Summary Report of the Expert Meeting on Current Trends in Linguistic Mapping

held at UNESCO HQ on 29-30 November 2007

This Expert Meeting was held to support the preparation of the third edition of the Atlas of the World’s Languages in Danger of Disappearing. It was organized and hosted by UNESCO within the framework of its activities under the Endangered Languages Programme and for the safeguarding of Intangible Cultural Heritage. 

The invited experts discussed current trends and innovations in linguistic cartography, including recent experiences and projects in language mapping in various parts of the world, the use of Geographic Information Systems (GIS), as well as the methodological issues of state-of-the-art linguistic cartography relevant to the UNESCO Atlas.
The following topics received particular attention during the meeting: 

· Data collection methodologies
· Technologies for locating languages 
· Level of geographic detail
· Display of world regions
· Complementarity of printed and digital atlases
· Work-flow between the cartographers, editors and data contributors
The experts made a number of pertinent recommendations with regard to these and other related issues. As concerns the data collection, they emphasized the importance of obtaining precise coordinates from data contributors and editors (which could be done using free Internet tools, such as Google Earth), in order to facilitate the cartographers’ work and avoid multiple revisions. In relation to the presentation of data, a lengthy discussion was devoted to using dots vs. polygons to indicate the location of languages on the maps. The experts also overviewed the possible means to be employed to show the density of languages in a particular area while preserving similar scales (bearing in mind that readability should be the overriding concern).
When talking about a dynamic (i.e., showing trends) vs. static representation of the status of endangered languages in the print Atlas, it was agreed that attempting to achieve a dynamic presentation within a single edition was nearly impossible, and it was preferable to aim at a consistent series whereby trends would be traceable through subsequent editions. 

With regard to the level of geographic detail, the experts agreed on the need to find the right balance between the geographic and the linguistic data.  For instance, certain topographic features, such as mountains and rivers in many cases determine the location and density of languages in a particular area, and indicating them on the maps may thus provide valuable explanatory information to the reader. However, it is important that geographic data should not distract from the linguistic ones. 
A number of suggestions were made in relation to the structure of the print Atlas. It was recommended, for instance, that Regional Summaries should accompany the relevant maps and not be given together in the first, methodological, chapter. The latter could include, in addition to the general overview, the following maps: 

· A big sample map showing how topographic features are relevant to linguistic diversity (mountains and major water courses)

· A sample map showing examples of revitalization projects (few projects with relatively much detail)

· A map of migrations (for instance, featuring Caribbean diasporas) 

· A map of language contact (this could be diachronic, showing the situation before and after the contact)
It was also recommended that the symbols representing different degrees of endangerment should be in colour and repeated with every map.
Finally, while discussing the complementary functionalities and possibilities of online Atlases, the experts emphasized their high degree of interactivity (moving a map, zooming, clicking, search options for particular languages or features, etc) and the advantage of viewing and using them as constant “work-in-progress”, which can be updated much more easily and frequently than print publications. In addition, by creating and maintaining such a globally accessible and free-of-charge tool, UNESCO could reach out to much broader – both socially and geographically - audiences, including indigenous communities living in remote areas. 
