COMPANY PROFILE:

EUROPE’'S LARGEST

TECHNICAL DOCUMENTATION COMPANY DIVES INTO LANGTECH

by Andrew Joscelyne

uppose your company designs, develops, manufactures,

and then markets a state-of-the-art flying-machine. One by-

product of such a mammoth engineering job will be the large

gobs of documentation spewed out in its wake, seemingly at

the speed of light. You'll have to provide your invention with

user documentation, parts lists,

technical data sheets, inventories,

pilot and technician training manu-

als, fourth line inspection data, and

plenty more. Before your brainchild

can reach for the skies, you'll al-

ready be swamped with loose-leaf

folders, file cards, and a storage
prablem.

Then you'll sell a fleet of your
flying-machines to a client who
needs all that documentation in
another language. The whale lot
will have to be translated.

A year later, a new information
storage device will appear on the
market, allowing your clients to
retrieve all this information via a
computer terminal. So every docu-
ment will have ta go on a CD-ROM
or videodisk, in turn requiring ac-
cess tools so that engineers and
support staff can find what they
need.

This entire exploding circus of
information — whether printed on
paper, scanned into a CAD data-
base, or provided online via a video-
text service — will then have to be
updated, as modifications, up-
grades, and new models appear.

Now wait a minute! You make
airplanes, not documents. You've
got a major technical communications problem, and you need help. Either
you buy a port-a-cabinand install a tech-coms department in it—hoping your
budget will stretch that far — or you farm the job out to experts.

But which experts? A technical writing company or an information
management outfit? A translation bureau or a computerized maintenance
management service? A software house specializing in hypertext interfaces
or a print shop?

One outfit that attempts to offer the full range of these services to major
industrial clients is the mammoth French services company SITE, whose
head office is just a diskette's throw from the Villacoublay military airfield
at Vélizy, southwest of Paris.
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On Site

France’s Site is big (1700 technical writ-

ers; translafors, computer scientists, informa-

tion managers and technical staff), it thinks big

(it’s into 20-year commitments, not one byte
stands), and now it's bitten off a big challenge.

The EW company profile.

NO COMPETITION

“SITEs biggest disadvantage,” quips Erik Lebreton, head of SITE's transla-
tion department, "is that we have no competitors.”

Maintaining standards and assuring quality constitute a major preoccu-
pation of all hightech firms these
days—and that's the league SITE is
in. But there's no doubt that it's
difficult to keep an objective sense
of your own worth when you're the
biggest technical communications
company in Europe.

Of course, it hasn't always been
50.1n 1946, a company called Sono-
vision was set up to meet urgent
documentation needs as French
industry awoke from the ruins of
war. Fifteen years later, two of
Sonovision's employees split off
from that company to set up their
own competing outfit, ITEP.

Then, in 1985, the French bank-
ing, perfumery, and publishing
group Cora Révillon decided to
develop a technology arm, buying
up Sonovision. And three years
later, Sonovision bought up [TEP.
So nearly thirty years after they'd
split up, the two market leaders
merged again to become SITE.

SITE's latest takeover has been
of Sedoc, France's third largest
technical documentation firm and
formerly a wing of the major na-
tionalized electronics firm Thom-
son. Sédoc is now a full SITE sub-
sidiary.

Today, SITE's massed ranks
comprise some 17 centers in France, employing 1700 technical writers,
translators, computer scientists, information managers, and technical staff.

In the run-up to the single European market, SITE's ambitions, like those
of many other enterprises, are bursting beyond national boundaries.

The company has bought up technical communications businesses in
Italy and Spain, and is currently negotiating a tooperative agreement with
the UK company Omnitech, supplier of technical documentation for the
Channel Tunnel. Acquisitions in Belgium and West Germany are rumared to
be the next step.
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STRATEGY

The underlying strategy behind SITE's healthy appetite for documentation compa-
nies is founded on the company's policy of locating technical centers close to major
clients’ industrial facilities.

In France, SITE technical centers can be found in Toulouse, nice and close to major
client aeronautics company Aérospatiale, and in Toulon, convenient for the French
navy. SITE has two mainframe computing centers, at Maisons-Alfort and Toulouse,
which are linked to all the other centers.

An extensive network of technical skills, computing resources, and project-
management experience, backed up by a commitment to offering leading-edge
expertise, is fuelled by a grandiose yet quite realistic vision of how the company's
work fits into VLSDI - Very Large Scale Documentation Integration.

You can compare SITE to a company selling helicopters to the government. It
offers its product at “ownership price,” after the Japanese model of selling a
complete package, and is willing to make itself responsible for that product for a 20-
year period. This means that not just the documentation, but also the parts lists,
nomenclature, and other sub-documentation systems all have to be jigsawed into
the wraparound service.

“SITE's approach,” as Lebreton puts it, “is to place ourselves at the epicenter of
our clients” needs. They don't necessarily know how to frame their ideas for the
information systems to accompany a fleet of aircraft, oil platform, or factory
production line.”

Lebreton explains the integrative nature of the SITE service by describing the
client’s product — say an aircraft—as not so much a one-off machine or vehicle, but
a "vector.” A whole collection of electronic, electromechanical, and engineering
systems and subsystems move in unison along the vector, each with its manufactur-
ing origins, documentation, and spare parts lists.

“Technical communication is not just desktop publishing or translation, but the
technologizing of a wide range of management systems into a whole. And transla-
tion is not a separate intellectual task. It is a natural export support for our clients.
This is how our services fit together in a systematic way."

The total approach SITE offers includes technical writing, translating, digitizing
large scale documents — the company claims the largest concentration of large and
small format processing equipment in Europe — and even printing. In addition, with
its staff of 350 computer scientists, the company also develops standalone com-
puter-based products inhouse.

DO THE DoOC

At Vélizy, some 40 technical writers beaver away on specialties from mechanics
through computing to medical documentation and aeronautics.

The writers charged with handling a given documentation job for, say, a Mirage
2000 jet — the pride of planemaker Dassault’s military stable — will kick off by
plowing through an unsorted collection of information provided by the client. On this
basis, they then plan the structure of the documentation. Most of the technical
specifications upon which writers base their descriptions of complex pieces of
equipment are laid out in diagrams or charts received from the technical developer's
office.
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Next, the writers find out about all the interna-
tional documentation standards —what is needed
for maintenance, pilot, ground crew, and weap-
ons manuals — as well as the actual technical
standards on security, electrical, mechanical,
and other issues. Once all this has been prepared,
the writers can go to work — on computer,

Writers currently input text using IBM PCs.
SITE = like everyone else — anticipates a future
increase in the use of Macs as technical writing
tools but is doubtful about their total adaptability
inanetwork configuration. SITE technical writers
came rather tardily to wordprocessing software.
Believe it or not, but today they use Word, as do
their bilingual colleagues one floor below.

In SITE's eyes, a good technical writer should
also be a good project manager. One of the
crucial considerations here is the ability to work
to external demands such as dead-
lines.

The writer'srelationship with the
client involves everything from
drawing up a schedule to providing
product follow-up in the wake of
client feedback. The technical
writer in some ways “trains” the
client, offering a window on the
interface between product and
enduser.

Indrawing up a schedule, a tech-
nical writer will make an estimate
of the time to be spent on each
chapter of a document. Often,
clients have no knowledge of the
information sources available for
the job at hand and are concerned
more with the cost-effectiveness of
various logistical problems.

If the documentation is destined
ultimately for translation, the sche-
dule will differ from when only a
first-version English document is
needed. SITE tries to find out what
the client’s budget is and offers a
range of prices accordingly. These
can range from the full documenta-
tion works, with complete storage
solutions, printing, and updating
services, all the way down to rapid
worktosatisfy one-off nesdsviathe
fax machine.

UPSTAIRS DOWNSTAIRS

As for translators, every major contract that
Vélizy's 40-strong translation team tackles is
assigned to a project leader, who manages the
incoming work — including selecting the transla-
tors to work on it — client relations, and copy-
editing.

SITE's translation department has contributed
enormously to the company's success with major
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manpower problem

industrial clients. And with one such client,
planemaker Dassault, the relationship is particu-
larly close. While translators are putting the
maintenance manuals for, say, a Falcon 800 air-
craftinto English, SITE technical writers may still
be working on the original documentation in the
same building one floor up. Translators can just
climb the stairs and consult the writers when
they want ambiguities clarified.

On some occasions, translators have even
been known to leave their airy open-plan offices
forthe Le Bourget airshow grounds north of Paris
to discuss a point with a technician.

Dassault designs and builds both civil and
military planes. Also, it has its own Ground Sup-
port Equipment Division, producing mountains of
additional documentation. So SITE translators
have their work cut out.

“Qualified translation is o

France. With product time
cycles shrinking yearly,

we’ll never be able to find

and ftrain the people fo

translate the next genera-

tion of documentation.”

Since the military work is for the French state,
however, non-French citizens — who include
many SITE translators — do not get security clear-
ance to work on the texts. Consequently, they
can't officially use the dedicated terminal lurking
in a corner of their department. This terminal is
hooked up for online access to a database storing
the translations of every part of the total range of
French military equipment, with a complete set of
validated terms.

The current text production technology in the

translation department consists of a Token Ring
Network with a server offering support for Word
42 — "Word 5 has too many bugs,” says one
translator—on PCs. Printing is on laserprinters. In
addition, the department uses SITE's own termi-
nology management tool Phénix, plus a large
range of conversion features to allow interfacing
with files from other wordprocessing software.

The translation department’s technical sup-
port staff will produce pathways between any
desktop publishing format or text editor on hard-
ware from PCs to mainframes. And it sometimes
trains translators on new tools, such as Interleaf,
for client-specific projects.

DISCRETE PRODUCTS

On the software front, although language tech-
nology is the field in which SITE's
software profile is now highest, itis
still a fairly recent innovation. The
company — preceded by its parent
companies — has clocked up more
than a decade’s worth of experi-
ence in the development of docu-
mentation and information man-
agement tools.

The documentation tools devel-
oped by SITE's 350 computer scien-
tists include CD-ROM-supported
database-accessing tools such as
Hyperview and Genview — both
originally developed by Sédoc as
Thomson products — and a stand-
alone document-retrieval system
called Archivision, used with DOD
and DBMS-generated databases.

In addition, there are the military
aeronautics logistics management
systems, Gimi and Gistock, which
handle all kinds of maintenance,
inventory, and operational deci-
sions for the Mirage 2000 aircraft.
And there's an integrated logistics
tool, CLS, designed under UNIXinC,
to run with the Oracle DBMS and
portable to any computing environ-
ment.

However, these highend infor-
mation management systems, de-
veloped for both military and civil-
ian datacrunchers, are not for sale on the open
market. This is partly due to security considera-
tions but also those of corporate image. “SITE
has no ambitions to set up shop as an all-round
software manufacturer,” says Erik Lebreton.

By contrast, the company has no such reserva-
tions when it comes to the marketing of its
linguistic software. Ithas runa vigorous advertis-
ing campaign for its high-end termware products
Phénix and Aquila. And if Ariane — SITE's first
foray into the precarious world of machine trans-
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lation — is successful, it will amount to something of a company flagship.
FROM PAPER ASHES, PHENIX

“Back at the beginning of the 80s,” recalls Erik Lebreton, “we realized that as the
export drive and growth in documentation in general were beginning to put transla-
tion quality and productivity to the test, it was time to systematize our terminology,
especially since we calculated that translators were spending up to 40% of their time
looking up terms.

"So over the next seven years, we developed a tool that would respond to the
whole range of SITE's needs. From the ashes of filecards piled up in a shoebox arose
Phénix.”

SITE looked at the competition in terminology-handling available at the time and
concluded there was nothing to fit the bill.

On the one hand, mega-termbases like the Canadian government’s English-French
Termium were woefully unadapted to translator workstation conditions: call up a
term, and the mainframe running the database would just disgorge everything held
under it. The only people to gain from a hotline to Ottawa were the phone company.

On the other hand, the PC-based “electronic dictionary” terminology tools were
conceptually limited, the main criticism being that the computer was not used
intelligently: dictionaries came as separate lists rather than relational databases.

Dividing up the whole range of terms into isolated "little box” glossaries (based
on language-pair, language-pair plus domain, or language-pair plus domain and
client-use) created redundancy while wasting the camputer's cross-referencing
abilities(tracewas lost). Using more than two languages could create anarchy for the
user.

SITE's approach was to map out a set of dependencies in the conceptual structure
of the lexibase, rejecting "little box" architecture in favor of an elaborate tree-
branching model.

In so doing, Phénix's designers first made a crucial distinction between a term's
applications domainand its industrial sector. A term is associated with a domain, but
that domain may occur in any number of sectors.

For example, the term o/l pump is from the hydraulicsdomain, which can be faund
in such sectors as aeronautics, automobile engineering or oilfield technology; a
mother card is from the electronics domain and is often found in the computer
hardware sector.

The decision as to whether domain or sector is more important at a given moment
inthe translation process is a function of the document in question. And this is where
a further complication in major project terminology handling comes in: the client.

“What we wanted to provide was not the totality of alternative terms that the
termbase could throw back at the unwitting translator, but the right translation in the
sector in which they were working at the time,” explains Lebreton.

And this type of focus had to be available in a system that would maintain the
multiple links between different terms in three languages at a time, so as to offer
immediate access. By pretuning the domain, the sector, and eventually the client, the
translator gets the only possible translation displayed for the term in question.

UPDATING VIA THE NETWORK

The eightmillion francs’ worth of development work on Phénix began in 1985, initially
on bottom-end XTs, but with workstation ambitions. "And we eventually wanted to
be able to support distributed processing and integrate the system in local and wide
area networks,” says Lebreton.

Another desirable feature then raised its head: user participation. If scattered
users could have immediate access to a developing termbase, then why shouldn’t
they also be able to add new terms to the base?

To provide such a facility, SITE added a bulletin board, allowing newly encoun-
tered terms to be held until final validation. "Phénix is a democratized system,” says
Lebreton, “allowing not just the totality of terms to circulate between various
centers, but also giving users some say in its development.”

With Velizy generating around 200 terms a week, and SITE's 17 centers a total of
500, about 80 terms are always being validated at any one time.
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SITE'S WORDWORKING

PROFESSIONALS

SITE translators are among the best paid in Europe, but then
they produce twice as much as many of their counterparts
elsewhere. Morale is so high that some SITE translators are
planning a pressure group to promote their profession’s inter-
ests. This group’s concern will not end with translation. It will
extend to technical writing, for which demand is booming but
training and professional status — at least in France — are
almost nonexistent.

FEE FIE FOH FUM

Every spring for the past three years, Erik Lebreton and SITE
translation manager Mike Lunt have flown to the UK. They go
there in search of young blood among recent graduates from
various UK translation courses, such as those at the City of
London Polytechnic and Bradford University.

To find just seven possibles with the right SITE caliber, they
may interview 80 or more candidates. "We're not interested in
wordprocessing ability, but more in natural, human qualities
such as the ability to think for yourself, adapt to teamwork, and
react intelligently to the translation process. 50% of the profile
is sheer personality.”

Once translators are engaged for SITE's initial six-month
probationary period, they receive 12 two-hour training ses-
sions in the wordprocessing, terminology, and other support
tools that are part of the SITE translator's workhench. Training
is also given in preparing and using client-specific stylesheets
and other aspects of document-formatting.

A translator is expected to produce quality rather than
guantity. But as a standard benchmark, the department breaks
even if translators produce a minimum 2000 words a day (or
eight 250-word pages).

“This is nearly double the expectations in some privileged
international organizations,” says Lunt. “But we believe
there’s more of a challenge in a dynamic company like ours
than in the lower productivity expectations found in most in-
company translating departments.”

Translators who stay on at SITE after the probationary period
find themselves working in what is reputed to be the best paid
outfit in Europe. If the rumors of princely rewards are true,
credit must be mostly due to Erik Lebreton’s tough bargaining
with management over the needs of the translation depart-
ment.

“If you want high quality, then you've got to pay high sala-
ries,” he says flatly. And he's boosted SITE translator salaries
by 23% over the past two years.

Further good news for SITE recruits is the lack of an obvious
hierarchy in the translation department. SITE appears to avoid
the administrative-type grading used in large international or-

read further on page 31
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And different SITE centers have authority over
different sectors. Vélizy, for example, operates
as the "pilot-center” for aeronautics terminol-
ogy, whereas Bordeaux is the center for medical
graphics. Each center is therefore both center
and satellite.

Terms are coded alphabetically in Phénix, 820
possible application domains cover the sum total
of human knowledge on an encyclopedic scale,
operating like the Dewey decimal book classifi-
cation. Lebreton doesn't claim that the set of
domains is exhaustive, but it covers all SITE's
needs.

Domains are arranged in a tree structure. From
14 entry points, such as science, technology, his-
tory, and social sciences, each entry can be sub-
classified in a thesaurization of knowledge.

From technology, for example, one can choose
electronics, telecoms, acoustics,
and so on. With this potential cod-
ing of the whole range of domains,
new terms entered can be fit into
the web of relationships at will.

More interestingly for the future

Aimed at handling many clients’ terminology
needs in a number of sectors covering a wide
span of technical domains, Phénix seems most
suitable for companies handling mutliple-client
communications tasks. The system's smarts are
less relevant for the single-sector, single-domain
enduser.

Not surprisingly, Phénix's current major user is
SITE itself.

Potential customers start doing their sums
when they realize it's FF140,000 (US$64,000) for
the server software, FF23,000 for each worksta-
tion accessing the base, and between FF10,000
and FF35,000 for the actual architectural struc-
ture, including tree-branchings and definitions
for domains and sectors.

Phénix's database management system is
MDBSII. Written in C and portable to the Unix

ARIANE-78: SITE'S CAT HOPE

DICTIONARY BUILDING

Building up lexibases and using them on a large
scale has allowed SITE to plug its expertise into
further language technology projects.

Apart from using its definition-coding system
as a basis for feeding terminalogy to the Ariane
machine translation software, SITE intends to
build further multilingual databases in high-1ech-
nology fields.

A new project is to develop what Lebreton
calls "the Phénix of tomorrow,” a lexicographical
workstation for CNET, the French PTT's research
arm at Lannion in Brittany. Over the next 18
months, SITE will develop an upgraded version of
Phénix on a Sun workstation (with the Oracle
DBMS), handling tens of thousands of terms
already collected in digital form by CNET.

Unlike translator's termware, the
lexicographical workstation will be
a monolingual French lexibase and
will include phaonetic, morphologi-
cal, and lexical data, as well as syn-
tactic and semantic coding.

development of Phénix, each term
can be defined as a simple string of
code letters, so that sorts can be
made through the codes ta generate
specialized domain or sector dic-
tionaries.

If, for example, a SITE conference
interpreter is called out to handle a
technical get-together for arms pro-
curement agents, a highly selective
listing can be prepared for them by
sorting through a set of codes to
produce a domain/client/sector-
specific glossary, printed out in
advance and ready for reference.

TECHNICAL WRITING

Apart from its principle task of mul-
tilingual term-handling — offering
immediate access to the right term
in a given context by hitting a few
keys — Phenix also includes various
technical writer aids.

One is the integration of the ap-
proved simplified vocabulary from
the GIFAS (Groupe Industriel Fran-

Ariane-78, a basic computer-assisted translation software package
created by the Grenoble-based GETA research team, is SITE's bid in
the machine translation stakes.

Ariane is currently under development as a commercial product
by langtech company B'VITAL (Bernard Vauquois Informatisé et
Traitement Automatique des Langues). The unlikely name of this
Grenoble company, now 65% SITE-owned, is a homage to the late
éminence grise behind a long series of GETA translation systems
which began in the 1960s.

As an automatic translation system, Ariane is a second-genera-
tion rig. It offers a tree-structural analysis of the sentences of the
input text before transferring them into the structural mold of the
target language.

Ariane’s programs, which compile data, grammars, and dictionar-
ies, are written in specialized languages for linguistic programming
developed by the GETA team.

For morphological analysis, the language is ATEF; for syntactic
analysis, the powerful tree-transduction language ROBRA. Lexical
transferis carried out by a bilingual dictionary consultation tool writ-
tenin TRANF, while the target morphological specifications are gen-
erated by a program written in SYGMOR.

The complexity of interaction throughout this labyrinth of ling-
ware, as current GETA boss Boitet calls it, is such that the translation
of one word can require vast quantities of computing power - 5 Mips
at the latest count when running on a mainframe.

SITE's job will be to dream up a
"dictionary making” workstation to
handle this task, so that once the
process of entering a given term
with its full panoply of relevant
coding is automated, the rig can be
commercialized as a specialized
tool.

Quite what ultimate application
CNET has in mind has not been
revealed, butin line with the organi-
zation's extensive research into
speech recognition and synthesis
technology for remote access to da-
tabases, nodoubt the material to be
managed on the lexi-station will
eventually find its place inside a
“smart” talking information point.

WP TO CAT

Asreported in EW#17, SITE recently
bought a 65% share in the small
Grenoble-based machine transla-
tion company B'VITAL,

BVITAL had long been trying, un-
successfully, to market its Ariane

caisdel'Aéronautique)and the AECMA (Associa-
tion Européenne de Constructeurs de Mateériel
Aérospatial), allowing writers to select simpli-
fied terms from synonyms.

There is also a straightforward tree-branching
synonym dictionary, allowing ten levels of no-
menclature for terms naturally associated with
given notions. From space shuttle as an entry
term, you can cascade down to ferrous oxideas a
term constellated with the auxiliary engine ter-
minalogy.

47

operating system, it can handle up to 16 lan-
guages, including local variants, and is designed
to support Cyrillic and Arabic scripts.

Since thiskind of investment anly makes sense
for large corporations, SITE has developed a
standalone PC version of Phénix, called Aquila,
adapted to the personal workstation. By main-
taining the basic organizational principles and
dropping the network management software,
SITE claims Aguila 1s selling well at around
FF8,400 (US$1,400) apiece.

translation engine, a legacy of long years of
research devoted to the French National Com-
puter Assisted Translation Project, which was
later axed (see EW #3).

Coincidentally, the former Sonovision compo-
nent of SITE was actually an alpha-test site for
the original Ariane translation engine in 19886,
when the whole project suddenly ground to a
halt.

In returning to Ariane now, SITE's strategy is
clear. Having developed an expertise in termbase
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building —a prerequisite to any useful computer-aided translation activity — SITE is
preparing itself for its role as the major technical translator on the French industrial
scene.

“Qualified translation is a manpower problem in France,” explains Lebreton. "Six
years ago, Dassault would give us a couple of years to translate the documentation
for a Falcon 200 aircraft. A year ago, when the Falcon 900 came out, we only got 12
months. With product time cycles shrinking yearly, we'll never be able to find and
train the people to translate the next generation of documentation.”

Rather than hang around waiting for a Japanese MT product, SITE decided to test
the unused Ariane translation system on an industrial testbed. The French Ministry
of Industry will subsidize the operation, but SITE still needs to find an industrial
partner — preferably one of its clients —to put up the development capital necessary
to maintain and beef up the system as a fully functioning workstation toal,

“We're not interested in developing a server-based system. Ariane must be a tool
that can be fully integrated into the in-company documentation system — which
means developing fully integrated man-machine interfaces.”

As Christian Boitet, head of the GETA research team which originally developed
the programs underlying the Ariane engine, said recently on the future of current
commercial MT systems: “There's no future for MT systems whose developers want
to hang on to coding secrets at the heart of the program. They are going to have 1o
sell the complete system together with maintenance and control over the code or
gradually go out of business.”

MT ON TRIAL

Since the Ariane system has never had a chance to prove its worth with serious
translation loads, SITE will evaluate the real industrial potential of Ariane over 18
months, translating 5000 pages of documentation for Dassault's Falcon 900 aircraft.

The text of this documentation exists in digital form. The cost/time parameters of
its already human-translated version are known. The client quality validation has
beenmade. The original technical writer is on recard. And SITE has a major aeronau-
tics termbase in Phénix.

By being able to compare the full parameters of machine and human translation
versions —how many times has this been done on a large scale corpus? — SITE will
be able tocheck closely on output quality and costs. And the results will provide facts
of the hardest kind for all those potential MT users waiting in the wings.

Three types of text will be tried: maintenance work cards, an operating manual,
and the flight manual. And a stringent statistical analysis will be made of errars.

“|f we manage to reach our target of reducing translation costs from around FF300
(US$50) to FF150 (US$25) a page — with a 150-page-a-day output, representing 18
translator days — then we'll think about going on to phase twao of our general plan:
industrializing a two-way English-French system.”

The US$25-per-page target for MT output, incidentally, seems to be fairly stan-
dard, with MT production companies like Tovna Ltd. citing the same figure.

If Ariane doesn't come up with the goods, Lebreton is categorical: SITE will drop
it — though he is quick to point out that natural language processing, in some form
orother, will continue. Indeed, the company has a project to develop a technical cen-
ter for NLP at Vélizy and to pursue terminology work and upgrading on Phénix.

Lebreton is optimistic: "We wouldn't bother to start on this project if we didn't feel
the basic material was worth investing in. B'VITAL's own testing has left us feeling
very positive.”

The successful testing of Ariane, on the other hand, will mean that SITE will have
added one more technological answer to the constellations of problems posed by
translation.

Perhaps the next step will be for SITE computer scientists to dream up an
automatic documentation writing system: one where you feed in the data sheets and
tech specs, and out comes the user manual. m

Andrew Joscelyne is Electric Word's 1969 Reporter of the Year.

ELECTRIC WORD #18

ganizations where translators get promoted to “rereader” or
“revisor.”

“Revision of someone else’s work is sheer slavery!” says
Lebreton. “Our approach is to develop tools such as Phenix,
which will obviate the need to see revision as a totally sepa-
rate job for a given individual.” Ina move to raise the status and
promote the “knowledge-worker” image of translators, Lebre-
ton and his colleagues are planning a new professional or-
ganization to be devoted to the needs and rights of translators
in France, similar to the dynamic Institute of Translators and
Interpreters inthe UK. ltwill be quite separate from the existing
pressure group, the Société Francaise des Traducteurs, which
many younger translators seem to find less than dynamic.

“We need the support and information-sharing of a con-
frériefor salaried translators and technical writers in France,”
says Lebreton. "Our experience in the field gives us the right
profile to start something here. With the gradual arrival of com-
puter-aidedtranslation and the need to handle machine output,
the profession will require greater awareness of the different
possihilities for translators and writers.”

GROWING DEMAND FOR ENGLISH

As for technical writing, training is almost nonexistent in
French higher education. According to SITE technical writer
Héléne Resseguier, most of her colleagues pick up their skills
on the job. However, given the current growth in demand, this
lack of training now poses “a dramatic problem” for compa-
nies such as SITE.

The technical writing profession needs to get itself organ-
ized in order both to transmit acquired skills via training
courses and serve the interests of working technical writers.

The problem is compounded by a growing industrial de-
mand in France for technical documentation in English. A
glance through any good professional journal such as The
Manual in the UK or even the recruitment ads in Le Monde,
reveals numerous vacancies in French companies for techni-
cal writers offering English.

SITE has even been thinking about developing an English-
language technical documentation group as a special service
for clients. Resseguier: “Certain major clients do their cost-
eftectiveness sums before deciding whether to do their docu-
mentation in English and then translate it into French, or vice
versa.

“InFrance, a productsuch as a Mirage jetwill automatically
have its documentation written in French — it's part of the
tradition of national prestige. However, a second-rate or sim-
ply secondary product, where the national investment is less
marked, will probably be a candidate for direct English docu-
mentation.”

This situation is leading to a reconsideration of career
possibilities for translators. One path now open to the experi-
enced English-speaking translator is to become an English
technical writer.

Here again, the question of production cycles weighs heav-
ily in the balance. As schedules get shorter, there is less time
for developing French documentation, which will have to be
translated into English anyway.

For SITE, in the particular context of French industry, the
gradual technologizing of the translator-training process is
converging with that of the technical writer, offering new
exciting options for specialized translators. m
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