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Attempts at a web presence inventory of African minority languages
Making an inventory of minority languages that have web sites is difficult. We show that, even if we define “minority” as African languages, then this is of little use since the appearance of web sites in any African languages are few. Many African web sites are hosted outside the continent, and few have totally indigenous languages displayed; rather, it contains a mixture of ex-colonial language illustrating documents in the African language concerned. In addition, many countries have more than one official language and much mixing does take place naturally in daily use. Considerable effort is needed to extend this survey, but it is already clear that the empowerment of Africans is being side-lined by this technology.
1 Introduction

Recent endeavours by UNESCO have centred on the theme of making governments aware of the impending loss of their minority languages, which can be a valuable cultural unifier, and the need for multilingual resources to be made available, thus creating ownership of the orthography (Robinson and Gadelii, 2004) as well as the language. While this is all well in theory, many African governments have rather more pressing needs than conservation of minority languages. Thus it may be more a question of political will and lack of language planning. In some cases governments are distinctly hostile. Mafu (2004) reports that the ‘Tanzanian central government continues to be unenthusiastic about promoting indigenous languages (which amount to about 130 altogether.)’
A recent publication on minority languages, multimedia and the web, drew attention to the problems associated with the display of African languages on computer screens and printed media (Gee, 2005). Some examples of software products exhibiting African languages were demonstrated, and the paper showed systematic progress having been achieved, for example by the South African National Language Service on their 11 official languages. The paper also showed that word processors and web browsers were beginning to become available in some African languages. These are essential to get minority language speakers to take ownership of the source materials so that they can originate them themselves.

No definition of minority languages was given, but it was realistic to arbitrarily choose African languages as one legitimate target in order to demonstrate the usage of minority languages in the computer field. However, no inventory of minority languages was given or the process whereby one can be created, relevant in this case to Africa, in order that their usage on the web can be explored.
Minority language users can now operate a word processor, a web browser and an e-mail client in their own language/script (Mafu, 2004). The availability of software tailored for use by speakers of other than the ‘popular’ languages and non-standard scripts has been minimal for a long time, although the process of change is beginning to accelerate. Sometimes, as in Nigeria, the sheer number of languages poses considerable difficulties: ‘the linguistic problem is also important, as most indigenous languages do not have developed orthographies.’ (Oluge, 1987)
2 Definitions
What is an African minority language? Even the adjective has other terms replacing it, each with slightly different connotations. Cunliffe and Herring (2005) mention: ‘lesser-used’, ‘disadvantaged’, ‘threatened, ‘endangered’, ‘indigenous’, ‘heritage’, ‘local’, and ‘non-state’. A practical definition is that it is a minority language within the major language community. But is this on a regional basis (what constitutes a region?), or on the basis of the numbers of speakers (Gordon, 2005)? They rightly point to the fact that a language may be a minority on the web, but not in the real world.

What African languages are there? This is a difficult question, since we do not have a clear definition of the difference between a language and a dialect. Much work has been done to list the families and their components (Webb and Kame-Sure, 2000; Heine and Nurse, 2000; Gordon, 2005), but much remains to be done to both clarify these families and to fill them out. Gordon’s current estimate is 2 092 which are divided into four phyla, although the division is itself controversial. Thus, African languages constitute about one third of all languages on the planet.
In summary, Africa exhibits at least 2 000 languages most of which can be considered minority languages at least by users of the web.

3 Origination of ethnic textual material

We are largely concerned with written language, since it is that which will appear on web pages. Written publications can be in many forms, but we take especial note of books and newspapers, both of which are subject to local origination and production. The standard of literacy varies from place to place and country to country, but even where a substantial literate population exists, and the buying power is available, the power of the residual colonial languages is so great that many countries have adopted them as one of their official languages. This somewhat (or even greatly) disadvantages the indigenous minority languages, and authors/publishers in those languages then struggle to get their products to market.
This is one of the reasons that the broadcast media, particularly radio, is very strong in Africa. Most African countries broadcast radio in a number of their indigenous languages, either with separate stations for that purpose, or by particular slots in their programme schedules.
A web presence is also a possibility; however, because of the dire state of penetration of the web into Africa, partly due to the lack of telecommunications infrastructure, and partly by lack of reliable electricity supplies, a number of African web sites are actually hosted outside the continent, typically in Europe and the USA. There are many web sites dedicated to the languages we focus on, but few of these are displayed entirely in the original language. Thus they are largely in English, German or French.
 Strenuous efforts are being made by governments and international agencies to improve the telecommunications situation. One of the consequences is that such endeavours may ensure that schoolchildren on the continent are afforded reasonable IT facilities, so that they do not become “information have-nots”.
4 Examples from two countries
In undertaking a survey of the materials available to indigenous communities in their own languages, it is clearly unrealistic to attempt an Africa-wide approach, with over 2 000 languages (Crystal, 1997) spoken as first languages. However, we can illustrate the difficulties and it is instructive to pick two countries and seek to compare them.
Of the 72 languages each spoken by more than a million people in Africa, extensive literary materials and web sites already exist for Arabic, and we should not consider it a minority language. This is therefore not a good choice. If second language speakers are taken into account, a slightly different profile emerges, which alters the order of the languages, but makes no difference to our choice.
Thus we address ourselves to sub-Saharan Africa and choose to focus on Nigeria, since it has a wide range of languages, both small and large, and on Botswana, since it has few languages (by comparison) and one or two predominate.
4.1 Nigeria

This has a large publishing base with many choices of commercial printers and likewise a huge array of publishers. In addition, the largest print orders are for schoolbooks to supply the huge education enrolment. Primary school enrolment is around 91% and secondary around 28% (UNESCO, 2003a).
It is the most populous country on the continent with 128m inhabitants, speaking over 400 languages (521 according to Gordon, 2000a). The major languages are Hausa (first language to 18m people), Yorùbá (18.9m), Igbo (18m), Fulfulde/Fulani (7.6m), Kanuri (3m), Ibibio (2m), Tiv (2.2m), but there are another four – Anaang, Ebira, Edo, Ịzọn (Ijaw) – that are the mother tongues spoken by more than 1m people each. English is the official language.
4.2 Botswana

This has a small publishing base and a small education enrolment by comparison with Nigeria. UNESCO claim identical figures of Primary school enrolment at around 91% and secondary around 28% (UNESCO, 2003b).
Botswana has some 1.6m inhabitants, speaking about 25 languages (28 according to Gordon, 2000b). Setswana (1.1m) is spoken by over 90% of the population, and English is a second language. Both are official languages. In addition, first language speakers include Kalanga (150 000), Sekgalagadi (40 000), English (2%), and other 8.6% (2001 census). Of special note is the existence of the Khoisan phylum of languages in Botswana, spoken by the various Basarwa peoples who number about 60 000. One closely studied group of these so-called ‘click’ languages is !Xóõ with 4 200 speakers.
Under the name Sotho-Tswana, Setswana is spoken by an estimated 8-10 million people in Botswana, Lesotho, Namibia, South Africa, Mozambique, Zambia and Zimbabwe.
5 Findings
Heine and Nurse (2000) lament the inadequate study of African languages, whose quality and quantity of (linguistic) documentation varies from fairly high to nil. They state that for some only a word list exists.
Fortunately, we are here concerned with literary media, which are rather more amenable to survey. The first shocking finding is that we have only been able to identify one vernacular newspaper in each country. While this may be reasonable in Botswana (Table 2) given that 90% speaking Setswana and its literacy rate of 80-90% (Gordon, 2005b), in Nigeria (Table 1) it is rather more puzzling. It may have a literacy rate of 42-51%, but the speakers number in the millions, and there is both a working infrastructure (road, rail, and air links) to get publications to their markets, and a vibrant and exciting variety of (English language) publications (newspapers and magazines), some very critical of the government, as well as many broadcast media (radio and TV). This discrepancy may arise from the possibility that there are local publications in vernacular languages that are unregistered with the Nigerian authorities and unrecorded by Willings (2005).
Table 1. Media presence for Nigeria.

	Nigeria
	Newspapers

(Willings, 2005)
	Radio

(WRTH, 2004)
	Books

	Hausa
	1
	yes
	yes

	Yorùbá
	0
	yes
	yes

	Igbo
	0
	yes
	yes

	Fulfulde (Fulani)
	0
	yes
	yes

	Kanuri
	0
	yes
	yes


Table 2. Media presence for Botswana.

	Botswana
	Newspapers

(Willings, 2005)
	Radio

(WRTH, 2004)
	Books

	Setswana
	1
	yes
	yes

	Kalanga
	0
	
	some

	Sekgalagadi
	0
	
	?


Again, for Botswana we could find no radio broadcasts other than in English and Setswana (a Zimbabwe station broadcasts in Kalanga), while for radio broadcasts in Nigeria there seems to be a large variety of providers, state, commercial, and private. The major languages of English, Yorùbá, Hausa and Igbo are well represented. Other stations carry broadcasts in the major groups we mentioned above, Fulfulde, Kanuri, Tiv, Edo, Ịzọn, as well as Babur-Bura, Batunu, Bekwara, Bole, Dakarchi, Ebira, Efik, Ejgham, Gwari, Idoma, Igala, Igede, Jukun, Marghi, Mumye, Nupe, Suwa, Urhobo, Zabarmanci, and “other local languages” (unspecified by WRTH, 2004). One of the national radio stations also has programming in Pidgin.
Returning to Botswana after a few years’ absence, Leepile (2004) was surprised at the level of neglect Setswana had been subjected to. Once a vibrant language taught in primary schools, it now seems to be giving way to English. He claims that not only should Setswana be revitalised in society, but that the development of the other minority languages spoken in the country, which are used by about 10 to 15 percent of the population, would benefit from the knock-on effect. This mirrors Robinson and Gadelii’s comments (2004).
The reason that this is crucially important, as he said in an address to the Media Institute of Southern Africa, is that “in the absence of a policy framework that supports the development of the national language, the [indigenous news]paper is a threatened species.”

Finding minority language pages on the web turned out to be like looking for a needle in a haystack. We tried searching for pages located in the respective countries (addresses ending in .bw or .ng), but this produced over 100 000 hits, the first 100 of which were inspected and revealed no vernacular language pages! We then tried common words from various languages such as ọmọ (Yorùbá for child) which yielded some 200 pages of mainly Yorùbá literature (Table 3). For Setswana, the word tlhaloso (comment) produced about 340 pages, but most of those were on South African web sites rather than from Botswana (Table 4).
Table 3. Web presence for Nigeria.

	Nigeria
	Web (.ng)
	Search word
	Vernacular only sites

	Hausa
	197
	tufafi (clothes)
	15

	Yorùbá
	217 pages (none in Nigeria)
	ọmọ (child)
	5

	Igbo
	1010
	mmiri (water)
	14

	Fulfulde (Fulani)
	
	(person)
	

	Kanuri
	
	féro (girl)
	


Table 4. Web presence for Botswana.

	Botswana
	Web (.bw)
	Search word
	Vernacular only pages

	Setswana
	ca. 340 pages
	tlhaloso (comment)
	7

	Kalanga
	108
	ndzimu
	7

	Sekgalagadi
	
	
	


The Yorùbá pages included one web site from Radio Abeokuta (2006). This radio is a not-for-profit, non-commercial station, and the web site is a hobby dedicated to the promotion of the Yorùbá language and culture. The site’s authors reveal that they are also working on a sentence translator under the guidance of Dr O’Kennon (1993). There is no evidence that this project has been pursued further, although Dr O’Kennon has been actively working in the minority languages of Pulaar, a variety of Fulfulde (O’Kennon, 2003), and isiXhosa, a South African language (O’Kennon, 1996).
We must also remind ourselves that multilingualism is the norm in Africa where many languages are in contact with one another, and most Africans have two, and many have four or more, distinct languages that they use daily (Heine and Nurse, 2000).
Heine and Nurse also claim that only around 10% of the continent’s languages have a writing tradition, although we suggest that this does cover 90% of the African population. 
7 Conclusions
Access to facilities for generating and making materials available in web page or printed format remain primitive and generally unsung.

Current web browsers and applications are only just beginning to take account of languages that are serving other than the majority of users. Their use for displaying African languages has been limited by the availability of people with knowledge of the language and the computer competencies to write suitable interfaces or adaptations to existing software or for the creation of new products.

There is a need for more use of the indigenous languages to perpetuate their language communities and to enhance the learning, teaching and general use of their own languages by their speaking communities. Unfortunately, in many of the countries that in theory could benefit from this, few people in the key groups are literate, own a computer, are computer-literate, or even live in an area that has electricity. Mafu (2004) notes that this is a big problem in Tanzania. Most people have to go to a cybercafé to access the Internet. How can we help them break this ‘vicious cycle’? The figures for internet connections are Nigeria 750 000 in 2003 and Botswana 60 000 in 2002 (Spamfighter, 2006).
Although within Africa, the larger language groups (Yoruba, Swahili, and Hausa) are not among the endangered minority languages, the continent as a whole represents a sizable population whose linguistic needs are largely overlooked by most development in the current software market.

A start could be made by the ownership and creation of web pages that display the minority language. In addition we feel there is a need for organisations with the expertise in software adaptation to work closely with appropriate language informants in some of the target languages to generate momentum in this area, such as is being done at a volunteer level by translate.org.za (Bailey, 2006). A Nigerian view is that first ‘the educational sector should encourage and embrace indigenous language software’ (Asaolu 2003).
The mass use of indigenous languages like Setswana can carry the population at large to realising the development of cultural ideals.
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