lines. and vou don’t think about them until vou necd
them,

D ata-exchange standards are not uwsually in the head-

Suppose that two previously unrelated companies decide to
merge. Bach company has a sophisticated  emplovee database
stored in a relational database-management s stem. Assuming
the designers of the two databases did not nse the same dalabasc
lavout, it is unlikely that the creation of a single emplovec data-
hase for the new merged company will be a trivial task. Each
database will have its own types of data elements and relation-
ships among then. Information fromn one database cannot
simply be exported to a comma-delimited file and inported into
the other database. One wav to get emplovee information from
hoth companies into the same database is by defining a data-
exchange standard, Ome approach to defining data-exchange
standards is to use XML, the subset of S3GML that has recently
received a lot of press coverage in the computer world. Putting
the information into XML will solve the problem, but only if
both zides agree 1o use the same Document Type Definition
{DTD) and associated constraints,

To cite an analog from the hardware side of the computer world.
suppose vou need Lo get a crucial database onlo your computer
and vou veceive il on disk by express mail since iU is too large
o sendd as an email attachment. Wouldn't it be irritaling to
teceive a disk that looks like a Zip disk but is just a little 100
big 10 stick mto your Zip drive?

In the case of the cmplovee-database example, there was no data-
exchange standazd. You can’t just conneci two separately devel-
oped applications and expeet data to (ow smoothly between
themm. And it is not hecause of lack of adherence to slandards,
as in the disk story. Until recently. there have been no data-
exchange standards to adhere to in the world of translation tech-
nology, People have been investing heavilv in the creation of
large, concept-oriented terminological databases (lermbases. lor
short), translation-remory  databases, and machine-translation
dictionaries. Unfortunately, most of these language resources are
in proprietary {ormats tied to particular software applications.
When users need to re-use these language vesources in ather
software applications, the need for data-exchange standards sud-
denly becomes painfully obvious,

The good news s that most pieces of translation technology have
sotne provision for exporting and importing data to and trom the
outside world. The had news is that the export format for one
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product usually does not match the import format of another
product, Clearly, a solution is needed. but just as clearly, no one
vendar of translation technology can solve the problem umilater-
ally. This is where two standards organizations are coming to the
rescuer Oscar and IS0CTC37,

Oscar to the Rescue

Oscar is the daraexchange standards group within the
Localization Industry Standards Association (LISA}. Technical
Commitiee 37 of the International Organization for
Standardization (IS0} is charged with establishing principles and
coordination of terminology.

Oscar recently announced that the LISA General Assembiv had
voted overwheltingiy to approve a standard for translation-
memory database exchange, called TMX (Translation Memory
eXrchange), and [30:/TC37 recently voted to invite the submis-
sion of a New Work [tem Proposal for tenninology interchange,
to be called Blind Martif. A European Union project called Otelo
has produced OLIE, a format that facilitates the exchange of
machine-translation dictionaries. The announcements concerning
the three data-exchange formats—TMX. Blind Martif, and
OLIF—are the headlines, What is behind the headlinex?

TMX is an excellent example of cooperation among competitors.
In June 1997, the first Oscar meeting was held. Major sofiware
developers as well as major suppliers of translation sexvices called
Ltogether representatives of the primary suppliers of translation
technology. including Trados. Star, Alpnet. Sysiran, and Logos,
to see if the time was ripe for the development of a data-
exchange standard for translation-memory databases. Franz Rau

Translation technology will
enter a new era, with the
end-users winning big.
Internmational 10.6
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Once Trados, Star, and Alpnet
have implemented TMX,
no translation-memory
product will be ahle to survive

without implementing it.

of Microsoft chaired the meeting. and the group agreed te func-
tlon as a LISA special interest group, The supplievs of transla-
tion technology acknowledged that users were demanding an
easier way to re-use their wranslation-memory resonrces and that
the creation of a translation-memory exchange standard wonld
“level the plaving field,” that is. allow software products that use
translation-memory databases to stand or fall on their technical
merits rather than holding their users captive becanse they
cannot casily get their travglation-memory databases ol of one
product and into annther.

Common Cause

Not only did the participants in that June 1997 meeting agrec 1o
cooperate, they agreed to do so quickly. The task of developing
a translation-memory exchange format was divided imo (wo
stages: the first would define the “container,” the high-level
struciure of a translation-memory exchange file, down to the seg-
ment level but no lower. The second would define a wav to pre-
serve valuahle formatiing information inside segments. This
two-stage approach gave rise to the name of the group. Osecar.
which stands for Open Standards for Container;content Atlowing
Re-nse. The most surprising thing about Oscar i= that it actu-
ally produced TMX and submitted it to the LISA General
Assembly in abowt & vear, The momentum of that first meeling
in Arlington, Virginia, was maintained as (kscar met in several
locations at conferences, summits, and meetings around the
world throughout the vear. Now the various Oscar repre-
sentatives are busy implementing TMX into their respec-
tive trapslation-memory  products, and translation
technology will enter a new era, with the end-users
winning big. Once Trados, Star, and Alpnet have
implemented TMX, no translation-memeory product
will be able to survive withont implementing it.

Why did Oscar work so well? Having been in
attendance as technical secretary at everv Oscar
meeting, meluding the {ounding meeting. 1 can
sav that it is because the core members displaved
a rare combination of gualifications: solid tech-
nical knowledge of their respective translation-
memory  products,  willingn, to  compromise
when theoretical siruggles threaten deadlock. and
ability to work liard vatil the details are finalized.

What about Martif. the terminology interchange
format, and why is there a blind variety? Actually,
blindness is highlv desirable in data-exchange sian-
dards, where it comrasts with repeated negotiation. The
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Llind/negotiated conirast can be explained in terms of library
calalogs. [t is one thing for two libraries 1o negotiate a way to
ielude each other's catalog in their online svstem bn automati-
cally converting belween their two respective catalog formats. It
tx another thing for an assactation of libraries to agree on a
single-exchange formal that will allow anvone from the group to
send a catalog entry into a common poo) without “seeing” who
1s carrently in the association,

In blind exchange the details are prenegotiated, so that a single
importiexport routine can be written that will work even for
exchanging information with partners nol vet in the association.
provided each new member agrees 1o use the established format.
This kind of blindness is desivable beeause it avoids the need to
see with whom vou are exchanging information.

Martit' (Machine-readable Terminology Tnterchange Format) is a
negotiated interchange format (note: intercliange and exchange
are used “interchangeably™ here). However. what real-world
requesters and suppliers of {ranslation need is a blind format
that will allow organization-specific terminology to be trans
mitted along with a source text without needing to know what
technology will be used to assist in the production of the trans-
lation. Simiple glossaries consisting ouly of source-target term
pairs are insufficient. Various pieces of information concerning
the terms, concepts, and adminisiralive status are needed in
today’s sophisticated terminology databases,

Going to the Source

Even though nearlv every document that is now translated was
created in some kind of word processor or desktop-publishing
svstem, many translators still do not have access to the source
text in machine-readable form. This will change because of
simple economic pressures: many franslation tool: require the
source text to be available in machine-readable form rather than
on paper. Scanning is not the answer, since it is slow and error-
prone. As source texts in machine-readable form are more
readily available (o translalors, there i an automatic

i.‘()l"l‘f':iptllll'.li 1 Pressire to have rel‘minoiog}' from
{continued on page 43 )«
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the requesting organization also available in machine-readable
form. This creates the need for a blind interchange format for
terminology  because the same tools thal take advantage of
machine-readable source text also need machine-readable termi-
nology entrics to support antomatic lookup.

Not If, But When

Therefore, the real question is not whether a blind inlerchange
formai for terminology is needed. The guestion is whether it will
be ready soon enough. Altheugh the ISO process has resulied in
many important and {requently used standards. it must be
accompanied by industry standards creating processes like thoze
used in Oscar, Interestingly enough, the recent ISO vote to
invite submission of a new work-item propoesal called Blind
Martif gquickly resulted in an Oscar decision to consider Blind
Martif in its work-item form as (he basis part of a forthcoming
Oscar standard to be called TBX (tremble exchange) that will
accompany and complement TMX. This means that there will

Exchange standards are increasing relevant
for “gisting”—producing a translation
that gives a rough indication of the content

of a document.

he parallel worl in Oscar and in [SO Technical Committee 37
toward the same objective: a blind interchange format for
termbases, It will be interesting to see how they interact, espe-
cially since 1 am both the project leader for TBX within Oscar
and the editor of Blind Martif within ISO TC 37,

The third tvpe of language resource mentioned at the beginning
of this article was machine-translation dictionaries. As machine
translation is increasingly used for “gisting”—producing a trans-
lation that gives a rough indication of the content of a docu-
ment—and for domain-specific translations of
controlled-language texts, there is an increased need to synchro-
nize the terminology in a machine-translation dictionary with the
terminology in a termbase for use in tools for human translators,
Another Oscar project is to look at using OLIF {from the Otelo
project) and TBX together. along with some specialized software,
Lo facilitate the synchronization process.

The development of the standards discussed ahove is being has-
tened by: (1) more mature attitudes of cooperation by competi-
tors in the language industries; (2) underlying standards that
they can all build on, such as XML, Unicode, and the Text
Encoding Initiative; and {3) insistence on the part of users that
drawn-oul discussions he translated into rapid progress.
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