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Report by the Secretary-General
RESPONSE TO TDAG REQUEST FOR STUDY OF AUTOMATIC TRANSLATION FOR E-DISCUSSIONS IN ITU-D GROUPS
1.
Background
In a contribution to TDAG (Document TDAG09-14/21 of 22 January 2009), the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications of Japan put forward a proposal to conduct a feasibility study for the possible introduction of automatic translation system(s). 
In an e-mail message of 23 January 2009, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and Communications of Japan confirmed that the scope of the proposal was limited solely to use of automatic translation to facilitate the work of informal e-mail correspondence groups in ITU-D. It was not intended to cover formal ITU-D documents, nor any work in ITU-R and ITU-T, in view of the regulatory nature of discussions in those Sectors.

At the TDAG meeting (Final report, Document TDAG09-14/26, § 6.3), TDAG felt that the question would be more appropriately addressed at the corporate ITU level, within the framework of the Council Working Group on Languages (CWG-LANG), even though it is not part of the core responsibilities of the group, as defined in Resolution 154 (Antalya, 2006).
The ITU Conferences and Publications Department (C&P) reported to the TDAG meeting that, as part of the technology watch function of its Translation, References and Computer Aids to Translation Section (STRAIT), and through inter-organization contacts in relevant inter-agency bodies
, it constantly monitors developments in the field of translation-related technologies. The prevailing view is that available machine-translation (MT) technologies are not yet mature enough to serve as an effective or cost-effective substitute for human translation.
TDAG requested that the secretariat continue to survey technology options in this regard and report to CWG-LANG.

2.
Action taken
On several occasions, C&P has tested and evaluated a number of MT systems, and rejected them on account of inadquate performance (quality and cost-effectiveness). However, the tests were carried out with a focus on ITU documentation, rather than facilitating informal e-mail echanges.
In order to respond to the Japanese proposal, C&P has surveyed JIAMCATT partners, and raised the issue at the recent JIAMCATT session (Ottawa, May 2009). The results of the survey and the JIAMCATT discussions are summarized in the report of Head, STRAIT at http://www.itu.int/SG-CP/info/hidden.html.

C&P has recently purchased an MT system (Systran) supporting the six official languages, essentially for testing its usage in the terminology field (rough-checking terminology database entries). In order to give members an idea of the quality level of machine-translation output, a Systran translation of this document in the five other languages can be accessed at: http://www.itu.int/SG-CP/info/hidden.html  .

3.
Findings
· MT systems are currently far from offering the requisite quality levels for routine use for translation purposes in international organizations.

· Any use of MT systems is confined to highly “standardized” texts (lists of ingredients, weather reports, patents, etc.) using simplified language, controlled vocabulary and strictly regualted style, or to “gist” translation.
· No organizations currently use MT for translation of e-mail exchanges.

· The level of quality of state-of-the-art MT systems entails a non-negligible risk of misunderstanding and misleading translation.

· In any use of MT systems, attention must be paid to the important risk of MT outputs entering and polluting the organization’s documentation base.

· In any use of MT systems for e-mail exchanges, due account must be taken of the risk of lack of confidentiality when using a public freely-available MT system over the Internet.

4.
Possible action
Simple translation software is available on the open market, at low cost or in some instances free of charge.
 Administrations/users could install and use these individually on their own terminals to translate e-mail messages received/to be sent within e-mail correspondence groups, without any need for a central system or any coordination beyond perhaps advice on the best software. This would entail no purchase, overhead or management cost for ITU. It could be implemented immediately.
A more formal system for an ITU e-mail correspondence group or groups, on the other hand, would require, in addition to the MT software licence, a centralized management system for the handling of messages (receipt + translation + transmission), thus entailing resource costs in terms of server, software programming, maintenance, etc.
Such a system could be organized by an interested administration on a trial basis for evaluation, in collaboration with the competent ITU services. 

Alternatively, if ITU were to be requested to organize a centralized system on a trial basis, appropriate resources and a time-frame would have to be studied.[image: image2.png]












� International Annual Meeting on Langauge Arrangements, Documentation and Publications (IAMLADP)


 Joint International Annual Meeting on Computer-Assisted Translation and Terminology (JIAMCATT)


� For example :


 � HYPERLINK "http://www.google.com/language_tools" \o "http://www.google.com/language_tools" �http://www.google.com/language_tools�?  � HYPERLINK "http://www.babylon.com/" \o "http://www.babylon.com/" �http://www.babylon.com/�   � HYPERLINK "http://www.promt.com/" \o "http://www.promt.com/" �http://www.promt.com/� � HYPERLINK "http://www.systran.co.uk/" \o "http://www.systran.co.uk/" �http://www.systran.co.uk/� 





