EUROLINC contribution to IGF, Athens, Oct/Nov 2006

The ITU and UNESCO Global Symposium on Promoting the Multilingual Internet, (Geneva, 9-11 May 2006), brought about fresh views on multilingualism [1]. Instead of initiate lingo on alphabets, domain names, and other intricate subtleties, the issues were, hem .. natural languages.

We learned that Sweden has 6 official languages [2].

 “ In addition to Swedish itself (which has no legal standing as the national language!) the country’s official languages are: Finnish, Meänkieli, Romani, Sami, Yiddish ”

We learned that the ratio of English web pages is now slightly higher than 40 % [3].

We learned that using native language keywords (instead of http://you.know.what) boosts up dramatically the use of internet [4].

We learned that only 6000 languages remain alive, out of some 40000 [3].

We learned that most of these languages are oral only.

We learned that every two month a language dies [3].

All these observations are real issues for real people speaking real languages, their mother tongue.

Mother tongues are an intrinsic element of biodiversity. People capacities are reduced when they are forced to use a foreign language. The most affected populations are once again developing countries.

In this context, internet multilingual tools appear rather primitive, if not cumbersome. The so called internet community, mainly driven by the USA industry, finds little interest but market shares in languages and cultures they do not understand. All foreign languages should map easily onto an English formulation, shouldn’t they ?

According to an Indian linguist [5], the “Policy on the use of ZWJ in South Asian scripts proposed by Peter Constable of Microsoft and adopted by the Unicode Technical Committee is detrimental to the use of Indian scripts on the internet”

Let’s face it. It belongs to the people who speak their mother tongue to define what it is, and what they need to use it in the internet. They are the ultimate guardians of their own culture and language. That should be left to no one else.

[1] http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/worksem/multilingual/programme.htm

[2] http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/worksem/multilingual/presentations/S1-Karp.pdf

[3] http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/worksem/multilingual/presentations/S8-Pimienta.pdf

[4] http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/worksem/multilingual/presentations/S1-Kim.pdf

[5] http://www.itu.int/ITU-T/worksem/multilingual/presentations/S9-Rabbani.pdf
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