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Alice LE NÉEL 

54 rue Etienne Marcel 

75002 PARIS 

Email: aliceleneel@leneel-avocat.fr 

The Director-General of UNESCO 

Living Heritage Entity 

7 place de Fontenoy 

75532 Paris 07 

Paris, 18 April 2024 

Subject: Request to UNESCO for Breton toponymy, threatened by the implementation 
of the 3DS law, to be inscribed on the List of Intangible Heritage of Humanity as a matter 
of extreme urgency. 

Dear Madam, 

As counsel to the Koun Breizh association, I am writing to you with its request to UNESCO for 
Breton toponymy, threatened by the implementation of the 3DS law, to be inscribed on the List 
of Intangible Heritage of Humanity as a matter of extreme urgency. 

You will find attached the request and its annexes. 

Please let me know what action you intend to take regarding this request. 

Yours sincerely, 

[signed] 

Alice Le Néel 
Lawyer 

Registered office: ALICE LE NEEL, 54 rue Etienne Marcel, 75002 PARIS - EI - SIRET (Business ID) 
No.: 80933999700045 - NAF code: 69.10Z VAT No.: FR05809339997 

Member of the Paris Bar 



Koun Breizh-mémoire de Bretagne 

Association for the protection of Brittany’s heritage 

Ti ar vro bro Gwened 

3 rue de la loi 

56000 Vannes 

 
 
 
 
 
 

TO 
 
 

The Director-General of UNESCO 
 
Living Heritage Entity 
 
7 place de Fontenoy 75532 Paris 07 

 
 
 

 
Subject: Request to UNESCO to inscribe Breton toponymy, threatened by the implementation of 
the 3DS law, on the List of Intangible Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding. 
 
 

 

 
Dear Madam Director General, 
 

 
We regret to have to bring to your attention the critical situation that the Breton toponymy is 
facing, in France, a signatory State to the Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible 
Cultural Heritage. 
 

Breton toponymy is undergoing a form of covert destruction under the false pretext of facilitating 
postal addressing. 

 

The implementation of the 3DS Law, voted on 8 and 9 February 2022, is quietly leading to the 
‘debretonization’ of our countryside. According to Article 169 of this law: “The Municipal Council 
shall name roads and localities, including private roads open to traffic”, all municipalities must 
name roads and localities, give a number to each inhabitant and provide addressing in Local 
Address Database format in the National Address Database, in accordance with standards 
unilaterally set by the Post Office. 
 

And yet, Brittany’s countryside is traditionally characterized by scattered settlements within 
hamlets or localities, usually named in the Breton language. Most of the lanes in these localities 
are unnamed. 

 



Addressing operations have begun and are still ongoing for small municipalities with fewer than 
two thousand inhabitants, which must submit the results of this work by 1 June 2024. 

Municipalities are required to apply this law, in conjunction with the Post Office, often by choosing 
a French name for roads which previously had no name and leading to the gradual 
disappearance of Breton names from our localities. 

A Breton place-name that no longer forms a postal address is doomed to fall into disuse. 

At the Post Office’s request, municipalities are mixing French and Breton by adding “rue” (street) 
or “chemin” (lane) to a Breton-language name, which is absurd. This has been done in the 
municipality of Pleyben for example, where the names of Breton hamlets are now all preceded 
by the French masculine article “le” (the), even if the name is feminine in Breton: “le Cosquer” 
has replaced "Ar Goszhkêr” and “le Quinquis” has replaced “ar Genkiz”. Mixing languages does 
not equate to bilingualism. (Yann Ber Kemener « guide des noms de lieux bretons (guide to 
Breton toponymy) » skol vreizh 2022). 

The deputy mayor of Plouezoc’h has reported that, for technical reasons, locality names 
sometimes disappear when they are entered into the Local Address Database managed by the 
Post Office: As far as the names of localities are concerned, “in the Local Address Database, 
they disappeared upon input, when this was not our initial request,” Jérôme Calmels explained. 
But by hand, the local councillor said that he had “re-entered the place-names associated with 
the roads or streets” into this database - Le Télégramme newspaper, 15 November 2023 issue - 

The rules configured by the computer software give priority to street names and take precedence 
over ancestral toponymy in the Breton language, causing an inestimable loss. 

The Breton names of localities are doomed to fall into disuse, as in Plouezoc’h where the names 
Lansalut, Coat Quiff, Porz ar Prat, Kervec, Kerall and Leoc’hen have now been erased from the 
addressing system. -le télégramme, 15 November 2023 issue- 

In Plouneour-Brignogan-plages, residents are complaining about the new street names chosen 
by the local council, which have lost all sense of place. The mayor, Pierre Victor Charbonnet, 
justified the new names “for the sake of better visibility” -le télégramme, 4 December 2023 issue- 

This example says a lot about the state of mind of many mayors. 

At the request of the Post Office, the municipality of Telgruc sur mer agreed to name 32 small 
hamlet streets in 2019 to facilitate postal addressing. The town council gave them bird names, 
in French and often out of context or fanciful, without consulting the residents or the associations 
working on the subject. (Yann Ber Kemener « Guide des noms de lieux bretons (guide to 
Breton toponymy) » skol vreizh 2022) 

To illustrate, here are the names that were given, followed by the ancestral Breton names of the 
adjoining plots: 

- Allée des Albatros (‘Albatross Avenue’, the alternative could have been: “AI Liorzh Plouz”: ‘straw 
yard’) 

- Rue des Fous de Bassans (‘Northern Gannet Street’, the alternative could have been: “Tal an ti 
glas”: ‘opposite the blue house’) 

- Rue des Gravelots (‘Plover Street’, the alternative could have been: “Liorzh an Ebeul”: ‘foal yard’) 
- Impasse des Cormorans (‘Cormorant Cul-de-sac’, the alternative could have been: “Park ar 

C’haon”: ‘field of the valley’) 
- Allée des Goelands (‘Gull Avenue’, the alternative could have been: “Ar Palud”: ‘the meadow’) 
- Impasse des Pélicans (‘Pelican Cul-de-sac’), the alternative could have been “Ar vroeneg”: ‘the 

rush bed’) 
- “Rue du grain” (‘Seed Street’, the alternative could have been “AI Leurgêr”: ‘village square’) 

According to this fanciful logic, there is no longer any link between the name and the plot of land 
thus named, whereas the name in Breton always indicates a characteristic linked to the history 



of the place, the nature of the soil or its location in the environment, or even what useful function 
it serves. The result is an obvious loss of knowledge for residents. 

This traditional toponymy is still important today as it tells us about the nature of the soil and can 
therefore guide planning decisions. 

In response to the outcry caused by this cavalier toponymic change, the new municipal council 
decided to consult the population about the name to be given to these 32 streets. In most cases, 
the Breton heritage name prevailed, but it was decided to translate it into French, which still 
carries with it a risk of loss. 

Inhabitants who are speaking ever less Breton, or new arrivals, naturally remember the name in 
French. 

The new street names are contributing to making the Breton name of the traditional hamlet 
obsolete, because it disappears from the addressing system. This is a form of deculturation, 
carried out under pressure from the State and the Post Office, which is constantly demanding 
that municipalities simplify procedures. And more often than not, the municipalities do as they 
are told. 

Some mayors have no sense of the inestimable value of Breton toponymy, which date back 
several centuries and are part of humanity’s intangible heritage. 

Since the 1960s, many municipalities have given new districts built in the countryside French 
names corresponding to animals, trees or flowers, when it would have been possible to respect 
the Breton toponymy of the place as shown on the old land register. 

So in Plouezoc’h for instance, as elsewhere in Brittany, place-names include “rue des genêts” 
(Broom Street), “allée des tilleuls” (Lime Tree Avenue) and “résidence des genêts” (Broom 
House). 

Traditionally in Brittany, every plot of land, field and exposed rock had an unambiguous name in 
the Breton language, given by farmers and sailors. 

With the 3DS law, and the obligation for all municipalities to give a name to every street, this is 
the culmination of the Frenchification policy. 

A whole region is changing its name, and therefore its face, culture and identity, before our very 
eyes. The Frenchification of our Brittany countryside is gaining ground. 

And yet, the scattered settlement pattern based on localities named in the Breton language is 
typical of Brittany’s traditional way of life and culture. 

A locality is much more than an address in Brittany, in that it has traditionally even been part of 
inhabitants’ identities. Accordingly, sometimes what identifies a person in the countryside is their 
first name coupled with the name of the locality where they live, rather than their surname. 

Although it would be simpler to give the Breton names of the former agricultural plots shown on 
the old Napoleonic land register of 1807, municipalities do not usually think of this and give 
French names to the streets of the new housing estates developed on the old plots. 

Yet, in 2017, the confederation of Breton associations Kevre Breizh sent all the town councils in 
Brittany a trilingual explanatory booklet in Breton, Gallo and French presenting the wealth of 
Breton intangible heritage, entitled “lec’hanvadurezh Breizh, un tenzor da zec’hel bev - 
toponymie bretonne, un trésor à conserver” (Breton toponymy, a treasure to be preserved). 

Most municipalities have ignored this, complying instead with the Post Office’s demands for 
simplification. The Post Office, now a limited company, controls the addressing databases and 
sets the standards unilaterally. 
 

All public services, including the joint association Megalis Bretagne, are stepping up the pressure 
by reminding municipalities of the urgent need to create their own local address database 



compatible with the national one, “otherwise users will not be able to access the Internet”. As an 
example of how not to do things, Megalis Bretagne reports that one locality has been given 
several numbers. “52 numbers associated with the locality known as Pouldon” on the Megalis 
Bretagne website: “informations et bonnes pratiques sur l’adressage” 

Under such strong pressure, and so as not to penalize their constituents, municipalities are 
complying with the public services’ order to name and register with an address comprising a 
street name and number, with the same precision as in towns, even though there is no need to 
do so in the countryside. The locality known to the postmen and postwomen was more than 
enough to locate the people. Why should it be any different with the implementation of the 3DS 
law? 

In order to meet the legal requirements for identification, it would be sufficient to simply add a 
number to the current place-names, without sacrificing them. But this is not what we are seeing 
in practice.  

Driving these mechanisms, where a language and culture are being rejected, is the public’s low 
esteem of our minority cultures within a French State grounded in the dangerous constitutional 
principle of “the unity of the French people”. The French State does not recognize minorities on 
its territory. 

Only 4% of our children are taught our Breton language in state schools, and the French State 
refuses to provide extensive teacher training for this purpose, in the manner that has been done 
to develop the Corsican language. The number of children in bilingual Breton-French schools is 
not increasing. In other words, with constant rights and resources, our Breton language is 
condemned to certain death. UNESCO has rightly listed it as an endangered language. 

For the wrong technical reasons, framed as social control and the desire for uniformity that 
characterizes France and its technocracy, our Breton linguistic intangible heritage is 
disappearing, in disregard for the rights and cultural diversity that France has nevertheless 
recognized by ratifying the UNESCO conventions. 

After the language, which is falling into disuse due to a lack of teaching, the territory is being 
divested of its traditional Breton names and sounds. 

How will we remind our children in the future that we are a people with a distinctive memory, 
culture and languages when these are no longer part of our landscapes? 

How will we remind our children in the future that we are a minority people when our history is 
not taught to them at all? 

Some municipalities are resisting the demands being made of them and speaking out about this, 
as in Plouegat Guerand: “The Post Office representative told us that it was compulsory, but three 
days before passing the resolution at the town council we found out that there were alternatives 
which were even recommended in order to preserve the heritage character of certain names, 
some of which are very old,” the Mayor Renaud de Clermont-Tonnerre explained. The solution: 
put the number followed by the locality, for example "1 Keramoal" rather than “1 rue de 
Keramoal”. “For example, we have a locality called "Blein Maro", which means the dead wolf, 
and this is rooted in the ancestral history of our municipality,” the Mayor of Plouegat Guerand, 
Renaud de Clermont-Tonnerre, pointed out, in le télégramme, 13 March 2023 issue. 

But for one courageous municipality that is standing firm before this creeping debretonization 
and making this known in the press, how many others are going along with it without seeing it as 
a problem? 

The issue was raised with the President of the Brittany Region, Loig Chesnais-Girard, back in 
2019 by a group of Breton artists and the cultural movement, when the Mayor of Telgruc-sur-
Mer was blithely debretonizing streets with names as inappropriate as “rue de I’Albatros” 
(Albatross Street). 

On 2 March 2024, the Koun Breizh association sent an open letter to the President of the Brittany 



region, Loig Chesnais-Girard, calling for a strong political reaction on his part in this challenging 
context for the safeguarding of our language and culture. Action is long overdue. It would still be 
possible to appeal for the implementation of the 3DS law to be suspended. 

We have not had any response to date, despite articles in the press, including one in Le Figaro 
and another in the British newspaper The Times. 

And yet we consider it vital that the Brittany Regional Council, which is legally responsible for 
defending the Breton heritage and our languages, take a strong political initiative in view of the 
urgent situation we find ourselves in today. Unfortunately, we know that the French State does 
not feel concerned about the future of the Breton language or the disastrous impact of the 3DS 
law on toponymy. 

The situation is far too serious to refuse to act on the grounds that municipalities are responsible 
for naming their streets and that they are applying the law. 

Given the extreme urgency on account of the 3DS law’s implementation and of the requirement 
for small municipalities with fewer than 2,000 inhabitants to provide new addressing in 
accordance with the law, and pursuant to Article 17-3 of the Convention, we should like to ask 
you to please include Toponymy in Breton language on the List of Intangible Cultural 
Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding, in consultation with the signatory French State. 

The Koun Breizh association, whose charitable purpose is to protect Breton memory, asks you 
once again to remind the French authorities of their duty to protect cultural diversity in 
accordance with the conventions they have ratified, and to request a moratorium on the 
implementation of the 3DS law, until such time as a reliable and accurate assessment can be 
made of the damage inflicted on our ancestral Breton toponymy, particularly with regard to the 
toponymic sources available to us. 

It shall be necessary to draw up an inventory of our Breton-language toponymy, in conjunction 
with the French State and local authorities, so that we can usefully protect them by inscribing 
them on the List of Intangible Cultural Heritage in Need of Urgent Safeguarding. 
 
Yours sincerely, 
 

For Koun Breizh 

Yvon Ollivier 

President 

[Signed] 

Vannes, 17 April 2024
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