Workshop on “African languages and cyberspace”, Niamey, Niger, 14-15 December 2011
In pursuance of its mandate, the action plans of the Vehicular Cross-Border Language Commissions and the implementing some of its core projects, ACALAN organized a workshop on African Languages and the Cyberspace on December 14 and 15, 2011. The workshop was held at the Center for Linguistic and Historical Studies by Oral tradition (CELHTO), in Niamey (Niger).

Indeed, the Vehicular Cross-Border Language Commissions of ACALAN which is one of its two working structures had globally identified the promotion of the presence and the use of African languages in the cyberspace as a priority. The motivation behind this is that the scarcity of a significant presence of the African languages in the cyberspace hampers their development and prevents their effective use by the vast majority of Africans in the process of their own development. 
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This is considered as a serious constraint to development in general and to the development of a shared knowledge society since the languages spoken by the vast majority of Africans need to have an active role in the production and the consumption of knowledge. Consequently, ACALAN, in its capacity as the specialized institution of the African Union, mandated to promote African languages so that they are used in all the domains of society, has actively undertaken the promotion of African languages and  to equip them so that they can meet the requirements of Information Communication Technology, which constitute the pivot of a shared knowledge Society. Also, the absence of certain technicalities such as the development of spellcheckers, online dictionaries, and keyboards in African Languages etc. always poses big challenges to applications of the African languages in the cyberspace. ACALAN therefore decided to start implementing the project on African languages and the Cyberspace which is one of its core projects.The general objective of the workshop was to promote the presence and use of African languages in the cyberspace in order to promote their development as factor of integration and development of Africa. 

The specific objectives were: 

· To identify and evaluate work on African languages in the cyberspace, 

· To identify the fields of convergence in order to create synergy, 

· To standardize the procedures of work on  ICTs and  African languages, 

· To find suitable ways for the development of operational frameworks of data processing and linguistic standards for the industrialization of African languages and to create a roadmap for the future,

· To reinforce partnership with relevant organizations such as UNESCO, Microsoft, African Web Language Survey, Google, etc 

· To identify and set up a Scientific committee or an Working group

This workshop brought together experts in the African languages and ICT,  from Botswana, Djbouti,  Nigeria, Kenya, Niger etc. Governmental Authorities and national participants from Niger,  Representatives of the Secretariat of ACALAN, CELHTO, ECOWAS and UNESCO as well as the members of the Fulfulde and Hausa Vehicular Cross-Border Language Commissions of ACALAN in Niger.

During the opening session, the various speeches converged towards the need to reduce the digital divide and to initiate actions for the preponderance of ICT as factors of the enhancement of the African languages in a context of globalization which is still not favorable to African languages

Following the various presentations and discussions, the following concrete recommendations were made:

· To mutualize experiences communicated by the Experts from Nigeria, Kenya, Botswana and Djibouti, on the adaptation of keyboards and fonts  to African languages, the adaptation of the cell phone to the linguistic and social concerns of the Africans, the use of computer data processing in the African Universities, together with an integrated concrete program of action in the short, mid and long terms;

· To develop and implement the idea of spellcheckers while considering the modalities under which such a project would be implemented, the identification of the projects and priorities, the number of languages such a project would deal with, the cost and the presentation of such a project.

· To multiply this kind of workshops which allow the various networks dealing with the promotion of African languages in the cyberspace to level their actions and, if possible, to correct their errors;

· To create an association of  Organizations  to defend the linguistic inheritance to commit in the defense of the project which consists in fighting for a greater representativeness of African languages on the cyberspace;

· To sensitize the States to put in place linguistic and ICT policies on African languages and to apply them, if they  exist;

· To continue and increase the campaign on the harmonization and standardization of the orthographies and creation of terminologies of African Languages;

· To intensify the campaign for the elimination of illiteracy in the populations;

· To intensify the production of resources which would take place after  the harmonization, standardization of orthographies and the creation of terminologies;

· To have ACALAN establish a portal allowing this it to be the showpiece of the management of the consubstantial issues of languages on internet;

· To contribute to the presence of African languages in all the scientific disciplines in Africa and to initiate the various actors of these disciplines to contribute to their promotion in cyberspace. 

· To make a situational analysis on the policies of harmonization and standardization of orthographies and the creation of terminology which were already launched in most of  Africa;

· To have ACALAN establish a system of recognition of  audio corpora and texts likely to recognize short phrases, in 2012;

· To intensify collaboration between the Institutions which work in the protection of the intangible inheritance.

· To continue the identification of National Language Structures as Focal Points of ACALAN  in the member states of the African Union.
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