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Developments and Initiatives

Commentators talk of the ubiquity 
of the Web, while discussions else-
where concern the digital divide 

and the lack of content in a majority of 
the world’s languages. 

Although the predominance of 
use of the English language in read-
able Web content is gradually chang-
ing, a variety of studies demonstrate 
that the Web does not present a reli-
able surrogate for the use of languages 
in the world. This is possibly because 
the capability for representing these 
languages and dialects within these lan-
guages has been lacking. 

Developments are currently 
beginning to emerge from ISO/TC 37, 
Terminology and other language and 
content resources, in respect of a sig-
nificant expansion of the well-known 
series of International Standards, ISO 
639, Codes for the representation of 
names of languages. 

This is intended to provide a build-
ing block of basic identifiers (metadata) 
with which to index and retrieve the poten-
tial content of a truly diverse and multilin-
gual information society. Previously, stan-
dards ISO 639-1 and ISO 639-2 provided 
for around 400 language identifiers. 

Various estimates placed the num-
ber of languages in the world between 
6 000 and 8 000, and the recently issued 
ISO 639-3 expands on the existing 400 
to produce a set of over 7 500 language 
identifiers.

Languages are used in different 
ways, and some languages have a num-
ber of different ways in which they can 
be written, spoken or signed. Identifica-
tion of these different ways pushes the 
total number of identifiers upwards of 
30 000, and it becomes clear that until 
now the ISO 639 series has catered for a 
very small proportion of the true diver-
sity of “languages ”. 

The 639 series of ISO standards 
is generically titled Codes for the repre-
sentation of names of languages, and is 
expected soon to be divided into parts sim-
ilar to those shown in the table below.

At its most basic, the expansion 
from 400 metadata identifiers to upwards 
of 30 000 would provide support for a 
global thesaurus of names of languages, 
in every language of the world − some 
400 million potential names, although 
the true figure is initially likely to be 
significantly lower.

The developments in the ISO 639 
series offer the potential for the reuse 
of research materials which document 
the languages, the sum of which − the 
world’s knowledge of the languages of 
the world − could be significantly great-
er than its parts. 

ISO 639 forms a basic standard 
for many of the application areas for 
which ISO/TC 37 develops standards, 
and within which the ISO/TC 37 stan-
dards are used. 

Work is already in progress in the 
Internet community through the Internet 
Engineering Task Force (IETF) to make 
use of these emerging standards, with a 
newer version of the IETF’s language 
identification, incorporating ISO 639-3, 
expected shortly. 

Historically, use of the IETF’s 
output has been made by the eXtensible 
Markup Language (XML) – this devel-
opment will eventually allow for new 

Title of standard Status Registration  
authority

Number of 
identifiers 

(approx.)

ISO 639-1, Part 1 : Alpha-2 code Published (2002) InfoTerm 150

ISO 639-2, Part 2 : Alpha-3 code Published (1998) Library of Congress (LoC) 400

ISO 639-3, Part 3 : Alpha-3 code for comprehensive 
coverage of languages

Published (2007) Summer Institute of Linguistics (SIL) 7 000

ISO 639-4, Part 4 : Implementation guidelines and 
general principles for language coding

Expected late 2007 n/a n/a

ISO 639-5, Part 5 : Alpha-3 code for language 
families and groups

Expected late 2007 TBC 100

ISO 639-6, Part 6 : Alpha-4 representation for 
comprehensive coverage of language variation

Expected early 2008 GeoLang 25 000

TC 37, Terminology  
and language
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contributors to make good quality identi-
fication within their XML documents.

There is interest, also, in the “Mul-
tilingual Internet ” – described by some as 
a major element of the Next Generation 
Internet – being able to support domain 
names, e-mail addresses and other types 
of publicly readable protocol content in 
character sets other than ASCII. 

The need for international coun-
try codes has been identified and a New 
Work Item Proposal submitted to ISO/
TC 46/WG 2, Coding of country names 
and related entities. The project, pro-
posed by BSI, aims to establish a joint 
working group between ISO/TC 37 and 
ISO/TC 46 and to set up liaisons with 
interested external organizations. 

Further potential exists for these 
standards to support future generations 
of current Web-based technologies. For 
example, a future generation of search 
engines along the lines of Accoona, that 
already allows specialization of search 
by language identifier, might enable 
searches to be specialized for specif-
ic written forms of languages. Future 
versions of the video sharing website 
YouTube might allow for searches to 

accurately index the languages spoken 
in the video clips, and other so-called 
Web 2.0 applications could similar-
ly benefit.

Developments within the ISO 639 
series were discussed at the Standards 
for Global Business Conference held in 
Vienna 14-15 November 2006, at which 
developers involved with the ISO 639 
series discussed collaboration with the 
OmegaWiki project, a community-based 
website for the documentation of infor-
mation about languages. 

OmegaWiki will support the 
collection and collation of information 
about languages by the communities 
that use them. 

This process will assist the verifi-
cation and validation of language infor-
mation by the newly-formed World Lan-
guage Documentation Centre (WLDC), 
enabling the registration authority of ISO 
639 part 6, GeoLang Ltd, to ensure the 
application of a full verification and vali-
dation methodology for the identifiers. 

The collaboration has been agreed 
initially for ISO 639-6, the most ambi-
tious of these standards yet, having to 
map to the existing parts of ISO 639, 
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take account of existing systems and 
support the interoperability with such 
systems. 

The World Language Documenta-
tion Centre has been formed as an asso-
ciation of world experts and will act as 
a gatekeeper between language com-
munities and the ISO 639-6 Registry, 
GeoLang Ltd. 

The schedule for publication of 
ISO 639-6 should enable its availability 
during 2008, a year proposed as the UN 
International Year of Languages.  
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ing the challenges for content manage-
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Terminology, Standardization and Tech-
nology Transfer (TSTT), 25-26 August, 
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Accoona : http://www.accoona.com

YouTube : http://www.youtube.com

OmegaWiki : http://www.omegawiki.org/

WLDC : http://www.thewldc.org/

GeoLang : http://www.geolang.com/

ISO/TC 37 Annual meeting
The annual meeting of ISO/TC 37 will 
be held August 11-18 2007 in Provo, 
Utah. There will a one-day conference 
on August 13 on the “Pragmatic Appli-
cations of Standards ” to look at the 
wide variety of applications of stan-
dards terminology to fields such as 
information technology, e-commerce 
and a wide variety of other fields. 

For more information on the meeting, 
please contact : Sue Ellen Wright,  
sellenwright@gmail.com
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