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Preface

Africa is a multilingual continent with an estimation of 1500 to 2000 indigenous languages. Many of the
languages currently have no or very limited language resources available and are often structurally quite
different from more well-resourced languages, therefore requiring the development and use of specialized
techniques. To bring together and emphasize research in these areas, the Resources for African Indige-
nous Languages (RAIL) workshop series aims to provide an interdisciplinary platform for researchers
working on resources (data collections, tools, etc.) specifically targeted towards African indigenous lan-
guages. These events provide an overview of the current state-of-the-art and emphasize the availability
of African indigenous language resources, including both data and tools.

With the UNESCO-supported Decade of Indigenous Languages, there is currently much interest in in-
digenous languages. The Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues mentioned that “40 percent of the
estimated 6,700 languages spoken around the world were in danger of disappearing” and the “languages
represent complex systems of knowledge and communication and should be recognized as a strategic
national resource for development, peace building and reconciliation.”

This year’s RAIL workshop is the fourth in a series. The first workshop was co-located with the Langua-
ge Resources and Evaluation Conference (LREC) in 2020, whereas the second RAIL workshop, in 2021,
was co-located with the Digital Humanities Association of Southern Africa (DHASA) conference. Both
of these events were virtual. The third RAIL workshop was co-located with the tenth Southern African
Microlinguistics Workshop and took place in person in Potchefstroom, South Africa.

Previous RAIL workshops showed that the presented problems (and solutions) are typically not only ap-
plicable to African languages. Many issues are also relevant to other low-resource languages, such as
different scripts and properties like tone. As such, these languages share similar challenges. This allows
for researchers working on these languages with such properties (including non-African languages) to
learn from each other, especially on issues pertaining to language resource development.

For the fourth RAIL workshop, in total, nineteen very high-quality submissions were received. Out of
these, fourteen submissions were selected for presentation in the workshop using double blind review.
Additionally, one presentation that is published in EACL’s Findings proceedings is incorporated in the
programme as well. The RAIL workshop took place as a full day workshop in Dubrovnik, Croatia. It
was co-located with the EACL 2023 conference, the seventeenth Conference of the European Chapter
of the Association for Computational Linguistics. Each presentation consisted of 25 minutes (including
time for discussion).

This publication adheres to South Africa’s DHET’s 60% rule, authors in the proceedings come from a
wide range of institutions.

The workshop has “Impact of impairments on language resources” as its theme, but submissions on any
topic related to properties of African indigenous languages were considered. In fact, several suggested
topics for the workshop were mentioned in the call for papers:

• Digital representations of linguistic structures

• Descriptions of corpora or other data sets of African indigenous languages

• Building resources for (under resourced) African indigenous languages

• Developing and using African indigenous languages in the digital age

• Effectiveness of digital technologies for the development of African indigenous languages
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• Revealing unknown or unpublished existing resources for African indigenous languages

• Developing desired resources for African indigenous languages

• Improving quality, availability and accessibility of African indigenous language resources

The goals for the workshop are:

• to bring together researchers who are interested in showcasing their research and thereby boosting
the field of African indigenous languages,

• to create the conditions for the emergence of a scientific community of practice that focuses on
data, as well as tools, specifically designed for or applied to indigenous languages found in Africa,

• to create conversations between academics and researchers in different fields such as African indi-
genous languages, computational linguistics, sociolinguistics, and language technology, and

• to provide an opportunity for the African indigenous languages community to identify, describe
and share their Language Resources.

We would like to mention explicitly that the term “indigenous languages” used in the RAIL workshop
is intended to refer to non-colonial languages (in this case those used in Africa). In no way is this term
used to cause any harm or discomfort to anyone. Many of these languages were or still are marginalized
and the aim of the workshop is to bring attention to the creation, curation, and development of resources
for these languages in Africa.

The organizers would like to thank the authors who submitted publications and the programme commit-
tee who provided feedback on the quality and the content of the submissions.

The RAIL organizing committee and editors of the proceedings:

• Rooweither Mabuya, South African Centre for Digital Language Resources

• Don Mthobela, Cam Foundation

• Mmasibidi Setaka, South African Centre for Digital Language Resources

• Menno van Zaanen, South African Centre for Digital Language Resources
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