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Speech by Pantxoa ETCHEGOIN in BOISE (Idaho) 
 
 
 
The French Basque Country (or ‘‘Iparraldea’’ meaning ‘‘the Northern Basque Country’’) 
covers the 3 historic provinces of Labourd, Lower Navarre and Soule. Its surface area is 
3000 km² and it has a population of approximately 270 000 inhabitants. There are two 
distinct areas: on the one hand the coastal area (the Bayonne-Anglet-Biarritz conurbation 
and the towns of  Saint Jean de Luz and Hendaye) and, on the other hand, the interior, 
including Soule (the least populated and the most culturally dynamic area with 14 000 
inhabitants) and Lower Navarre (Saint Jean Pied de Port). Almost three quarters of the 
population of the French Basque Country live along the coastal strip and in the peri-urban 
area. The population has increased by 12% over the last two decades, mainly due to the 
arrival of new immigrants (mainly retired people, but also families with couples under the age 
of 40). The main area in terms of the economy and employment is Bayonne. Economic 
activity has been marked by a decrease in industry and the development of services (to 
people, business and tourism). 
 
The identity of the Basque people is based on their language, ‘‘euskara’’. 
Today the Basque language is a minority language, the official language being French. This 
is not the case in the Spanish Basque Country where Basque is a co-official language. It is 
worth noting that in the Northern Basque Country the number of Basque speakers and family 
transmission have decreased significantly. In the Spanish Basque Country, however, the 
number of bilinguals increased from 530 000 to 634 000 over a ten year period from 1991 to 
2001, an increase of 20%. In the same period the number of Basque speakers in the French 
Basque Country decreased from 69 000 to 55 000, a decrease of 20%. It should be noted 
however that these figures do not include ‘‘passive’’ bilinguals, these are people who 
understand the language but are unable to speak it. Another worrying factor is the decrease 
in the number of speakers amongst the younger generations. In the French Basque Country 
the proportion of bilinguals is 40% in the 65 and over age group. This figure is only 24% for 
35-50 year olds and drops to 12% in the 16-24 age group.  
 
With regard to the teaching of the Basque language, there are several different systems 
including an immersion system (from nursery to secondary education) with 2 100 pupils 
(10%) and a bilingual system (school or option) with 5 500 pupils. In nursery and primary 
schools, 72% of pupils receive no education at all in Basque and almost 25% are either in 
the immersive system or in bilingual classes. The UNESCO considers that if under 30% of 
children are educated in a language, there is a high risk of the language disappearing. There 
are 1 200 adults learning Basque in the French Basque Country.  
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In this context, the future of the Basque language is of great concern, both due to 
demographic reasons (the overall increase in population only affects the coastal area and the 
rural population is decreasing) and cultural reasons (the loss of oral transmission and the 
strong influence of French in education). Urbanisation, cultural mixing and the development 
of tourism also tend to accentuate the loss of ground of the Basque language. These 
phenomena are aggravated by the fact that the language is not officially recognised and also 
by the lack of speakers. 
 
Nevertheless, there is some hope with the creation of the Public Basque Language Board (a 
Public Interest Group) whose mission is aimed at stimulating the teaching of Basque and 
further integrating Basque into social life. Furthermore, it is worth highlighting the attachment 
of the population of the Basque Country to its language and culture which is a living culture. 
 
The language fulfils four basic functions: 
 

� a vernacular function for exchanges within the family, between friends and 
neighbours, 

� a social communication function, in both private and public sectors, 
� an educational function, 
� a symbolic function, namely through different forms of artistic expression. 

 
The vocation of the Basque Cultural Institute (BCI) is to arouse interest in the language 
through the development of culture, exchanges and communication within a convivial 
framework. The BCI was created about fifteen years ago in 1990 at the instigation of cultural 
associations working with Basque language and culture, and also due to the will of the 
authorities (the State, the Departmental Council of the Atlantic Pyrenees and the Regional 
Council), as well as the support of an association of local towns in favour of the Basque 
language which has also played a significant role. 
 
The BCI is a 1901 law association bringing together the State, the Departmental Council of 
the Atlantic Pyrenees, the Regional Council of Aquitaine, the association of towns (with 158 
member) and various associations in fields as diverse as drama, dancing, literature, music, 
song, etc.  It’s a place for debate and a meeting point for institutions and cultural players.  
Based in Ustaritz, it has 8 employees and an annual budget of k� 800 (of which 70% is paid 
to associations and projects developed by the BCI). The BCI does not intervene in the 
teaching of Basque but develops cultural events connected with the Basque language with 
an open-minded outlook, ie. with the aim of building bridges between Basque culture and 
other cultures. 
 
The different tasks entrusted to the BCI include: 
 

� Assisting cultural associations (there are approximately 100 member associations) 
through financing (in terms of creation, distribution and training).  The BCI does not 
however have its own productions; often these associations are amateur which the 
BCI accompanies on a daily basis. 

 
� The development of the BCI’s own events through: 

o The Basque language cultural activities service (activities in Basque for 
schools, technical translation for toponymy and public services, mediatheques 
and libraries),  

o The Ethnology & Heritage Service which works in partnership with other 
structures (the Basque Museum, the Castle of Abbadia, Irissarry centre, etc.). 

 
o The Performing Arts Service: help for artists in terms of creation, training and 

distribution, 
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o The New Technologies Service: a portal site on Basque culture in four 
languages (eke.org) 

 
It also develops its own activities (such as the Kantuketan exhibition on Basque song 
associated with activities for schools and concerts by both amateur and professional 
singers). This service also organises exchanges with other countries in the form of visits by 
artists. 
 
One of its current projects is a new pluriannual programme: BATEKMILA (meaning ‘‘one’’ 
and ‘‘many’’). This project was created because only 25% of the population is bilingual and 
many inhabitants are not familiar with either the Basque language or Basque culture. 
Nevertheless, many of these non-Basque speakers wish to take part in activities which do 
not necessarily involve learning the language. BATEK-MILA could be translated as meaning 
‘‘one and many''. This project consists of developing the different components of Basque 
culture and also reaching out to other cultures, creating links between specific cultures and 
cultivating their universal message. 
. 


