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State in LRT

• MPI tools such as IMDI 
support Ethnologue list 
(now ISO 639-3)

• but statistics on 27000 
records…

• language name for 100%
• language code for 40%
• language names differed 
• typos, variants

• why?
• people know “their” name 
• people are lazy looking up
• people are unwilling 
• people are …
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Why should we care?

• everyone would agree that we need a unique ID for each spoken  
language and probably even beyond (dialects, extinct languages, etc)

• why: we and in particular machines should know where we talk about
• AND: linguists need >7000 language codes to be specific enough
• can’t we just use the language names?
• of course not: 

• same things in real life are called different by different people
• different things are called the same

• and in addition: who dares to decide what the “truth” is 
• language names are societal and political issues and there are a 

variety of names
• numbers and codes are mostly not so sensitive



What has been done?

• ISO 639-1 2 letter codes 136 languages 1988/2002
ISO 639-1:2002 Codes for the representation of names of languages — Part 1: 

Alpha-2 code

• ISO 639-2 3 letter codes 460 languages 1998
ISO 639-2:1998 Codes for the representation of names of languages — Part 2: 

Alpha-3 code
• ISO 639-3 3 letter codes ~6000 languages 2007

ISO 639-3:2007 Codes for the representation of names of languages — Part 3: 
Alpha-3 code for comprehensive coverage of languages

• the message must be: start using ISO 639 codes now



639-1 (alpha-2)



639-2 (alpha-3)



639-3 (alpha-3 for ...)



Who owns what?

ISO 639 is “owned” by ISO/TC 37 
(Terminology and other language and content resources)
For ISO 639-2 there is a “joint ownership” with ISO/TC 46 
(Information and documentation)
Registration Authorities until now:

ISO 639-1: Infoterm, Austria
ISO 639-2: Library of Congress, USA
ISO 639-3: SIL International, USA (former Ethnologue)

• Some statements taken from Anthony Aristar (LinguistList)
• work on Ethnologue for 50 years
• goal: coverage of languages still in use (incl. Sanskrit)
• EMELD added ancient languages 
• well developed/emerged rule systems



Not yet the end or?

• let’s cite Anthony again
• not always obvious what the evidence is/was
• some languages should not be there – others should be there
• dialects versus languages issues
• wrong information associated (location, population, etc)

• nevertheless great resource and improvement 

• however political dispute
• ISO needs to be based on broad agreements 
• ISO 639-3 as it is, is not accepted in large areas of the world 

• therefore
• ISO started a whole new initiative to overcome limitations and 
to adhere to ISO principles 



ISO still busy

• ISO intends to 
• define general criteria for language codes 
• define language families 
• integrate dialects etc 
• bring all language code tables under one schema and process
• maintain one authorized database for all codes that also 
implements the process

• organize a widely respected governance structure based on 
informed communities

• thus the ISO approach can be compared with the UNICODE one
• ISO standards are the principles behind codes, the database content 
is not, i.e. the process can be faster

• has something already been done?



New ISO standards

• ISO 639–4Codes for the representation of names of languages -
- Part 4: Implementation guidelines and general principles 
for language coding

• state: FDIS
• ISO 639-5 Codes for the representation of names of languages -

- Part 5: Alpha-3 code for language families and groups
• state: version 2008
• RA: LoC

• ISO 639-6 Codes for the representation of names of languages -
- Part 6: Alpha-4 representation for comprehensive coverage of 

language variation
• state: FDIS
• RA: GeoLang

• RA to be changed soon 



Integration intention

finally one language code table with sub-sections and a unified 
board structure based on ISO principles

639-1

639-2

639-3

639-4/5/6

639 DB

Associated
Documents 

Associated
Documents 

Associated
Documents 

Various
Repositories 

639
Boards



Concept Database



Current comparison work



Future decision structure

Nominations and decision process

Validation Team

Secretariate

Maintenance Team

Expert Group Expert Group

Linguists
Infoterm

LoC
SIL

WLDC

appointed by
national bodies

appointed by
ISO suggestion

notification

advice

ballot



Message

Please, start using ISO 639-3 now!!!!
Include it as pick list in your tools!!!!

IMDI Editor as an example.
Is picking up the ISO 639-3 and offers it as 

vocabulary.



IMDI Editor as one example



End

Thanks for your attention.



ISO 639 – current governance

ISO 639 Registration Authorities’ Joint Advisory 
Committee (ISO 639 RAs-JAC)

Representatives of ISO/TC 37 and ISO/TC 46
Votes on ISO 639-1, -2, and -5 items

ISO 639-3 has separate procedures
Before an item can be included in ISO 639-2 (or ISO 639-
1), it has to pass ISO 639-3 procedures
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ISO Concept Database
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Will contain:

Terms and definitions (of all ISO standards)
Symbols (of a large number of ISO standards)
Codes (language, country, currency, script)

Timeframe:

October 2009: publicly available read-only version
January 2010: decentralized data maintenance functions



ISO 639 in ISO CDB

ISO 639 (-1, -2, -3, -5) data have been submitted to ISO 
Central Secretariat for inclusion in the first version of the 
CDB. This is a preliminary version, including:

all alpha-2 and alpha-3 identifiers
English names; “alternative names” only to a limited degree
French names for -1, -2, and -5 items
part to which item belongs (-1, -2, -3, -5)
some notes
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ISO standards as databases
Annex ST of the ISO Supplement to the ISO/IEC Directives

from June 2008
http://isotc.iso.org/livelink/livelink?func=ll&objId=4230452 (click “ISO Supplement – Annex ST …”)

Procedures for maintenance of ISO standards in databases 
(ISO CDB or external databases)
Items in database may be process individually through formal 
stages (WD, CD, DIS, FDIS, IS)
Annex ST has some governance-related rules:

Maintenance Team
Validation Team
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ISO standards as databases
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This part 
is the 
most 

relevant



ISO 639 – new governance

All “old” groups and structures are formally dissolved, 
including

Registration Authorities
Joint Advisory Committee
JAC Secretariat

New bodies are established:
Validation Team (VT)
Maintenance Team (MT)
ISO 639 Secretariat
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ISO 639 – new governance

Validation Team
Individual members appointed by committee National Member 
Bodies
The VT makes the formal decisions

Maintenance Team
A “large” body of experts that may be called upon (by the VT or the 
Secretariat)
Includes all current JAC members, and many more
Exact membership needs to be decided

Input?

ISO 639 Secretariat
“permanent”, “outsourced”
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ISO 639 – new structure

The standard itself will be restructured:
All code elements in one table (in the ISO CDB)
Current ISO 639-4 will be expanded and be the only ISO 639 
linear document
Current ISO 639-2 will be a “defined subset” (maintained in 
the database itself)
Additional information will be included in the CDB:

Linguistics-based navigation in the database (e.g. by linguistic 
hierarchy)

Links to external information resources (Ethnologue, LinguistList, etc.)
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ISO 639 – timeline

Not yet decided in detail, except
“as soon as possible”
So; as soon as

ISO CDB is fully operational (early 2010)
ISO 639 Validation Team is in place (a few months)
ISO 639 Maintenance Team is in place
ISO 639 Secretariat is in place
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