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What is the “Subsidiarity is a word” movement?
The Subsidiarity is a word movement was born in early 2008, when we at the Assembly of European Regions (AER) began to question why the supremely annoying “red squiggly line” continued to appear each time we typed the word “subsidiarity” in a Microsoft Word document.

Had we seen the word in dictionaries? Yes. Had we been using the word and promoting the principle for years? Yes. Were we spelling it correctly? Of course we were. So what was the problem? 

We started to investigate. We examined other language versions of Microsoft Word and found that the word had been recognised by some (for example German and French) but not by others (English, Italian). How ironic, we thought, that MS Word in English did not recognise a word that had been referred to no less than 30 times in the Treaty of Lisbon, or that Italian MS Word did not recognise a word mentioned in the Italian Constitution.

Then we searched the dictionaries. We found at least 71 dictionaries in around 23 languages that did not include the word. We also found a number of dictionaries that had included the word but had done so with an incomplete or incorrect definition.

We were stunned. For over two decades, AER had been lobbying EU institutions and national governments to fully respect the principle of subsidiarity (see below). Had we been putting the cart before the horse? How could the principle be respected when the word itself had not been fully recognised?

So we decided to do something about it. We would demand inclusion of the word and its correct definition in every major dictionary worldwide.

On 19 May, we sent open letters to Microsoft and dictionaries across Europe, mobilising our member regions and friends to garner the support of language institutes, academics, politicians and other stakeholders. To explain the movement to our European partners, we distributed Subsidiarity is a word postcards in and around the European institutions in Brussels and Strasbourg. Our spokesman even planned to climb a 10-story building to unfurl a huge Subsidiarity is a word banner in the heart of Brussels (due to a misunderstanding with the Belgian police, he was arrested before attempting the stunt – see the YouTube video on AER’s website). And to help spread the word further, we set up a Subsidiarity is a word group on Facebook where anyone can add dictionaries that do not include the word to the Subsidiarity Shame Wall.

Since the launch of the movement, our supporters in Brussels, the European regions and beyond continue to “spread the word”. New rounds of open letters have been sent to dictionaries in Sweden and the Ukraine, bringing the total number of languages thus far targeted to 25. In fact, members of the “Subsidiarity is a word” Facebook group continue to “shame” dictionaries from as far away as China and Australia.

With the launch of the movement’s second phase in July (see the YouTube video of Subsidiarity Man’s latest stunt on AER’s website), we are continuing to lobby dictionaries to recognise the word while increasing our pressure upon the Microsoft Corporation to do the same. We are also beginning to shift our focus from securing recognition of the word to communicating the importance of the subsidiarity principle – particularly in the context of the Lisbon Treaty – to citizens across Europe.

AER has been promoting the subsidiarity principle since the organisation was established in 1985. The AER Statute declares as one of the organisation’s key objectives: “To…encourage the application of the principle of subsidiarity”.

In 1991, AER lobbied for the subsidiarity principle to be entrenched in the Maastricht Treaty. In 1995, it campaigned for the revision of the Maastricht Treaty to redefine and strengthen the principle.

In 2005, when the European Constitutional Treaty was being drafted, AER helped to secure the extension of the subsidiarity principle to regional and local levels, as well as a provision allowing the European Court of Justice to hear cases in which EU legislation had allegedly infringed the principle – these provisions have since been included in the Treaty of Lisbon.
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