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The UNGEGN Process to Approve a Romanization System

Romanization is the process of converting writing from a non-Roman writing system into the
Roman script. When romanization follows a systematic and scientific method, it promotes
standardization, ensuring that different users of a romanization system produce the same
romanized forms. The United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names (UNGEGN) has
recognised the importance of romanization since its establishment, with the Working Group on
Romanization Systems (WG-RS) established by Resolution 9 of the First United Nations
Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names in 1967. Today, the basic mandate of
the WG-RS consists of considering and reaching agreement on a single romanization system for
geographical names proposed by a donor country or countries. This is a structured, multi-phase
process that ensures linguistic accuracy, international usability, and broad consensus among
member states’.

Phase 1: National development

Developing a romanization system begins in the language area, whereby a Member State (or
States) develops or revises a romanization system for a non-Roman-script writing system. This
initial development is usually led by National Naming Authorities, linguistic institutions, or
National Geospatial Information or Mapping Agencies, and is grounded in the country’s official
language policies and orthographic standards. In this phase, the WG-RS can provide technical
expertise and guidance to ensure that the proposed system aligns with established international
practices.

Phase 2: Local implementation

Once a draft romanization system has been developed, it is tested and implemented locally. This
may involve applying the system to geographical names databases, maps, and official
publications to ensure consistency, reversibility (where applicable), and ease of use. The Member
State then formally submits the system to the WG-RS for review. The WG-RS examines the
proposal in detail, evaluating its linguistic soundness, technical clarity and adherence to
UNGEGN principles, such as one-to-one character correspondence, where feasible (allowing a
high degree of reversibility between the romanization and the original script), avoidance of
ambiguity in its application, whilst balancing these conditions with mindfulness that the
romanized form should be as simple as possible to write (limiting the use of special letters,
diacritical marks and graphemes (e.g. digraphs/trigraphs) where possible).

Though a system cannot necessarily be expected to be implemented comprehensively, its
implementation should be substantial on mapping and/or other geographical data,
demonstrating both the overall applicability and public acceptance of the system.

"It may additionally be noted that toponyms romanized by an UNGEGN-approved conversion system or by
an official national system are considered representations of the local form, rather than being exonyms.
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Phase 3: Review by the WG-RS

During this Review phase, the WG-RS consults with the submitting country, requesting
clarifications or suggesting modifications. This iterative dialogue helps ensure that the system is
robust and suitable for international application. This phase may also include consultation with
potential users. At the conclusion of this phase, the WG-RS works with the Member State to put
the system forward to the UNGEGN plenary.

Phase 4: Presentation and adoption by UNGEGN

This Phase focuses on presenting the romanization system to the international community,
through UNGEGN, including a report submitted to UNGEGN'’s biennial sessions, the Member
State would present the romanization system. The submission will comprise two components: 1)
a conversion table from the donor writing system to Roman script and include explanatory notes,
where necessary; and 2) demonstrable evidence of national implementation. UNGEGN experts
review the proposal, and if consensus is reached UNGEGN will endorse the system through a
decision that reflects agreement among international experts that the system is appropriate for
use for geographical names.

By extension, this stage also involves submission to the United Nations Economic and Social
Council (ECOSOC). UNGEGN’s endorsement is communicated through its official reporting
process. After each biennial session, UNGEGN submits its report to ECOSOC for adoption. When
ECOSOC adopts UNGEGN'’s report, it thereby acknowledges and endorses the romanization
system approved by UNGEGN. This action elevates any romanization system endorsed by
UNGEGN to an internationally recognized standard, encouraging its use in global cartography,
data exchange, and official publications.

Overall, the process ensures that romanization systems are not only nationally authoritative but
also internationally consistent and technically sound, facilitating clear communication and
reducing ambiguity in the representation of geographical names.

To learn more about Romanization and the work of UNGEGN contact the UNGEGN Secretariat
geo_info@un.org or visit UNGEGN'’s website: https://unstats.un.org/unsd/ungegn
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