improve the situation.

4. The Digital Single Market as a multilingual challenge

Fostering the Digital Single Market (DSM) is one of the top priorities of the 
European Union.3 The fully integrated and connected DSM is expected to add  
340 billion Euros to European GDP and to create hundreds of thousands of new 
jobs. The European Commission wants to realise the DSM mainly through regu-
latory activities, including three policy areas or pillars (EC 2015): 1) better online 
access to digital goods and services for consumers and businesses (helping to 
make the EU’s digital world a seamless and level marketplace to buy and sell 
through harmonised consumer rules, removing geo-blocking, copyright reform, 
etc.); 2) an environment where digital networks and services can prosper (by 
designing rules which match the pace of technology and support infrastructure 
development); and 3) by endorsing digital as a driver for growth, i.e., ensuring 
that Europe’s economy, industry and employment take full advantage of what 
digitalisation offers.

3 http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/.

http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/
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Fig. 2: The open letter campaign “Europe’s Digital Single Market must be multilingual!”

In early 2015, it transpired that the EC’s DSM Strategy, eventually published 
shortly after META-FORUM 2015 on 5 May 2015 (EC 2015), would most 
probably not contain a component dedicated to the language or multilingualism 
issue – even though we had already indicated in our META-NET Strategic  
Research Agenda for Multilingual Europe 2020 (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2013) that a 
truly unified digital single market can only exist when language barriers have 
been overcome through LT. As a reaction, we organised an online open letter 
campaign in March 2015, urging the EC to take the language issue into account 
for the final version of the DSM strategy.4 Within a few days, the open letter 
campaign managed to collect more than 3,000 signatures including those of 
researchers, professors, industry professionals, translators, administrators, officials 
and several Members of the European Parliament (see Figure 2).

As emphasised in the open letter, language barriers remain a major obstacle to 
a truly unified European economy and society. Linguistic diversity is and must 
remain a cornerstone and cultural asset of Europe. However, the language barriers 

4 http://multilingualeurope.eu.

http://multilingualeurope.eu
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created by the 24 official EU languages cause the market to be fragmented. About 
half of European citizens never shop online in languages other than their native 
tongue and access to public e-services is typically restricted to national languages. 
European SMEs are particularly disadvantaged because the cost of providing 
services in multiple languages is prohibitive and has a negative impact on their 
competitiveness.

To overcome these barriers, Europe does not need to abandon its linguistic 
diversity. Technological development has brought solutions to automate trans-
lation and other multilingual processes. Although not perfect, these technologies 
already bring immense benefits, enabling multilingual and cross-lingual access  
to websites and e-services, extracting information from multilingual data, and 
boosting the efficiency of translators.

Yet online machine translation and language technology services are domi-
nated by global non-European companies which primarily focus on English and a 
few other of the world’s largest languages, more or less neglecting or ignoring 
European languages with less economic power. As a direct consequence, almost 
half of Europe’s citizens are digitally disadvantaged due to their mother tongue 
(Rehm/Uszkoreit 2012).2 Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Version 0.5 – April, 2015

Th e European Digital Single Market today would account for approximately 25% of global economic 
potential. However, if Europe were to overcome the language barriers that hamper intra-European trad-
ing, it would also remove barriers to international trade that keep European SMEs from achieving their 
full economic potential by penetrating markets in other continents beyond our own. Addressing the 
offi  cial and major regional languages of Europe would open access to over 50% of the world’s online 
potential and 73% of the world online market in economic terms, amounting to an online market of 
approximately €25 trillion in 2013.4 Most of this increase comes from English, Spanish, French, and 
Portuguese, but other languages also make signifi cant contributions to world-wide market access. Th e 
global potential for European businesses exceeds the continent-internal opportunities from the DSM by 
orders of magnitude.

Translation opens 20 times its cost in revenue opportunity. 
However, translation remains too expensive for many 
European SMEs, blocking this opportunity and limiting economic 
growth in Europe. Lowering these costs is a strategic opportunity 
for high-quality automatic translation.

Translation
Costs

Increase in
Revenue

1.1   Overcoming Language Barriers with Technologies

Th e borders between our beloved languages are invisible barriers at least as strong in their separating 
power as any remaining regulatory boundaries. Th ey create fragmented and isolated digital markets 
with no bridges to other languages, thereby hampering the free fl ow of products, commerce, communi-
cation, ideas, help, and thought. Language barriers of this type in the online world can only be overcome 

4 Benjamin B. Sargent, Common Sense Advisory (2013): “Th e 116 Most Economically Active Languages On-
line, https://www.commonsenseadvisory.com/AbstractView.aspx?ArticleID=5590.

www.meta-net.eu
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Figure 1:  Language technology unlocks the Digital Single Market
Fig. 3: Unlocking the Multilingual Digital Single Market




