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PLEA FOR CREATING A NEW GEOGRAPHIC‐LINGUISTIC DIVISION
FOR NORTH AFRICA.
By Hamid OUKACI and Brahim ATOUI

This paper is a plea for the creation of a new Division of UNGEGN to North Africa to a hand
to help countries south of the Maghreb countries in terms of standardization of geographical
names but also, the result of close cooperation established between the UNGEGN and
ECA/UN and the African Union, to harmonize them cutting the current divisions in Africa.
This alignment might be complemented by the creation within the UNGEGN, a new Division
for North Africa.

THE DIFFERENT AFRICAN GEOGRAPHICAL DIVISIONS UNDER THE UNGEGN:

Africa is currently divided, in the UNGEGN, in four linguistic-Geographical divisions: the
South Division, the EastDivision,the West Division and the Central Division.
These divisions are actually based on geographical division rather than linguistic.
Some African countries also belong to other territoriallyextra-African divisions such as
Lusophone African countries, members of the Portuguese language Division, the Frenchspeaking African countries, members of the French Division or that of South Africa, member
of several divisions belonging to Europe including the 'Dutch and German-speaking divisions'
and the 'United Kingdom Division'.
There is no North African Division. North Africa countries are members of the Arabic Division.
And this in contrast to the division into use in the ECA / UN and African Union.
II-THE CURRENT DIVISION OF AFRICA IN THE AFRICANBODIES INCLUDING THE
AFRICAN ECONOMIC COMMISSION /UNand the AFRICAN UNION
The model of UNGEGN division does not correspond to that used in African political bodies
in particular in the ECA / UN and the African Union
The division of Africa is purely geographically.

The Different current geographical divisions in the ECA/ UN andthe African Union

Africa W
West Division

Africa Ceentral Divisio
on Africa No
orth Division
n

Africa Easst Division

Africca South Divvision

WEST AFRICA
A
: Benin,
B
Burkkina Faso, Cape
C
Verde
e ,Ivory Co
oast, Gambiia, Ghana, Guinea,
Guinea a Bissau, Liberia,
L
Mali, Niger, Nig
geria, Seneg
gal, Sierra Leone,
L
Tog
go
But Ma
ali, Tchad and
a
Niger can be als
so part of the
t
North Africa
A
as mentioned
m
in light
green
CENTR
RAL AFRIC
CA: Camero
oon, Centra
al African Republic,
R
Congo,
C
Dem
mocratic Re
epublicof
Congo, Gabon, Equatorial Guinea, SaoTomé and Principe, Cha
ad.
Chad c
can also be
b part of the Centrral Division and / or West Div
vision as well as
Maurita
ania, which
h is also in
n the Westtern Divisiion or the Sudan wh
hich is also
o in the
Eastern
n Division.
NORTH
H AFRICA :A
Algeria, Ma
auritania, Mo
orocco, Tun
nisia, Libya,, Egypt, Sud
dan, SouthS
Sudan.
EAST AFRICA:Bu
A
urundi, Djib
bouti, Eritrea, Ethiopia
a, Kenya, Uganda,
U
Rw
wanda, Seyychelles,
Somalia
a, Tanzania
a,
SOUTH
HERN AFR
RICA:South Africa, An
ngola, Botsw
wana, Com
moros, Lesotho, Mada
agascar,
Malawi, Mauritius, Mozambiqu
ue, Namibia
a, Swaziland
d, Zambia, Zimbabwe.
NEED F
FOR ALIGN
NMENT BET
TWEEN TH
HE UNGEGN, THE EC
CA / UN AND
D THE AU.
By the e
establishme
ent of theTa
ask Team fo
or Africa, and the dyna
amic resulting from and by the
growing
g involvement of EC
CA/ UN an
nd A/U in
n the activ
vities of UNGEGN
U
a
and
the
standarrdization of geographiccal names in
i Africa, th
he harmonizzation of diivision betw
ween the
UNGEG
GN and thos
se two bodiies, would be
b a major asset for a coordinatio
on up to givve a new
impetuss to coopera
ation that co
ould be ben
neficial for th
he standard
dization of geographica
g
al names
in Africa
a.
Thus, th
he establish
hment of a D
Division for North Africca would be
e one factorr contributing to that
harmonization.

WHY IS
S IT NECES
SSARY TOC
CREATEA DIVISIONF
FOR NORTH
H AFRICAN
N COUNTR
RIES?
The pro
oposed Diviision (would
d include th
he following
g countries: Mauritania
a, Morocco, Algeria,
Tunisia,, Libya, Egyypt, Sudan, Mali, Niger and Chad.

C
Countries proposed to
t be part of
o the new North Afric
can Divisio
on.

It is und
derstood th
hat under the rules off the UNGE
EGN which clearly sta
ates that'Co
ountries
decide for themse
elvesthe diivision(s) to
t whichthe
ey wish to belong, so
omebelong
g tomore
ne division
n', these cou
untries conttinue to be part of othe
er divisions of their cho
oice like,
than on
for exam
mple Maurittania which is part of th
he Arabic Division and the Westerrn Division. )
These ccountries sh
hare not onlly the spatia
al but also the culture and
a the lang
guage.
Indeed, if we obse
erve the ling
guistic map
p, we notice
e that manyy of these countries
c
sh
hare the
A therefo
ore all the space
s
coverred by this language, carries a to
oponymy
Berber language. And
g of the Tua
areg or the Arabic lang
guages.
resulting
Arabic is spoken not only in almost all of these coun
ntries specia
ally in their Northern te
erritories,
ome countrries like Cha
ad, it has evven the stattus of officia
al language.
but in so
SPATIA
AL AND LIN
NGUISTIC HOMOGEN
H
NEITY:

Lingu
uistic area
a of the differentt Berber dialects in North Africa

The space covered by the Berber speaking, in addition to Algeria and Libya, covers more
than half of Mali and Niger and Burkina Faso in its northern part.
TheTuareg, next to the Arabic and other local languages such as Bambara, are the
languages spoken by the entire population of these countries and therefore the place names,
are appointed in these languages shared between these countries.

Map of the official languages used in Africa

This map of the official languages in use, shows the homogeneity of these northern
countries, in terms of language, where we see that the Arabic language is official in many of
those countries besides the French and the English.
On the other hand, it was noticed that African countries proposed to be part of the new
division are not or very little, participating to the activities of UNGEGN; Unlike the North
Africa Arab countries that are not only very active in the UNGEGN but also in their respective
countries and in the region itself where several meetings and activities in the field of
geographical namesare recorded.
Countries such as Mali, Niger and Chad could benefit from the experience of Northern
countries and thus benefit from the activities in the standardization of geographical names
within the new division, and this through technical meetings, correspondence,
exchangesetc..,
In accordance with the principles set out in the UNGEGN regulation, in particular that 'the
number of linguistic / geographical divisions and their composition may be revised, if
necessary. 'And that a country must decide for itself the division to which it wishes to belong.
A country may be a member of another division provided that the nature of its participation
does not change the linguistic/geographical character of the concerned division(s)’.
Given the positive cooperation, established between theUNGEGN, ECA / UNand the AU,
with the goal of a better alignment with these two instances, with the recorded dynamics of
Africa inthe fieldof geographical names and in orderto maintainthis momentum, it is proposed
the creation of a new Division for North Africa.

There is no doubt that this division once created, would be a very stimulating factor for the
development of the toponymic activity in the African region. It would allow countries, which
until this day, do not benefit enough from the standardization of geographical names, to join
us and participate in the progress of the standardization of geographical names.
It is also to note that the member of the proposed Division have agreed to meet next
September in Algiers and in the presence of ECA / A and GENUNG for a first meeting to
coordinate the activities Gazetteer them especially with regard to the adoption of a
Romanization system specific to this Division.

