
Frisians, people without own state. 
 
Fryslân, a northern province in The Netherlands  is a bilingual region: Dutch and Frysk.  
Fryslân has a population of 650.000 and approximately 94% of the population can understand 
Frisian, 74% can speak Frisian, 65% can read it and 17% can write the language.   

A bilingial region

 
General development; trend of the past 20 years. 
In the domains of the family, work and the village community Frisian demonstrates a relatively strong 
position, where still a small majority of the population habitually uses Frisian. In the more formal 
domains of education, media, public administration and law, Dutch dominates. Over the last 25 years 
or so, a slow decline has been observed in speaking proficiency and some increase in writing abilities.   

In cooperation with the centre for educational advice (CEDIN fryslân), the Fryske Akademy 
established the long-term project 'Trilingual school' in 1997. The aim of the project is to establish 
trilingual primary education, based on the (national) core objectives set for Frisian, Dutch and English. 
This means that the three languages are not only taught as school subjects, but also used as medium of 
instruction. At the moment 71 primary schools are involved. 

Omrop Fryslân is a special broadcaster  which serves the Frisian community because West 
Frisian is an official language of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Omrop Fryslân is also the regional 
public broadcaster for the province of  Fryslân and they have their own radio station and TV channel, 
broadcasting primarily for the province itself. 
 
Some Frisian organisations 
De Fryske Akademy, a scientific institute. Tresoar, scientific library and cultural centre. 
AFUK, an institute for Frisian language and literature.  CEDIN, Taalsintrum Frysk, centre for Frisian 
education in primary and secondary schools. Tryater, a Frisian theatre company. Mercator, centre for 
multilingualism. 
 
The Ried fan de Fryske Beweging  ( Council of the Frisian Movement) is an organisation that was 
founded in 1945, and which promotes the preservation of the Frisian language and culture in the Dutch 
province of Fryslân. The  independent Council is a foundation that brings together 12 Frisian 
organisations. The Council promotes the use of Frisian in every domain. The Council maintains 
contacts with governments, institutions, companies, societies and individuals. The donors and 
members support the promotion of the Frisian language. The Council wants to make people aware of 
the value and richness of their language..  
 
Recognition and promotion by the state. 
The Frisian language is officially recognised as the second language of the Netherlands. That formal 
recognition has entailed moderate promotion of the language by the authorities of the state and the 
province. Certain provisions for the use of Frisian have been made in a process of legal codification. 
There is general political agreement that the government has a duty in protecting and promoting 
Frisian. However, the policy plans have a non committal character and they have hardly been 
implemented. The power of the taken-forgrantedness of Dutch appears stronger than the formal 
operation of the language policy intentions. 



The European Charter for Regional or Minority Languages was ratified by the Dutch 
government in1996. The charter promotes and protects minority languages in the field of education, 
media, public services and judicial authorities. The Netherlands also ratified in 1995 the Framework 
Convention for the Protection of National Minorities , a convention of the Council of Europe with the 
goal of legal recognition of national minorities, in which protection against discrimination and 
promotionof their own language are  made explicit. Finally from 2013  Frisian can be used  in 
administrative and judicial matters.   
 
Main problems. No economic need, poor visibility and migration.  
Frysk has no strong position. The visibility in daily life is poor. There is no economic need at all to 
learn or speak Frysk, because everybody speaks Dutch. Migration is a threat. Let me explain it with an 
example of my own family. My wife and me, we are both minority speakers. We raised our two 
children using our own minority  language. The majority of the family is Frysk, uncles, grandparents 
etc. But our sons went to study in Rotterdam and Delft, Dutch speaking cities. My eldest son married a 
Dutch speaker and because they nowadays live in a Dutch environment, my two grandchildren speak 
Dutch. They only use two Frisian words: pake ( grandfather ) and beppe ( grandmother ).  
 
Experiences with the Convention of National Minorities.  
On paper everything seems all right ( see the above mentioned recognition etc. ) but  in practice there 
are a lot of problems. Just a few  examples. You have a right to speak Frisian in court, but when you 
have to go to a courtyard outside Fryslân you need an interpreter. So in practice no Frisian minority 
speaker will make a choice like that. You also have the right to speak and write in Frisian to local 
authorities but when the other party doesn’t understand Frisian the communication becomes difficult. 
 
Will our language survive ? 
Yes it will for the next century, but there are large  threats. The largest threat are the Frisians 
themselves. A few weeks ago I attended a meeting in a totally Frisian speaking environment. It was a 
meeting about the history of the village and their church built 300 years ago. Almost everything was  
in Dutch, because there could be someone present who does not understand the Frisian language and 
that would be too rude. A lot of Frisians think their native language is good enough for family, but 
outside the borders of house and home you should speak Dutch or even better English.  
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A kind suggestion

  
 


