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From Dwayne Bailey, 
Research Director of ANLoc

As many as 2000 languages 
spoken in Africa by 1,000,000,000 

people

Over 200 languages are spoken 
by more than 500,000 people 

each

At least 15 languages are spoken 
by more than 10,000,000 people 
each: Amharic, Arabic, Berber, 

Chewa, Fula, Hausa, Igbo, 
Kinyarwanda, Malagasy, Oromo, 
Shona, Somali, Swahili, Yoruba, 

Zulu

In this edition of the ANLoc update you will read stories of 
everyday people who have made a significant impact on 
others, and many more to follow, by simply volunteering 
their time and skill. Technology is not available to all 
people. Why not? Because it still speaks mainly dominant 
languages such as English, French and Portuguese. Africa 
has taken the monolinguality of technology sitting down to 
date, but no more. It is possible to see computers, cell 
phones and other technologies speaking African 
languages. What is required is people power!

Volunteerism is only going to work if people can 
practically contribute. ANLoc is a project that is 
accessible and practical, and brings the dreams of 
computers speaking the mother tongue languages of 
Africans to reality. We need to take hold of the 
opportunities that ANLoc is affording us as Africans, and 
make our dreams possible. I am personally enjoying 
watching our networks grow and amplify as people jump 
on board. Like Dudu, who is translating ten pieces of 
software into Zulu, and with a full-time job! ANLoc is a 
network community of people who want to make a 
difference on our continent, people who are concerned 
about African localisation and who are giving their time 
and energy to make it happen. Join us as we join 
thousands of others who are at work making it possible for 
technology to adapt to people .. and not the other way 
around. 

Primary education in Africa is 
often in local, regional, or 

national languages

IT in Africa is mostly available 
in English, French, or 

Portuguese 



African language 
spellcheckers

Creation of localized keyboards is one of the most basic, 
yet most crucial elements of the localization process 
because without an appropriate keyboard we cannot 
capture information. Kasahorow* has explored language 
clusters and produced keyboards that work in specific 
African countries and language groupings. These 
keyboards will be integrated into software or easily 
downloadable. “One of our primary foci is to create and 
promote African content,” says Jojoo Imbeah, leader of the 
keyboard project, “Typing in an African language requires 
the language's keyboard. That is why we are taking the 
time and effort to create keyboard layouts for most African 
languages across all the major operating systems, 
including Linux, Windows and Mac. 

* http://kasahorow.org

African languages 
require African 

keyboards

Getting African content onto the web will only ever be as 
successful as the African fonts that are available to make 
it possible. Over 200 African languages need special Latin 
characters to be displayed accurately. Denis Jacquerye, 
based in Belgium with strong links to the Democratic 
Republic of the Congo, is working on ANLoc's fonts sub-
project to ensure none slip through the cracks. Jacquerye 
has documented the font need and usage, also developed a 
tool to identify missing African characters from any font. 
This will make it easy for a font designer or publisher to 
discover which characters are missing and what font 
glyphs need to be developed. It will also offer African 
computer users a wider choice of screen and print fonts 
that work in their mother tongue. 

ANLoc partner, Don Osborn, is a passionate researcher of 
African languages and led the PanAfrican Localisation 
project (precursor to ANLoc) from 2005 to 2008. He has 
recently launched his book – African Languages in a 
Digital Age. Copublished by the HSRC and IDRC, the book 
looks at challenges and opportunities for indigenous 
language computing and is a synthesis of his research 
during the project.

http://www.hsrcpress.ac.za/product.php?productid=2269

Happiness is the utilization of one's 
talents along lines of excellence. 

Aristotle

Free fonts, African fonts 

Spellcheckers in Yoruba, Zulu and Gikuyu have been 
developed by Translate.org.za, Alt-I and the University of 
Nairobi*, the first versions already released. This has been 
no mean feat. “Complexities that go with developing 
spellcheckers in African languages are vast,” says Friedel 
Wolff of Translate.org.za, “The need to understand the 
morphology of how a language is assembled, as well as 
the need to find the roots for words, have made this task a 
complicated one.” Another challenge has been the lack of 
publicly available texts in these languages, which has 
meant the teams have had to collect text in their target 
language, a time consuming and laborious task. “We have 
all learnt a lot along the way,” says Wolff, “And realise this 
is a 'work in progress' as we receive ongoing feedback, 
add new roots and features and correct mistakes.” Tools 
were developed by the partners to help classify words and 
harvest text from the internet. Whilst there are many 
more languages that need spellcheckers, the development 
of technologies and understanding of this process will help 
similar language groupings in the future. More work is 
needed to get these spellcheckers to production quality 
and the refining is an ongoing process.

www.translate.org.zawww.translate.org.za

http://www.alt-i.org http://www.alt-i.org 

http://www.uonbi.ac.kehttp://www.uonbi.ac.ke

African Languages in a 
Digital Age

http://www.translate.org.za/


 If you buy an iPhone that speaks Bemba in five years 
time, it will be because a single volunteer in Zambia 
wanted to see his language included in modern technology 
and volunteered to make it happen. Anthony Musaluke is 
that man. He found out about the locales sub-project and 
emailed an offer to work on Bemba, a language spoken by 
over three million people in Zambia alone. There are 
almost no ICT resources for Bemba to date, but this will 
change due to one man's pro-activity and commitment to 
his mother tongue.

With the necessary computing skills and access to use 
AfriGEN for the creation of a Bemba locale, Anthony 
Musaluke got stuck into it immediately. A few days later 
the work was complete, just in time to make ANLoc's 
deadline for the first batch of languages. Bemba has now 
been shared with Google and the Wikimedia Foundation, 
as well as been upstreamed to the CLDR (Common Locale 
Data Repository). We don't know whether you will be able 
to search the web in Bemba any time soon, but it is now 
more likely, thanks to one volunteer.

One of the goals of ANLoc's locales sub-project is to 
identify all the African languages that are spoken by 
500,000 people or more. This has been accomplished 
during the first year and a software system for locale 
creation has been created. What is now needed is 
volunteers for the one hundred selected languages. 
Volunteering makes a difference. When a grandmother in 
Zambia is able to text message her grandchild in Bemba, 
it will be because one man prepared a locale for his 
mother tongue.

Imiti ikula e mpanga (Bemba) 
Translation: Small trees will someday 
make a forest.

One tree at a time

“Firefox is a fabulous window to the web, but it can be a 
bit daunting if one is not used to the internet. So we are 
working at making it a less frightening experience for 
new computer users to enter cyberspace,” says Manal 
Hassan, leader of the Localize Software sub-project of 
ANLoc. The main idea of this is to showcase the work of 
the ANLoc network by taking real pieces of translated 
and thus accessible software and making it available in 
several African languages. A Localize Software Tech 
Team has been established, made up of techies from 
South Africa, Egypt, and Ghana, who provide language 
teams with support, advice and technical infrastructure. 
Ten languages will be complete by 2010, and another 
ten in 2011. The languages under current construction 
are Krio, Akan, Lingala, Luganda, Northern Sotho, 
Shona, Songhai, Swahili, Wolof and Zulu. 

Localise Software 
Project

'Thumbnail' is not a difficult word to translate. However, a 
translator absorbed in the technologies of doing their job 
may miss the potential weirdness conveyed by a body part 
being used for a technical description. This is just one 
small example of something that could be overlooked by 
translators new to the scene. “Part of the training 
component of ANLoc involves empowering translators to 
translate software at a higher quality, but also to give 
practical advice learnt in the translation process,” 
explains Friedel Wolff, Lead Developer at Translate.org.za 
who worked on the Northern Sotho localization guide. 
“Practical tips, gripes, ideas and things that have been 
learnt by trial and error are what make the guide helpful 
to translators,” he says. It will give translators a start that 
will save them time and energy as they learn from other 
people's mistakes and learnings. The manual is in English 
with Northern Sotho used in all the localization examples, 
making it easily adaptable for other languages in South 
Africa. It is available on the ANLoc website: 
www.africanlocalisation.net 

Localization guide for 
the not-so-dummies 

Locale: the basic information 
sets needed to prepare a 
computer for a language.

If real development is to take place, 
the people have to be involved.

Julius Kambarage Nyerere, Uhuru 
na Maendeleo, 1973. 

http://www.africanlocalisation.net/


Virtual Volunteerism
Attention:: Luganda Locale

Submitted by stic on Tue, 02/06/2009 - 12:17.

I was doing a few searches on Luganda and ICT and I landed on this site. Thank you for 
the work done so far on our languages and in particular Luganda. I am very interested in, 
and impressed by the initiatives going on; I have also noticed errors in the Luganda 
language locale that is to be submitted to the CDLR.

How possible is it to make corrections to the locale? In particular, for days and months, 
the locale is made up of anglicisms instead of the true luganda terminology. I would like 
to make a contribution to this locale.

Please advise. I look forward to hearing from you.

Kind Regards, Swithin

Just the kind of web posting that the ANLoc team love to 
read! The only way to get technology speaking African 
languages is to get Africans on board translating and 
working out together how to 'train' western technology to 
move beyond monolingualism. The notion of volunteerism 
can be met with “What, translate terminology into my 
mother tongue and not get paid for it?? Why would I do 
that?” or with the above enthusiasm that says, “Hey, I 
want to see my computer speaking my language, how can 
I get involved?”

One of the keys to the success of ANLoc's vision is the 
people on the ground who have a passion to see 
technology available to all people, not just those who 
speak English, or another dominant languages. 
“Recruiting volunteers for the locales sub-project has been 
slower and more difficult than we thought,” says Martin 
Benjamin, “Requests to groups, networks and 
organisations have resulted in a number of volunteers 
joining the project, but there is a fine line between 
recruiting and spamming and we don't want to cross it.”

Another challenge has been finding people who have the 
necessary computer skills, access and linguistic 
competence to do the work. And then those who do get 
involved, not completing the task before running out of 
time or steam. In spite of the challenges, the reason that 
there are technologies available in African languages is 
because of the hundreds of volunteers who have caught 
the vision and are running with it.

ANLoc maintains relationships with Virtual Volunteers all 
across the globe. The Translation Tools sub-project, for 
example, has drawn help from people outside of ANLoc, 
including staff at Mozilla, Opera and Creative Commons. 
And the locales that have already been translated are the 
direct result of volunteers. The Luganda Glossary was 
completed entirely by volunteers from Appfrica, an NGO 
in Uganda. Once the translation is complete the group is 
exploring how they can go beyond the 2500 term glossary 
and develop a full Luganda dictionary.

“The problem with language and technology is that we 
have learnt bad habits. We have learnt to accept what we 
are given, we have learnt to take! Software companies 
have told us to be happy with what they give and we have 
learnt there is little we can do to change that,” says 
Dwayne Bailey, ANLoc's Research Director.“ But ANLoc 
has provided opportunities for people who are willing to 
spend some of their valuable time to make a difference in 
the area of language and technology.” He continued by 
telling the story of a recent online discussion where a 
Zulu-speaking Facebooker was bemoaning the fact that 
the social networking site is available in Afrikaans and not 
Zulu. “Nobody gets paid to translate for an organisation 
like Facebook,” says Dwayne, “Somebody got off their butt 
and made it happen. If we don't like something, let's 
change it and offer our time to translate, instead of 
waiting for someone to do it for us.”

It is important to nurture any 
new ideas and initiatives which 

can make a difference for 
Africa. 

Wangari Maathai

There are many wonderful things 
that won't be done if you don't do 

them. Charles D Gill.

We still need more volunteers to 
complete the remaining African 
languages. If you know someone 
with the right skills, please contact 
locales@africanlocalisation.net!



In 2003 a small group of African Linux geeks got together to form the Tanzanian Linux Users Group. Today that group is 
part of actively advancing the translation of Firefox and other open source software into Swahili through Umoja, a 
community project based in Tanzania.

Whilst Firefox was translated into Swahili years ago, it had not been maintained in a community and open source 
fashion. The tzLUG community in Tanzania took on the challenge to invest time and energy into localizing Firefox. With 
the support of FreeCode tzLUG contacted IT46, who had been involved in the initial Swahili localization. IT46 have 
mentored the tzLUG team every step of the way as they tackled Firefox again. 

Using the Translate Toolkit that was built by ANLoc's Translate.org.za, they dredged up previous translation work and 
used it for the resurrected version. “Without the Translate Toolkit it could not be done in four months,” commented 
Alberto Escudero-Pascual of IT 46. The translations are basically complete and the team are now focusing on review and 
quality issues. “We are currently working on putting proper community structures in place to make sure that the 
projects are done properly and continually,” says Emanuel Feruzi of tzLUG, “The challenge ahead of us is distribution of 
the work we have done.” ANLoc may be able to help with that challenge as tzLUG has joined the ten teams of localizers 
focusing on the Localise Software project.

Download the Swahili version of Firefox at http://www.it46.se/downloads/firefox-swahili

Firefox in Swahili Resurrected

Umoja: meaning unity, oneness, 
harmony, alliance

The Umoja Project aims to create a 
longer term community of developers 
and users of open source software in 

Swahili language.

One of the now famed Millennium Development Goals 
focuses on the area of Global Partnerships with a specific 
action being the following: “In cooperation with the 
private sector, make available benefits of new 
technologies, especially information and communications.” 
There is no doubt that one of the largest obstacles to this 
is language, but that is diminishing as people from around 
the globe jump on the open source bandwagon that easily 
allows for community translations of technologies. In spite 
of the fact that as many as 2000 languages are spoken by 
1,000,000,000 people, IT in Africa is mostly available in 
English, French and Portuguese. This is changing. 

On whose terms? 
Most will agree that ICT terminology can sound like a new 
language on its own. If you are unsure just ask your 
grandmother what a motherboard or a screenshot is! 
When tackling something as huge as defining the terms 
that need translating into African languages, where does 
one start? During the past year ANLoc has focused on 
identifying and defining the terms that need translation 
most urgently. Making use of tools that were already 
developed for terminology extraction by a volunteer from 
One Laptop per Child Project and the tools project team, 
the 2500 English terms were quickly settled on and 
language development work has started on 15 languages. 
“The goal of producing complete glossaries for 12 African 
languages will be reached within the year,” says Martin 
Benjamin, leader of ANLoc's terminology project, “And 
two extra ones, Somali and Afrikaans, will most likely be 
completed within the year too.”

Luganda and Arabic are the first languages completed, 
with Lingala and Amharic not far behind. Slow or no 
internet connection is hindering the work on Kinyarwanda 
and Akan, but an offline terminology tool has been 
developed by IT46 to solve this problem. 

If you are curious about which terms were selected check 
them out at www.africanlocalization.net



Face to face with 
virtual volunteer, 

Mr Musaluke

Q. What work do you do, other than being one of our 
Virtual Volunteer Heroes?

A. I am a Mining Engineer by qualification but for the last 
10 years have been working for an ISP, CopperNET 
Solutions. My current work is Director of Research & 
Media. So my day-to-day work is really about looking at 
new products and services, evaluating products coming on 
the market, and advising the business on things to 
concentrate on, etc. I also have to look at how we can 
improve business processes. 

Q. What made you volunteer to contribute in this 
way?

A. I decided to volunteer for Bemba translation firstly to 
try and help members of our population who cannot read 
or speak English and hence are put off trying to use 
modern communication equipment. Things as simple as 
sending a text message on their mobile phone are hard 
because they cannot tell which buttons to press for send, 
cancel, etc. Another reason was for language 
preservation. It may be the only way I know how to keep 
the language alive - if it is available for use on a variety of 
platforms. My country's young people are drifting further 
and further from native languages in favour of English, 
but there is a multitude of people out there who would be 
happy just to see an electronic device that 'speaks' their 
language. The choice for starting with Bemba is that its 
the local language I am most familiar with and is spoken 
by over 50% of Zambians and understood by over 60% of 
the population. It is also a very expressive language and 
has had what we may call a 'light' version evolve over 
time. For example, in the cities the version spoken is not 
the 'deep' type but a light version with some slang thrown 
in here and there and it's generally easier for non-native 
Bemba speakers to understand, read or write.

 Q. How did you come across ANLoc?

A. It was very interesting how I found ANLoc. I was trying 
to create a Bemba translation team for Ubuntu Linux, 
specifically the GNOME translation project. I reached a 
stage where I needed to have the locale for Bemba. Then 
Claude Paroz (www.2xlibre.net) pointed me to the ANLoc 
site as a good starting point. Thats how it all began.

Q. What is your long-term vision for this project?

A. My long-term desire through the efforts of ANLoc is 
that we get more equipment/gadget makers to include 
African languages for basic operations of their products. 
We are looking at bridging the digital divide in Africa and 
what better way to start than by making simple things like 
local language menus, prompts, button labels, etc. This 
way we start creating comfortable environments for 
people to work with and I believe that access to 
information that feels relevant to and takes one's local 
environment into consideration will lead to more 
productivity and a better informed people.

Dwayne Bailey hears the question all the 
time. "Why bother translating software into 
isiXhosa?" people ask him. "Who needs it? 

English is the language of global business -- 
you'd be better off spending your energy 

teaching people English. To which Mr. Bailey 
replies, quite simply, "Izixhobo kufuneka 
zisebenzele abantu, hayi abantu izixhobo. 

Isoftware sisixhobo ngoko ke kumele 
sisebenzele abantu ngolwimi lwabo 

lwasemzini!

[Translated (for those who don't speak 
Xhosa) = Tools adapt to people not people to 
tools. Software is a tool, so it must adapt to 

people and their language. ]

http://www.2xlibre.net/


All the ANLoc partners met in El Sokhna, Egypt from the 
30 March to 3rd April, for their annual gathering of the 
clans. It was time set aside to touch base with each other 
and assess the progress of the three-year project. 
Organized by Manal Amin, CEO of Arabize, the 
conference was a great success on many levels. Ethiopian 
partner, Solomon Gizaw, summed it up, “What I liked most 
was the friendship I got from all participants. It creates a 
motivation to do something new and something special for 
the future. I loved our time in Egypt.” The groups each 
presented their sub-projects to each other and 
participated in sessions on how to grow the network and 
further the reach and participation of ANLoc. 

The most exciting development was the three new 
participants who attended the gathering, and 
subsequently left as active partners. Gabriel Huard of the 
Translation Bureau of Canada, Emanuel Feruzi from 
tzLUG (Tanzanian Linux Users Group), and Solomon 
Gizaw from the University of Limerick. Each bring 
something unique and beneficial to the poverbial ANLoc 
pot. The Translation Bureau have translated ANLoc 
applications into French and helped improve the quality 
of the terminology lists, and in doing so, opened the 
network into Francophone countries. The Tanzanian Linux 
Users Group have localised Firefox, with a lot more on the 
cards for the future. Solomon Gizaw has already been key 
to the networks growing and developing, resulting in 
Friedel Wolff and Martin Benjamin participating in the 
AGIS '09 (Action week for Global Information Sharing) in 
Ireland during September. 

“Our time in Egypt was really good,” says Dwayne Bailey, 
ANLoc's Research Director, “Apart from the fact that I got 
to spend my tenth wedding anniversary on the Nile 
(smile), it was an excellent opportunity for the team to 
solidify relationships, to report back on their progress, 
and for some of the projects to adjust their objectives and 
budgets.” 

To Egypt and beyond 
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“One component to ANLoc's vision and mandate is to do 
quality training of localisers in the north, south, east and 
west of our continent,” explains Dwayne Bailey, Research 
Director of ANLoc, who has forged ahead with 
partnerships that are raising the proverbial bar in 
localisation. In the south, Translate.org.za has started by 
developing localisation training material in Northern 
Sotho.  “This material can be used as a basis for training 
localisers in other languages related to Northern Sotho”, 
says Manal Hassan, Translate.org.za training coordinator.

Wits Language School and Translate have partnered to 
create a high quality localisation course in South Africa.  
“We are excited because it will allow the course to be held 
in an academic environment and caters to the existing 
skill levels and exposure to localisation that exists in the 
South African translation community,” says Dr Kim 
Wallmach of Wits. This means that Wits and Translate will 
be offering additional training to prepare students for the 
exams provided by The Institute for Localisation 
Professionals (TILP).  The South African training will be 
completed with all students attending training and an 
exam provided by TILP leading to them qualifying as 
Certified Localisation Professional (CLP).

This past quarter, as part of the training, ten students took 
on the challenge of each translating a piece of open 
source software into their target language. Programmes 
such as Tux Paint and GCompris were translated by the 
students, who come from a variety of backgrounds 
including commercial banking, government and a number 
of translation companies. Dudu, a translator from 
KwaZulu Natal who works as a receptionist due to the 
lack of employment opportunities in her field, is one of 
the students. Instead of choosing one of the programmes, 
she volunteered to translate all ten, and has joined the 
community that is translating Firefox into Zulu. As this 
goes to press, Wits and Translate are hosting the final 
week of training of the students with TILP, culminating in 
an exam for certification. The training element of ANLoc 
is reaching lift off as Arabize in Egypt is hosting its 
second TILP training module in October, and the ANLoc 
team seek training partners in East and West Africa. 
http://www.tilponline.org, 
http://www.witslanguageschool.com
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nANLOC's vision is to empower Africans to participate in the digital age by removing the last inch limitations imposed on 

language usage by the limitation of technology.

In order to do this technology needs to be enabled. Tools 
need to be built that make localisation more effective that 
help the translator or the relating fields that assist 
translators. Training needs to be provided and developed 
that increase the African localisation skills level. The status 
of language policy as it relates to localisation and to the 
usage of ICTs in local languages needs to be influenced.

We are achieving this by creating a network of African 
languages localisers who through various projects address 
these needs. This network and the sub-projects developed 
by its members are focused on empowering African 
languages practitioners to be skilled in these areas, forgoing 
short-term advances to ensure that African expertise is 
created for future localisation development.

Canada’s International Development Research Centre (IDRC) is one of the world’s leading institutions in the generation 
and application of new knowledge to meet the challenges of international development. For nearly 40 years, IDRC has 
worked in close collaboration with researchers from the developing world in their search for the means to build 
healthier, more equitable, and more prosperous societies.

International Development Research Centre
PO Box 8500, Ottawa, ON, Canada  K1G 3H9

www.idrc.ca / info@idrc.ca

www.africanlocalisation.net

Contact:
Dwayne Bailey
+27 12 4601095
info@africanlocalisation.net


