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Revitalizing Divisions of UNGEGN 

Preamble 
The United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) has a long history of establishing and 
modifying its linguistic/geographical Divisions to facilitate the standardization of geographical names. Historically, 
the mandate of the Group of Experts has included providing for continuous coordination and liaison among 
countries to further the standardization of geographical names and to encourage the formation and the work 
of linguistic/geographical divisions. 
 
Early on, the Group of Experts was charged with encouraging the formation and supporting meetings within each 
division. The "Modus Operandi" of the Group of Experts outlines1 that a country decides for itself to which division 
it wishes to belong, and it may also participate in the activities of divisions other than its own, provided the 
nature of its participation is not such as to change the linguistic/geographical character of the division(s) 
concerned. This fundamental principle has guided the establishment and composition of divisions. The "rules of 
procedure" also state that amendments to the divisional composition of the Group shall not become effective 
until approved by the Economic and Social Council. 
 
UNGEGN has seen the creation, renaming, and dissolution of various divisions, often in response to evolving 
geopolitical landscapes, linguistic priorities or specific needs: 
 

• In the early years, the "Africa, South of the Sahara Division" was divided into the "Africa West" and "Africa 
East" Divisions. 

• The "China Division" was established as a new division, leading to the "Asia, East Division (other than China)". 
Similarly, the "Romance Languages Division (other than Latin America)" was renamed the "Romano-Hellenic 
Division" to include Greece and Cyprus. 

• The "Africa Central Division" was formally established in 1977. 
• The "Celtic Division" and "East Mediterranean Division (other than Arabic)" were both recommended by a 

Conference and formally established around 1987. A proposal was also made to divide the "Asia South-West 
(other than Arabic)" division into two separate divisions based on geographical and linguistic distinctions, 
namely the "Asia South-West Division" and the "Hebrew Division". 

• By 1992, the former "USSR Division" was considered dissolved, with new independent nations encouraged 
to form one or more new divisions if they wished. Interest was also expressed in creating an "Africa South 
Division" and a "Baltic Division". 

• A "French-speaking Division" was proposed in 1996, leading to considerable discussion on its potential 
implications, including concerns about creating precedents or affecting existing divisions. Despite these 
concerns, it was formally created in January 1998, with the understanding that the statute would be revised 
accordingly. 

• A "Portuguese-speaking Division" was created in 2007 following a proposal and broad support. 
• In 2012, a decision was made to split the "Asia South-East and Pacific South-West Division" into the "Asia 

South-East Division" and the "Pacific South-West Division," resulting in the former ceasing to exist, and the 
Group's statute and rules of procedure were to be amended to reflect these changes. 

• A proposal for an "Africa North Division" was also noted in 2014, with emphasis on prior consultation before 
its establishment. 
 

It is important to note that while many divisions have been created and reorganized, the formal guidelines for their 
creation and dissolution are still under active discussion and this has been a topic of consideration by the Group of 

 
1 ESA/RT/C/GN/8 Report of the Tenth Session of the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names 
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Experts for a number of years. For example, at its 2023 session, in its decision 3/2023/6 “(b) acknowledged the need 
expressed by some divisions for more support from the Bureau and the Secretariat, including space on the website 
to archive divisional matters; and (c) Adopted the guideline entitled “Responsibilities of Divisional Chairs and 
Executive Group” [see Annex 1 of this present report].  This decision was in direct response to its paper ‘Divisions of 
the Group of the Experts’ (GEGN.2/2023/113/CRP.113). The report provided an overview of activities, including a 
historical account of the creation and evolution of UNGEGN Divisions, a brief assessment of their current status, 
the challenges they face, and recommendations to further strengthen their relations with the Bureau and Working 
Groups. 
 
Strategic Plan and Programme of Work 2021 - 2029 
The strategic plan for 2021-2029 emphasizes reviewing "the function and operation of Bureau, Working Groups 
and Divisions and consider any change in the organizational structure of UNGEGN" to ensure effectiveness. 
Furthermore, the Group of Experts consistently encourages Member States to participate in divisional activities and 
to revitalize inactive divisions. 
 
The Outcomes of the 2025 Session 
Subsequently, in its decision 2025/4 of the 2025 Session on “Strengthening of the divisions”, the Group of Experts:  
 

a) Took note of the report of the Bureau and the Secretariat, the reports submitted by divisions, and the reports 
on national and international meetings and conferences;  

b) Requested the Bureau to continue convening biannual virtual meetings with the Divisional Chairs to foster 
coordination, to facilitate the communication between the Bureau and divisions, to facilitate the 
development and provision by the Bureau of common tools to support the work of the divisions, and to 
encourage the active participation of divisions in the implementation of the strategic plan and programme of 
work 2021–2029;  

c) Encouraged Member States to participate in divisional activities and to revitalize inactive divisions;  
d) Deferred for reworking and resubmission at the 2027 session the guidelines for the creation and dissolution 

of divisions proposed in the report of the Bureau and the Secretariat;  
e) Took note of the adoption in 2024 of a strategic plan for the Arabic Division and a number of related decisions 

and recommendations, consistent with the Group of Experts strategic plan and programme of work 2021–
2029.  

 
Rules of Procedure  
The rules of procedure, provide the objectives of UNGEGN (d) To coordinate the activities of linguistic or 
geographical divisions formed to further the work at the national level, to encourage the active participation 
of countries and divisions and to promote a degree of uniformity in the work undertaken. This is elaborated 
further in Rule 47 on “Linguistic and geographical divisions”: 
 

1. The Group shall be supported in its activities by linguistic and geographical divisions listed in the annex to 
these rules.  

2. The number of linguistic and geographical divisions and their compositions may be revised as necessary by 
the Group.  

3. A State shall decide for itself the division to which it wishes to belong. A State may be a member of another 
division provided that the nature of its participation does not change the linguistic and geographical 
character of the division or divisions concerned.  

4. Each division shall elect, by methods of its own choosing, a Division Chair to represent the division at the 
meetings of the Group.  

5. Each division may elect a Vice-Chair and such other officers as may be required. 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ungegn/sessions/3rd_session_2023/documents/E_2023_84_2023_UNGEGN_Report_e.pdf
https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ungegn/sessions/3rd_session_2023/documents/GEGN.2_2023_113_CRP113.pdf
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6. The Division Chair and Vice-Chair shall stimulate activities in the standardization of geographical names 
within their division by all appropriate means, such as correspondence with national bodies on the 
standardization of geographical names and national geospatial agencies, and organization of meetings of 
the division members.  

7. The Division Chair shall be responsible for ensuring that the work of the Group and its potential for technical 
assistance are brought to the attention of the individual States that are members of the division concerned 
and for reporting to the Group any special problems in the division.  

8. To discuss technical and procedural matters, a division may organize meetings to be held in parallel with 
sessions of the Group and meetings of any body of its organizational structure, or at any other appropriate 
time.  

Taking Stock of Divisions 
In this regard, the following process is recommended: 

1. (Re-) Establishing Divisional Composition 

1.1. Conduct a Comprehensive Membership Review 

1.1.1. Circulate the current membership lists of all divisions to divisional chairs and Member States for 
confirmation. 

1.1.2. Request written confirmation of: 

• Continued membership in current Divisions; 
• Agreement to be listed in multiple Divisions (if applicable); 
• Updates to national focal points or delegates. 

1.1.3. Identify gaps in the present Divisional composition and consider: 

1.1.3.1. Potential composition for non-active Divisions 

1.1.3.2. Outreach to relevant National Names Authorities (NNAs), National Geospatial Information 
Agencies (NGIAs), national linguistic organizations, and Permanent Missions of the United 
Nations to re-establish and revitalize Divisions. 

2. Supporting Divisional Operation 

2.1. Develop a generic terms of reference and a template for the working operation for Divisions. 

2.2. Develop a discussion paper on how Divisions could deepen engagement with the functional Working 
Groups of the Group of Experts. 

2.2.1. Develop draft work plans to facilitate Divisional activities, including: 
• Delivery of the Group of Experts’ Strategic Plan and Programme of Work 2021-2029 
• Contributions to the World Geographical Names Database 
• Promotional activities, including publications 

2.2.2. Develop a suitable reporting and oversight mechanism and dashboard between the Core Bureau 
and the Divisions. 
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2.2.3. Develop a calendar of virtual Divisional meetings and facilitate the sharing of the calendar with 
Member States. 

3. Revise and Standardize Guidelines for Division Creation and Dissolution 

3.1. Develop a comprehensive submission template for Member States proposing the creation or 
dissolution of a Division, including: 

• Rationale, purpose, and expected benefits for Member States. 
• Assessment of how the change supports the 2021–2029 Strategic Plan. 
• Full list of constituent countries with written confirmation of support. 

3.2. Agree on a common process for the creation and dissolution of Divisions 

• Establish a minimum consultation period (e.g. 3 months) for engaging potential Member States of 
the new or pending dissolution of a, Division. 

• Require that advance notices of proposals are circulated to all Member States, allowing informal 
discussions prior to plenary decision-making. 

• Identify requirements and pathways for who can propose changes. 
• Include a summary of consultations and feedback in the official report submitted to the Group of 

Experts’ Secretariat. 

4. Enhance Coordination Between Divisions and the Core Bureau 

4.1. Conduct an open consultation with Divisions (informed as per Decision 2025/4(b)) to establish how to 
improve business modalities: 

• Frequency and scope of meetings – establish whether biannual meetings are sufficient, should this 
be more or less?. 

• Share Divisional activity updates and revitalization progress. 
• Discuss upcoming proposals for Division creation or dissolution. 
• Identify new Divisions requiring support and pair them with more active Divisions for mentoring and 

knowledge sharing. 
4.2. Develop and disseminate common tools and guidance to assist new Divisions in reporting, planning 

activities, and engaging their members 

• Consider engagement with the relevant regional UN-GGIM2 Regional Committee(s) and the relevant 
Regional United Nations Regional Commission. 

5. Support Divisional Revitalization and Active Participation 

5.1. Convene targeted regional webinars that encourage inactive Divisions to update or develop strategic 
plans, following the model of the Arabic Division’s 2024 plan. 

5.2. Promote peer support mechanisms among Divisions to share best practices and encourage reactivation 
of dormant members. 

5.3. Invite Member States to nominate focal points for Divisions where participation is currently limited. 
5.4. Prepare and update promotional material about UNGEGN's work and about the advantages of 

participating in Divisions (including revised Media Kit and pamphlets).  

6. Integrate Divisional Structure with the Strategic Plan 2021–2029 

 
2 United Nations Global Geospatial Information Management: See: https://ggim.un.org/regional-entities/ 
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6.1. To ensure that all new Divisions, dissolutions, or revitalization efforts are directly linked to the Group of 
Experts’ strategic objectives and programme of work 2021-2028, the Core Bureau, supported by the 
Secretariat should undertake a periodic review of the Divisional structure (every 5–6 years) that: 

6.1.1. Assesses the relevance and effectiveness of existing Divisions, including identifying membership 
and level of activity 

6.1.2. Identify opportunities for consolidation or the creation of new Divisions aligned with evolving global 
needs. 

7. Resubmit Revised Guidelines at the 2027 Session 

7.1. Task the Core Bureau with coordinating a drafting sub-group to: 

• Integrate Member State feedback into the document ‘Guidelines for the Creation and Dissolution 
of Divisions’. 

• Circulate a draft for intersessional consultation in advance of the 2027 session. 
• Submit a finalized version for consideration and potential adoption by the Group of Experts in 2027. 
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Draft Guidelines for the Creation and Dissolution of Divisions 
To create or dissolve a Division, a Member State(s) makes a submission - a report with the recommendation to the 
Group of Experts. This means that: 

• A paper must be prepared and submitted under the Divisional agenda item of the provisional agenda for 
the session.  

• The paper should outline the issues and justifications of why the Division is to be created or dissolved, the 
potential implications and include the recommendation to create or dissolve the Division.  

• Consultations across UNGEGN Member States must be conducted to inform them of the intention to 
create or dissolve the Division and to gain their feedback/support.  

• Any issues that may arise would be discussed and addressed during the consultations.  
• The report and recommendation would be prepared and submitted to the Secretariat for tabling at the 

session.  
• When the recommendation is tabled during the session Member States will already know about the 

request to create or dissolve the Division 
•  A decision would be made at the session – to approve or not approve.  

Guidelines to support the creation and dissolution of Divisions: 

1) A comprehensive rationale for the creation of a new, or dissolution, of a Division must be prepared. This 
should include the utility, purpose, and benefits accruable to Member States, noting also the problems the 
creation or dissolution of the Division will address.  

2) Member States to be included in the proposed, or existing, Division need to be consulted and agree on the 
intention to create or dissolve the Division.  

3) A list of the constituent countries and their written agreement of support for the creation or dissolution of 
the Division is required. Briefings and consultations must be conducted, where relevant stakeholders 
(Diplomats and/or heads of delegations from countries involved) advocate and support the value of 
creating or dissolving a Division.  

4) Member States can belong to more than one Division, but the creation or dissolution of a new Division 
should not impact negatively on existing Divisions. This acceptance should be ascertained ahead of the 
Group of Experts’ session.  

5) A report and proposal to the Group of Experts, with a "decision” is to be prepared, to be accepted by the 
Group of Experts at its plenary session. 

a. If a proposal is not accepted, the Group of Experts, through the Core Bureau will be expected to 
provide guidance and propose next steps. 

6) Divisions may decide to rename themselves if consensus is reached by its Member States. The change 
should be acknowledged by the Bureau during the intersessional period and reported upon at the next 
session. 
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Annex 1: Responsibilities of Divisional Chairs 
[Revising GEGN.2/2023/113/CRP.113] 

The Chair of a Group of Experts’ Division is the main contact point with the countries of the Division, with other 
Divisions, and with the Group of Experts Secretariat, and is the primary representative of the Division at Group of 
Experts Sessions.  

Responsibilities of a Division Chair can generally be viewed as providing leadership, in the following ways:  
1. Providing a focal point for information flow both ways between the Group of Experts and its Secretariat and 

the countries of the Division, and where necessary representing the Division at Group of Experts’ sessions 
2. Participating in virtual meetings with the Group of Experts’ Core Bureau, or in-person meetings during Group 

of Experts sessions 
3. Passing information to countries of the division, for example: 

a. from meetings with the Group of Experts’ Core Bureau 
b. about both Group of Experts and any regional activities 
c. about UN-GGIM, UNESCO3 in relation to activities associated with the Group of Experts 

4. Providing leadership to countries of the Division to achieve national standardization of geographical names, 
for example by: 

a. stimulating the concepts of national geographical names standardization in countries of the Division  
b. encouraging non-participating countries to consider aspects of names standardization 
c. working with those countries that are wishing/endeavouring to establish names authorities 
d. encouraging countries to provide authoritative data to the Group of Experts World Geographical 

Names Database 
5. Providing leadership to the Division to expand knowledge of geographical names standardization through 

activities, for example by: 
a. organizing some form of forum for discussion of common linguistic/geographical naming issues (in-

person or zoom meetings, symposia, webinars, etc.), with notifications to the Group of Experts’ 
Secretariat for inclusion on the Group of Experts’ website  

b. co-ordinating (or overseeing) any projects on common aspects of toponymic activities of the 
countries that make up the Division 

c. discussing, assisting, etc. with follow up within the division of UN Conference resolutions, Group of 
Experts’ decisions, and implementation of the Group of Experts Strategic Plan and Programme of 
Work 2021-2029 

6. Coordinating activities within the Division, for example by: 
a. ensuring the continuity of geographical names standardization activities at the Divisional level in 

future years 
b. maintaining a list of contacts for names authorities, experts, etc. within the Division 
c. encouraging Divisional participation at Group of Experts’ sessions  
d. contributing pertinent information from the Division for Group of Experts Information Bulletins and, 

if appropriate, recommending Bulletin themes of relevance to the Division 
e. preparing and submitting a divisional report to Group of Experts’ sessions 
f. maintaining a website for Division information, or providing such information for upload to Divisional 

pages of the Group of Experts’ website 
7. Providing a bridge to other activities of the Group of Experts and to other groups involved with toponymy, for 

example by: 
a. establishing links with other Group of Experts’ Divisions and/or Working Groups, as appropriate  
b. promoting the concepts of geographical names standardization to relevant government bodies, 

academia, private businesses, special interest groups, the media, etc. 

 
3 United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 

https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ungegn/sessions/3rd_session_2023/documents/GEGN.2_2023_113_CRP113.pdf

