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Translating Cities?

Visual environment — something that we encounter on a daily basis,
but not always take heed of.



Why Bother with It?

• Aesthetic aspect;
• Ease of navigation and mobility;
• Transport accessibility;
• Tourist-friendliness.



Net In- and Out-Tourism

Source: worldmapper.org

N. America & W. Europe,

in Russian terminology

“The Golden Billion”



No Need for Bilingual Navigation



Finland? Different Story (2 Official 

Languages), But Not a Rule

“Baltic Sea Street”



Bilingual Territories with a Similar 
Story

Brittany, Wales, Catalonia…



Rest of the World

Need for bilingual navigation is relevant for countries where national 

languages are based on Cyrillic characters, hieroglyphs, or devenagari 

or Arabic scripts.



Japan



Syria



Bulgaria



Russia



Russia: Issues & Challenges

• Inconsistency;
• Frequently — machine translation output;
• Conflicting standards, some of them seriously outdated;

• Low penetration of English.

According to 2010 census, in Russia:

English is spoken and/or understood by 5.48% of the population;

German is spoken and/or understood by 1.5% of the population;

French is spoken and/or understood by 0.45% of the population.



Russia: Normative Base

• GOST 7.79-2000 (ISO 9-95) — Rules of Transliteration of
Cyrillic Script by Latin Alphabet;

“The rules contained herein are applied in all cases where Cyrillic script 

has to be consistently rendered by Latin characters and later 

algorithmically reconstructed in source form, especially when 

transferring documents in computer networks.”

• Ordinance by the Interior Ministry of Russia dd. 31 December,
2013 No. 1047;

• Ordinance by the Federal Migration Service dd. 3 February,
2010 No. 26 (GOST R52535.1-2006);



Need for Bilingual Navigation —
Why?

Inbound tourism in St. Petersburg 2007-2016
(millions of people)



Need for Bilingual Navigation —
Why?

Inbound tourism in Russia 2009-2013
(thousand of trips)

Country 2013 2012 2011 2010 2009

1 Germany 142,7 143,7 117,4 123,4 113

2 China 129,8 112,8 78,8 52 29,7

3 USA 67,6 63,5 52,3 46 60

4 UK 61 50,8 41 42,2 55,2

5 Turkey 51,6 46,6 31,9 23,5 17,3

6 France 48,1 51,5 42,9 42,5 46,3

7 Italy 45,7 47,7 42,3 40,9 47,4

8 Finland 39,4 51,3 57,2 54,4 67,1

9 Israel 35,6 34 27,4 21 15,3

10 Spain 24,7 23 24,9 22 30,3

11 South Korea 20,7 17,1 18,5 15,5 13,8

12 Japan 19,4 14,9 10,5 13,7 11,3

13 Canada 15,1 14,3 11,3 9,6 12,9

14 The Netherlands 13,7 15 14,5 14,5 12

15 Poland 13,6 13,4 12,1 10,1 11,8

16 Australia 13,3 12,7 8,1 7,1 8,8

17 Austria 12,3 11,9 10 10,7 15,1

18 Latvia 11,7 13,5 12,5 15,6 14,4

19 Brasil 11,4 10,1 7,5 4,5 3,4

20 Switzerland 11,4 11,6 9 8,4 8,8

1049,5 993,4 817,2 884 752,9
Source: Rosstat



Need for Bilingual Navigation —
Why?



How Do We Do It? Examples

From nonsensical…

(sometimes based on standards)







How Do We Do It? Examples

…to embarrassing

(also based on standards)









Travel Guides — Everything 
Fine?

All-Russian publishing houses and those employing expatriates:

different approaches.



The Solution

Initiative taken by St. Petersburg 
branch of the Translators Union and 
local translation community:

• Task group;
• Standards analysis;
• Transliteration systems analysis;
• Draft guidelines, i.a.

rules, examples, exceptions.



Underlying Principles

• Consistency (translate or transliterate different types of 
toponyms throughout the city);

• Ease of navigation (no need to ask for directions, ability to 
read from signs/maps);

• Scalability (other cities can replicate).

APPLICABILITY!



The Next Steps

Initiative taken to another level:

• Task group comprising member of the Toponymic Commission, 

representatives of leading universities, Translators Union, and 

translation community;

• Guidelines adopted by Toponymic Commission on 28 October, 

2015;

• Glossary of St. Petersburg toponyms — in progress, separate 

working group, to be completed by November, 2016.

Other cities (Yekaterinburg)?



toponyms.org



Immediate Results

Simple navigation: Reference for other media:

printed maps; tourist guides;

information boards; websites, online maps;

street signs; private signs;

direction posts. mobile apps.



Benefits

The project benefits many industries and aspects of urban environment, 
its principles can be applied in other areas:

• Hospitality;

• MICE;

• Food service (e.g. unified menu glossary);

• Transport infrastructure
(airports, railway stations).



Q&A


