
Initial Efforts 
In his early years with the USBGN, Dr. Burrill communicated with many national, foreign, 
and international organizations that were concerned with geographic names from both an 
academic and a practical point of view. At the 5th session of the International Congress of 
Onomastic Sciences (ICOS) in 1955, he presented a paper encouraging the organization to  
request that the UN create a program related to geographic names. In it, he discussed the  
benefits for each country in having and applying standards to assure that its geographic names 
were accurately recorded and promulgated. He included definitions of some essential actions:  
1. a single name for a given entity; 2. the extent of limits of the entity to which the name is  
applied; 3. the writing of the name in any and all writing systems; 4. conversion of geograph-
ic names from any language to the writing system of any other; 5. a single grammatical or  
syntactic form of a given individual name, where several are possible; and 6. a printing form, 
in writing systems in which forms may vary. The paper also defined factors that complicate 
efforts to identify correct names, such as multiple features in a country with the same name. 
Another problem is comprehension of the spelling of place names in areas where methods of 
writing are different from those used by readers of maps, reference books, or travel guides. 
Such a problem requires the development of systems to transfer spellings from one writing 
script to others to meet local user requirements. These and other related aspects of treating 
names were then incorporated into a request from ICOS to the UN Economic and Social Coun-
cil (ECOSOC) in 1957 to convene a conference and launch a program to foster international 
standardization of geographic names. 

UN Reaction 
At the request of the UN, Dr. Burrill then prepared a statement on this subject for circulation 
to members’ states for comment. This resulted in the creation of a committee on geographic 
names experts who met in 1960 and subsequently recommended that the UN hold a full confer-
ence on the topic. The idea was then endorsed by many nations and the UN asked the experts 
to organize a conference. It was scheduled in that year in Geneva and Dr. Burrill was appointed 
president of the first UN Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names. 

He led discussions and introduced topics to international experts encouraging them to devel-
op consensus about many issues,and also served with several committees and coordinated  
discussions related to their reports. The Conference laid the foundation for the establishment 
of basic principles and defining goals and objectives for national and international names 
standardization programs. The UN Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) 
was also established at this Conference. Comprised of groups of countries with common 
linguistic characteristics its mission was to monitor and report the results of conference  
recommendations, and recommend appropriate actions. Dr. Burrill was named chairman of 
the UNGEGN, a position he retained until the 1977 UN Conference on the Standardization of 
Geographical Names, and he continued to serve as the principal United States delegate to  

UNGEGN until 1973. During these years, he worked with various UN  
committees and coordinated discussions related to their conclusions and 

ultimate reports. 
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