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1.	 Introduction

A truly multilingual Europe, which is realised and supported through sophisti-
cated monolingual, cross-lingual and multilingual language technologies (LT)  
is still far from being a reality. Since its inception in 2010, it has been the key 
objective of META-NET to foster and stimulate research and technology devel-
opment towards this scenario. Important milestones along the way have been 
the publication of the Language White Papers (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2012; Rehm et al. 
2014) and the Strategic Research Agenda for Multilingual Europe 2020 (Rehm/
Uszkoreit 2013) as well as the deployment of META-SHARE (Piperidis 2012; 
Piperidis et al. 2014). While all these activities have had a certain amount of 
impact in various European countries (Rehm et al. 2016), new challenges but 
also new opportunities have been emerging in the last two years.

In this contribution we briefly report on the most recent developments in and 
around META-NET up till the end of 2015. After an overview of META-NET in 
Section 2, we briefly describe, in Section 3, one of the major challenges, i.e., the 
danger of continued community fragmentation. In Section 4 we report on the 
relationship between the EU’s Digital Single Market flagship initiative and lan-
guage technologies, which is one of the major challenges but also opportunities 
our field of research faces in the next couple of years. One of the milestones in 
2015 was the Riga Summit 2015, which also included META-FORUM 2015 
(Section  5). At this event, the very first version of the Strategic Agenda for  
the Multilingual Digital Single Market was presented (Section 6). As a direct 
follow-up action of the Riga Summit 2015, the new European initiative Cracking 
the Language Barrier was created as a federation of projects and organisations 
working on technologies for a multilingual Europe. Section 7 provides an over-
view of this federation, its setup and members as well as the topics and objectives 
of the collaboration.

2.	 META-NET: A brief overview

Our multilingual European society imposes societal challenges on political, 
economic and social integration and inclusion, especially in the creation of the 
Digital Single Market (DSM) (see EC 2010). LT will bring us closer to this goal.  
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It is one of the key enabling technologies to boosting growth and strengthening 
our competitiveness. Recognising the demand and opportunities within Europe, 
60 research centres in 34 European countries joined forces to form META-NET,  
a European Network of Excellence dedicated to the technological foundations  
of a multilingual, inclusive and innovative European society.1 In its first funded 
phase, from 2010 to 2013, META-NET was supported through four EU projects 
(T4ME, CESAR, METANET4U and META-NORD). Currently, the EU-project 
CRACKER (2015-2017) supports selected META-NET activities such as the 
maintenance and extension of META-SHARE and the META-FORUM con
ference series (Rehm 2015).2 Since its inception in 2010, one of META-NET’s 
key goals has been mono-, cross- and multilingual technological support for all 
European languages as well as fostering innovative research and development by 
providing strategic guidance and recommendations along with a small number  
of priority research topics (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2013).

Fig. 1: The landing page of the CRACKER website

1	 www.meta-net.eu.
2	 http://cracker-project.eu.

http://www.meta-net.eu
http://cracker-project.eu
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3.	 The Danger of Increased Fragmentation  
among Communities

Parallel to META-NET, multiple stakeholders have for several years now been 
investing much time and resources into organising events and awareness raising 
activities, developing roadmaps and strategies, and communicating to key decision 
makers on specific aspects of the overall topic of Multilingual Europe (including, 
but not limited to, language technologies, language resources, language learning, 
industry and innovation, minority languages, under-resourced languages, etc.). In 
some of these areas, we have been able to establish very fruitful and constructive 
cooperation and collaboration, with some stakeholders inviting others to their 
events, often on a regular basis. A certain amount of community building has in-
deed successfully taken place, due to, among others, EFNIL activities (including 
the annual EFNIL Conference) and META-NET activities (including the annual 
META-FORUM conference). Nevertheless, to the non-initiated outsider, the 
wider community around the complex Multilingual Europe topic is still very 
much fragmented. Unfortunately, this continues to be a serious issue and also a 
challenge, especially when the mutual goal of all stakeholders is to communicate 
complex topics and suggested solutions, such as roadmaps and strategy papers,  
to administrators, politicians and other key decision makers with the shared goal 
of triggering change processes to improve the situation.

4.	 The Digital Single Market as a multilingual challenge

Fostering the Digital Single Market (DSM) is one of the top priorities of the 
European Union.3 The fully integrated and connected DSM is expected to add  
340 billion Euros to European GDP and to create hundreds of thousands of new 
jobs. The European Commission wants to realise the DSM mainly through regu-
latory activities, including three policy areas or pillars (EC 2015): 1) better online 
access to digital goods and services for consumers and businesses (helping to 
make the EU’s digital world a seamless and level marketplace to buy and sell 
through harmonised consumer rules, removing geo-blocking, copyright reform, 
etc.); 2) an environment where digital networks and services can prosper (by 
designing rules which match the pace of technology and support infrastructure 
development); and 3) by endorsing digital as a driver for growth, i.e., ensuring 
that Europe’s economy, industry and employment take full advantage of what 
digitalisation offers.

3	 http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/.

http://ec.europa.eu/priorities/digital-single-market/
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Fig. 2: The open letter campaign “Europe’s Digital Single Market must be multilingual!”

In early 2015, it transpired that the EC’s DSM Strategy, eventually published 
shortly after META-FORUM 2015 on 5 May 2015 (EC 2015), would most 
probably not contain a component dedicated to the language or multilingualism 
issue – even though we had already indicated in our META-NET Strategic  
Research Agenda for Multilingual Europe 2020 (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2013) that a 
truly unified digital single market can only exist when language barriers have 
been overcome through LT. As a reaction, we organised an online open letter 
campaign in March 2015, urging the EC to take the language issue into account 
for the final version of the DSM strategy.4 Within a few days, the open letter 
campaign managed to collect more than 3,000 signatures including those of 
researchers, professors, industry professionals, translators, administrators, officials 
and several Members of the European Parliament (see Figure 2).

As emphasised in the open letter, language barriers remain a major obstacle to 
a truly unified European economy and society. Linguistic diversity is and must 
remain a cornerstone and cultural asset of Europe. However, the language barriers 

4	 http://multilingualeurope.eu.

http://multilingualeurope.eu
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created by the 24 official EU languages cause the market to be fragmented. About 
half of European citizens never shop online in languages other than their native 
tongue and access to public e-services is typically restricted to national languages. 
European SMEs are particularly disadvantaged because the cost of providing 
services in multiple languages is prohibitive and has a negative impact on their 
competitiveness.

To overcome these barriers, Europe does not need to abandon its linguistic 
diversity. Technological development has brought solutions to automate trans
lation and other multilingual processes. Although not perfect, these technologies 
already bring immense benefits, enabling multilingual and cross-lingual access  
to websites and e-services, extracting information from multilingual data, and 
boosting the efficiency of translators.

Yet online machine translation and language technology services are domi-
nated by global non-European companies which primarily focus on English and a 
few other of the world’s largest languages, more or less neglecting or ignoring 
European languages with less economic power. As a direct consequence, almost 
half of Europe’s citizens are digitally disadvantaged due to their mother tongue 
(Rehm/Uszkoreit 2012).2 Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Version 0.5 – April, 2015

Th e European Digital Single Market today would account for approximately 25% of global economic 
potential. However, if Europe were to overcome the language barriers that hamper intra-European trad-
ing, it would also remove barriers to international trade that keep European SMEs from achieving their 
full economic potential by penetrating markets in other continents beyond our own. Addressing the 
offi  cial and major regional languages of Europe would open access to over 50% of the world’s online 
potential and 73% of the world online market in economic terms, amounting to an online market of 
approximately €25 trillion in 2013.4 Most of this increase comes from English, Spanish, French, and 
Portuguese, but other languages also make signifi cant contributions to world-wide market access. Th e 
global potential for European businesses exceeds the continent-internal opportunities from the DSM by 
orders of magnitude.

Translation opens 20 times its cost in revenue opportunity. 
However, translation remains too expensive for many 
European SMEs, blocking this opportunity and limiting economic 
growth in Europe. Lowering these costs is a strategic opportunity 
for high-quality automatic translation.

Translation
Costs

Increase in
Revenue

1.1   Overcoming Language Barriers with Technologies

Th e borders between our beloved languages are invisible barriers at least as strong in their separating 
power as any remaining regulatory boundaries. Th ey create fragmented and isolated digital markets 
with no bridges to other languages, thereby hampering the free fl ow of products, commerce, communi-
cation, ideas, help, and thought. Language barriers of this type in the online world can only be overcome 

4 Benjamin B. Sargent, Common Sense Advisory (2013): “Th e 116 Most Economically Active Languages On-
line, https://www.commonsenseadvisory.com/AbstractView.aspx?ArticleID=5590.

www.meta-net.eu
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Figure 1:  Language technology unlocks the Digital Single Market
Fig. 3: Unlocking the Multilingual Digital Single Market
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The market alone is unable to address this challenge, which requires immediate 
and concerted action at the level of the European Union. Europe needs a strategy 
to remove language barriers, enabling EU businesses and citizens, and providing 
equal digital opportunities for all EU language communities. Only if the EC’s 
strategy includes the use of technological solutions for bridging language barriers 
can the full potential of the DSM be unleashed. These solutions should include, 
among others, a set of digital services for all EU official languages which is 
available to all European citizens, businesses and organisations. These services 
will allow technology and service companies to create numerous solutions to 
cover a variety of market needs and requirements.

Such technological solutions, based on European research results and industry 
innovations, will provide all European citizens, businesses and public institutions 
with access to high-quality machine translation and additional sophisticated lan-
guage solutions for businesses, consumers and cross-border public services (see 
Figure 3). If the EC’s strategy for the Digital Single Market does not recognise 
multilingualism as both a challenge and an immense opportunity for economic 
growth and social cohesion, the DSM will consist of more than 20 isolated  
markets that do not have any bridges between them. To address the question of 
technology solutions for the multilingual DSM, we have been working on the 
Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market (Section 6), the first 
version of which was presented at META-FORUM 2015.

5.	 META-FORUM 2015 and the Riga Summit 2015

META-FORUM is META-NET’s annual conference series. Previous events took 
place in 2010 (Brussels), 2011 (Budapest), 2012 (Brussels) and 2013 (Berlin); 
initially the conference series was co-funded through the EU-project T4ME, i.e., 
the Network of Excellence that created and was the core of META-NET. The  
two main goals of META-FORUM are community building and outreach to the 
wider research and industry community, as represented, for example, by the 800+ 
members of the Multilingual Europe Technology Alliance (META).

META-FORUM 20155 took place on 27 April, the first conference of the 
series organised as a one-day event due to time constraints as a result of the other 
events organised under the larger umbrella of the Riga Summit 2015 on the Multi-
lingual Digital Single Market.6 The idea of organising a larger, high-level event 
with a three-day programme focused around the topic of the EU’s Digital Single 
Market flagship initiative, headed by Vice President Andrus Ansip, was born in a 
meeting with representatives of the European Commission and the two CSAs 
LT_Observatory and CRACKER in Luxembourg on 21 October 2014.

5	 www.meta-net.eu/events/meta-forum-2015/.
6	 http://rigasummit2015.eu.

http://www.meta-net.eu/events/meta-forum-2015/
http://rigasummit2015.eu


G. Rehm: Cracking the Language Barrier for a Multilingual Europe 47

Indeed, the Riga Summit was the first tangible indicator that a wider group of 
stakeholders had finally reached a turning point in terms of working together 
towards a mutual goal; it was jointly organised by META-NET (through 
CRACKER), LT-Innovate (through LT_Observatory), Tilde and the EC. At the 
Riga Summit, consisting of META-FORUM 2015, the Riga Summit Plenary Day, 
the Multilingual Web Workshop 20157 and the CEF.AT8/ELRC9 Conference, 
about 350 participants from several communities came together and presented 
as well as discussed many different topics around Multilingual Europe and the 
Multilingual Digital Single Market.

On the last day of the summit, the participants prepared and signed a short 
one-page document, the Declaration of Common Interests (Riga Summit 2015 
Declaration). In this declaration, the representatives of 12 organisations – BDVA, 
CITIA, CLARIN, EFNIL, ELEN, ELRA, GALA, LT-Innovate, META-NET, 
NPLD, TAUS, W3C – state that they stand united in their goals and interests to:

–– support multilingualism in Europe by employing language technology in  
business, society and governance, to create a truly Multilingual Digital Single 
Market,

–– exchange and share information in their efforts to promote their goals and  
interests at local, national and European levels,

–– raise awareness in society at large using channels available to their associa-
tions, alliances and societies.

Furthermore, the establishment of a Memorandum of Understanding among the 
organisations was planned as a step towards forming a “Coalition for a Multi
lingual Europe”. A few months later this ‘coalition’ was put together as the 
“Cracking the Language Barrier” federation (see Section 7).

One of the highlights of META-FORUM 2015 was a panel discussion with 
representatives of EFNIL and NPLD in which a position paper jointly written by 
these two organisations was presented (NPLD/EFNIL 2015). Another highlight 
was the official unveiling of the Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital 
Single Market, presented in more detail in the following Section 6.

6.	 The Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual  
Digital Single Market

Building upon past activities, in particular the META-NET Strategic Research 
Agenda for Multilingual Europe 2020 (Rehm/Uszkoreit 2013), the EU-projects 
CRACKER and LT_Observatory teamed up in early 2015 and prepared the 

7	 http://www.multilingualweb.eu/documents/2015-riga-workshop/.
8	 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/connecting-europe-facility.
9	 www.lr-coordination.eu.

http://www.multilingualweb.eu/documents/2015-riga-workshop/
https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/connecting-europe-facility
http://www.lr-coordination.eu
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Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Technologies for 
Overcoming Language Barriers towards a truly integrated European Online 
Market (MDSM SRIA 2015). The very first version of this document, Version 0.5 
dated 22 April 2015, was publicly unveiled at META-FORUM 2015 and the 
Riga Summit 2015 (see Section 5).

We recommend setting up a strategic programme to enable the Multilingual 
Digital Single Market (MDSM). Due to space restrictions, it is only possible to 
provide a brief summary of the main components of the SRIA. The setup of the 
ambitious strategic programme consists of three layers (see Figure 4). On the top 
layer we envisage a set of focused Technology Solutions for Businesses and Pub-
lic Services. These innovative application scenarios and solutions are supported, 
enabled, and driven by the middle layer, which consists of a small group of Ser-
vices, Infrastructures and Platforms that provide, through standardised interfaces, 
data exchange formats and component technologies, with different services for 
the translation, analysis, production, generation, enrichment and synthesis of con-
tent and information. The bottom layer connects the infrastructures to innovative 
Research Themes. These provide concrete scientific results, approaches, technol-
ogies, modules, components and algorithms that can then be used to enable the 
second and, ultimately, the top layer. Furthermore, we plan to intensify work on 
core resources and technologies for language production and analysis, because 
we need to improve the basic technologies for all languages. In order to equip 
every language with a set of core resources and technologies, we suggest, among 
others, intensifying knowledge and technology transfer between larger research 
centres and groups working on technologies for under-supported languages.

The SRIA, together with background information such as, for example, a fact 
sheet10 on the Multilingual Digital Single Market (excerpts shown in Figures 5 
and 6), was delivered to EC Vice President Andrus Ansip and all other EC Com-
missioners as well as other high-ranking EC  officials via email. A response  
was received on 8 June 2015. The letter, addressed to the Network Manager of 
META-NET, takes into account our awareness raising campaign and the Resolu-
tion and Declaration documents prepared at the Riga Summit. VP Ansip thanks 
the community for bringing to his attention the open letter campaign and the 
SRIA. Furthermore, VP Ansip invites “the European [LT] community to further 
develop the ideas presented in the draft Strategic Agenda for the multilingual 
Digital Single Market”.

10	 http://cracking-the-language-barrier.eu/documents/.

http://cracking-the-language-barrier.eu/documents/


G. Rehm: Cracking the Language Barrier for a Multilingual Europe 49

Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Version 0.5 – April, 2015 15

Solutions for BusinessesSo
lu

tio
ns for Public Services

Unified Customer
Experience

Voice of the
Customer

Business Intelligence
on Big Data

Content Curation &
Production

Smart Multilingual
Assistants

Translingual
Spaces

E-Government

E-Health

Cross-Cultural
Customer Relationship

Management

Multimodal User
Experience for Connected

Devices 

Online Dispute
Resolution

E-Participation

Voice of the
Citizen

E-Learning
Digital

Translation
Centre

Innovative Solutions for the Multilingual Digital Single Market

BDVA Big
Data cPPP

SPARC
Robotics

PPP
…Smart

Services
Smart
Cities

Internet/
Web of
Things

Industry
4.0

Figure 6:  Closely related areas and applications
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Figure 7:  Th e strategic programme for the multilingual DSM
Fig. 4: The multi-layered programme for the Multilingual Digital Single Market

If we are able to secure support from the European Commission, the strategic 
programme will not only unlock the multilingual DSM, it will provide the Euro-
pean language technology community and also several different industries with 
the ability to compete with other markets and, subsequently, achieve multiple 
benefits for the European economy and future growth, as well as for our society 
and citizens. The plan put forward in the SRIA can only be realised through 
close cooperation between all stakeholders and tightly coordinated collaboration. 
Awareness and political will are required to take us to a leading position in this 
technology area. This major dedicated push also needs to include the political 
determination to modify and adopt a shared, EU-wide language policy framework 
that includes an important role for language technologies.

As Europeans, we urgently need to ask ourselves some crucial questions. Can 
Europe afford continued language-blocking, market fragmentation caused by lan-
guage borders, language discrimination, and, eventually, digital language extinc-
tion? Can we afford to have our information, communication and knowledge  
infrastructure so dependent on monopolistic services provided by foreign, non-
European companies, effectively constituting technological lock-in? What is  
Europe’s fall-back plan in case the language-related services provided by these 
non-European companies that we rely upon are suddenly switched off, or even 
more serious access or security issues arise? Is Europe actively making an effort 
to compete in the global landscape for research and development in language 
technology? Can we expect third parties from other continents to solve our trans-
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lation and knowledge management problems in a way that suits our specific 
communication, societal and cultural needs?

Language Technology made for Europe in Europe will significantly contribute 
to future European cross-border and cross-language communication, economic 
growth and social stability while establishing for Europe a leading global position 
in technology innovation, securing Europe’s future as a world-wide trader and 
exporter of goods, services and information. Only a large, coordinated push of 
this magnitude will be able to unlock a truly multilingual Digital Single Market.

7.	 The Cracking the Language Barrier Initiative

At the beginning of 2015, six new EU-funded Machine Translation projects 
were launched, financially supported by the call Horizon-2020-ICT-17, entitled 
“Cracking the Language Barrier”.11 One of the original goals of the CRACKER 
project was fostering community building within this group of projects. The start 
of this community building activity coincided with the Riga Summit 2015 (see 
Section 5) where a first meeting of the ICT-17 group and two related FP7 projects 
was held. In this and several follow-up discussions it became clear that a signifi-
cant extension of the scope of the intended community would be worthwhile, by 
not only including the ICT-17 and FP7 projects in the emerging initiative but also 
other relevant Horizon 2020 projects, as well as longer-term and more sustainable 
European organisations and associations.

In CRACKER we decided to address the danger of increased fragmentation 
among communities (see Section  3) by creating one umbrella initiative that, 
ideally, would include all current and recently ended EU-supported projects and, 
in particular, all stakeholder organisations. Instead of the term “coalition”, as ini-
tially suggested in the Riga Declaration document (Riga Summit 2015 Decla
ration, see Section 5), we use the term “federation” to emphasise that this is an 
initiative from the community for the community. One of the federation’s main 
principles is that all members operate on an equal basis.

11	 https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/topics/ 
289-ict-17-2014.html.

https://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/portal/desktop/en/opportunities/h2020/topics/
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1.3   Online Use of Languages

Current research on the online use of languages demonstrates that there is increasing pressure to over-
come language barriers. Online content in hitherto dominant languages is declining and “long-tail” lan-
guages are rising.6 In line with the constant rise of online content, absolute numbers are rising for all 
languages, and much more significantly so for less common languages. One example in Europe: Basque, 
Galician, and Catalan all have an increasing share vis-a-vis Spanish; even though the numbers are small, 
they indicate a long-term shift. 

Customers are six times more likely to buy from sites in their native language.

Most EU languages address less than 3% of the market, fundamentally limiting SMEs operating in countries where those
languages are spoken.

English is not the answer
52% of EU customers do not purchase from English-language sites.

Adding even a few languages to an SME’s website beyond English
can have a major impact on revenue. Large organizations today
often localize products and websites into fifty or more languages
to increase market share.
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This trend goes hand in hand with increasing public demand for content in regional or local languages 
due to the increasing availability of broadband as well as high speed mobile connectivity and rising 
numbers of online users and online services. Europe’s citizens are no longer satisfied with using only a 
few major languages. As a consequence, businesses that cannot provide content in local languages will 
be global losers. Furthermore, the numbers indicate that market saturation for dominant languages has 
been reached and that any additional growth is coming from outside the established markets, histori-
cally served by a smaller set of languages.7 If we extrapolate the trends reported by Common Sense Ad-
visory, it only took 37 languages to reach 98% of the world online population in 2009, but already 48 in 
2012. The predicted number in 2015 is 62 languages. 

More and more citizens are connected and, as a consequence, more and more citizens use – and expect 
to use – their own native languages in any online activities. However, they are excluded from participat-
ing in many online activities due to the fact that language barriers constitute market barriers – especially 
so with regard to the DSM. True engagement with consumers across language barriers is also deeply en-
twined with the user’s technical, cultural, and individual awareness, preferences, and requirements. The 
power of personalising any cross-linguistic exchange to an individual user means we should not merely 
bridge the language barrier but provide the kind of compelling personalised user experience that is key 
to a vibrant and competitive DSM.

6 Common Sense Advisory (2013): “The Rise of Long-Tail Languages”.
7 “Traditional ‘power house’ languages are seeing some of the biggest drops in overall site support: e.g. Ger-

man: –11.7%, French: –13.4%, Spanish –14.4%, i.e. a smaller percentage of ‘global’ sites are supporting these 
languages, even as the number supporting long-tail languages is increasing.” (ibid.)
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completely by (1) signifi cantly improving one’s own skills in non-native languages, (2) making use of 
others’ language skills, or (3) through using digital technologies. With the 24 offi  cial EU languages and 
dozens of additional languages, relying on the fi rst two options alone is neither realistic nor feasible. 
For specifi c types of content and purposes, specialised human language services increasingly assisted 
by language technology, will continue to play a major role in translating documents, creating subtitles 
for videos, or localising websites into 20+ other languages. However, relying on human services would 
exclude most SMEs from the DSM because of the high costs involved. It would create a market that can 
only be successfully penetrated by large, consolidated enterprises, which is why cost-eff ective methods 
must be found to support market access for SMEs and European citizens.

To succeed, any SME must both excel in communicating its expertise in its market niche and be able 
to engage in two-way conversations with its customers online. Th e free machine translation services 
off ered by a few US-tech giants are useful for giving users the gist of web content. But they cannot be 
easily and cheaply tailored to support the niche communication needs between SMEs and their custom-
ers. Supplementing this with domain-tailored language services such as content and sentiment analysis, 
knowledge extraction, and multimodal online engagement is well out of reach for SMEs aiming to en-
gage the half of the EU consumers who do not enjoy English, German, French or Italian as their native 
language.

Th e connected and truly integrated Digital Single Market can only exist once all language barriers have 
been overcome and all languages are connected through technologies. Only advanced communication 
and information technologies that are able to process and to translate spoken and written language in a 
fast, robust, reliable, and ubiquitous way, producing high-quality output, can be a viable long-term solu-
tion for overcoming language barriers. 

Unfortunately, establishing such a technological infrastructure requires an immense collective push that 
involves designing and implementing technologies, services, and platforms, accelerating innovation, ba-
sic and applied research, as well as effi  cient technology transfer. While a few of our languages are in a 
moderate to good state with regard to technology support, more than 70% of our languages are seriously 
under-resourced, actually facing the danger of digital extinction (for example, Maltese, and Lithuanian), 
even though it must be noted that support for these languages with smaller numbers of speakers is 
slowly increasing (more details can be found in the Appendix).5

5 See the results of the META-NET White Paper Series, http://www.meta-net.eu/whitepapers.
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tech giants does not solve 
the “language problem”: 
less than 30% of 
automatically translated 
content is truly useful for 
online commerce.

Only three European languages (Spanish, English, and French) meet at least the “moderate” level of language technology support.

good

bad

ugly

Online Automatic
Translation Quality

* Figures based on the META-NET study “Europe’s Languages in the Digital Age” (2011/2012).
   Technology support has improved for some languages since this study was completed.

Fig. 5: Several facts around the Multilingual Digital Single Market (1/2)

The federation’s name was picked by simply reusing the name of the call Horizon 
2020, ICT-17. It was not considered necessary to invent an overall new commu-
nity brand. The strategic objective of “cracking the language barrier” (or working 
with or on multilingual or crosslingual technologies) can be considered the shared 
core of all participating projects and one of the main strategic goals that all 
participating organisations firmly stand behind.

The Cracking the Language Barrier federation is designed as a self-organising 
organisation. There are no plans at the moment to establish any kind of govern-
ance structure, even though this may become necessary in the medium to long 
term. It is organised around a short multi-lateral Memorandum of Understanding 
(Cracking the Language Barrier MoU). To quote the Memorandum of Under-
standing, its purpose is 
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to establish one umbrella initiative for all projects and organisations working on or 
supporting the idea of cracking the language barrier. The MoU contains a non- 
exhaustive list of general areas of collaboration [see below]; all projects and 
organisations that sign this document [...] are invited to participate in these  
collaborative activities. (Cracking the Language Barrier MoU)

2 Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Version 0.5 – April, 2015

Th e European Digital Single Market today would account for approximately 25% of global economic 
potential. However, if Europe were to overcome the language barriers that hamper intra-European trad-
ing, it would also remove barriers to international trade that keep European SMEs from achieving their 
full economic potential by penetrating markets in other continents beyond our own. Addressing the 
offi  cial and major regional languages of Europe would open access to over 50% of the world’s online 
potential and 73% of the world online market in economic terms, amounting to an online market of 
approximately €25 trillion in 2013.4 Most of this increase comes from English, Spanish, French, and 
Portuguese, but other languages also make signifi cant contributions to world-wide market access. Th e 
global potential for European businesses exceeds the continent-internal opportunities from the DSM by 
orders of magnitude.

Translation opens 20 times its cost in revenue opportunity. 
However, translation remains too expensive for many 
European SMEs, blocking this opportunity and limiting economic 
growth in Europe. Lowering these costs is a strategic opportunity 
for high-quality automatic translation.

Translation
Costs

Increase in
Revenue

1.1   Overcoming Language Barriers with Technologies

Th e borders between our beloved languages are invisible barriers at least as strong in their separating 
power as any remaining regulatory boundaries. Th ey create fragmented and isolated digital markets 
with no bridges to other languages, thereby hampering the free fl ow of products, commerce, communi-
cation, ideas, help, and thought. Language barriers of this type in the online world can only be overcome 

4 Benjamin B. Sargent, Common Sense Advisory (2013): “Th e 116 Most Economically Active Languages On-
line, https://www.commonsenseadvisory.com/AbstractView.aspx?ArticleID=5590.
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Figure 1:  Language technology unlocks the Digital Single Market
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1.2  Language Technologies Made for Europe – in Europe

Today’s IT systems are only just beginning to handle the meaning, purpose, and sentiment behind our 
trillions of written and spoken words. Language makes up a very large part of our big data treasure. To-
day’s computers cannot understand texts and questions well enough to provide translations, summaries 
or reliable answers in all languages. Yet in less than ten years such services could be offered for many. 
Technological mastery of human language can enable a multitude of innovative IT products and services 
in industry, commerce, government and administration, private and public services, education, health 
care, entertainment, tourism, and many other sectors.

Language technology is therefore the missing piece of the puzzle that will bring us closer to a fully inte-
grated DSM. But language technology does more than enabling the DSM. It is a key technology for the 
next generation IT, which will be much smarter and human-centered in its functionality. Almost every 
digital product uses and is dependent on language – which is why language technology is an absolutely 
mandatory component! It is the key enabler to boosting growth in Europe and strengthening our com-
petitiveness in a technology sector that has become incredibly critical for Europe’s future, considering 
the significance given to the DSM by the European Union.

Our different European countries and language communities constitute a set of individual, unconnected, 
fragmented, isolated markets. A truly integrated Digital Single Market that spans our whole continent 
can never exist if we ignore the “language factor” and the de facto state of play: European citizens are 
unable to access vast amounts of online content due to language-blocking. The European economy is suf-
fering as well because there are no technical means that enable, say, a restaurant owner in Latvia to order 
ten crates of wine in Portugal if the restaurant owner, who speaks Latvian, is unable to find the website 
of the vineyard, presented in Portuguese, in the first place. And negotiating and completing a deal would 
require a translator.

Geo-blocking: Language-blocking:

trying

Geo-blocking and language-blocking are barriers to access

Both geo-blocking and language-blocking are
daily problems for tens of millions of EU citizens.

Europe is the most appropriate place for accomplishing the needed breakthroughs in technology by 
virtue of fundamental and applied research, and even more so in technology development and profit-
able innovation. Our continent has half a billion citizens who speak one of over 60 European and many 
non-European languages as their mother tongue. Europe has more than 2,500 small and medium-sized 
companies in language, knowledge, and interface technologies, and more than 5,000 companies provid-
ing language services that can be improved and extended by technology. Europe also has a long-standing 
research, development, and innovation tradition with over 800 centres performing excellent, highly vis-
ible, and internationally recognised scientific and technological research on all European and many 
non-European languages.
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The impact a truly connected DSM could have is not just felt in terms of sales. Technological integra-
tion fails the test if users cannot understand the content available from systems. For example, electronic 
standards for integrating health records simply add cost without benefit if the recipient is not able to 
interpret and use those records. If doctors’ notes and observations remain in one language and are not 
accessible, they cannot help doctors in another region, e.g. if a traveller from Poland falls ill while in 
France. Here the impact of language barriers is measured not just in terms of Euros but in terms of 
health and, potentially, lives.

Without Language Technology, the European Commission has no way to respond effectively to citizen participation.

Current language technology is inadequate for over half 
of the EU official languages to help the European 
Commission solve its citizen engagement problem.

Most local governmental services are monolingual only. 
This poses a problem for tourists, expatriates, and 
linguistic minorities. Language technology can provide the 
next generation of technology solutions for public services.

Over half of EU citizens are language blocked from interacting with 
the European Commission’s web resources for citizen participation.

290 million EU citizens excluded Speakers of other
languages are

language
blocked from

full participation

Speakers of
English, French,

German can
participate

fully

1.4   Multilingual Big Data Text Analytics for the European Data Economy

The “language component” is not only a necessary ingredient of the Digital Single Market, it is also a 
mandatory enabler for the future European Data Economy.

It has been said for a number of years now that data is the oil of the 21st century. Data linking and 
content analytics are key technologies for refining this oil so that it can drive the engines of understand-
ing  – data homogenisation, semantic analysis, enrichment, and repurposing. It is important to note 
that the large data sets of our Big Data age are never solely numerical data – they always come with 
natural language components such as, for example, column heads in database tables, free text in table 
cells, metadata annotations, descriptions, documentation, summaries, links to specific documents etc. 
In other words, the new Data Economy is not only an integral part of the Digital Single Market. It will 
require innovative new mechanisms that enable data sets and data value chains to flow freely across 
language boundaries (Figure 2). 

In addition to the multilingual challenge, we need to pay attention to the sheer volume of data generated. 
For example, only one hour of customer transaction data at Walmart, corresponding to 2.5 petabytes of 
data, is 167 times the amount of data housed for example by the Library of Congress.8 Data growth keeps 
rising: 90% of the data available today has been generated in the past two years only.9 IDC (International 
Data Corporation) estimates that all digital data created, replicated or consumed will grow by a factor 
of 30 between 2005 and 2020, doubling every two years. By 2020, it is assumed that there will be over 40 
trillion gigabytes of digital data, corresponding to 5,200 gigabytes per person on earth.10 The Internet of 

8 Beñat Bilbao-Osorio et al. (ed.) (2014): “The Global Information Technology Report 2014 – Rewards and 
Risks of Big Data”, World Economic Forum and INSEAD.

9 SINTEF (2013): “Big Data, for better or worse: 90% of world’s data generated over last two years“. 
10 John Gantz and David Reinsel (2012): “The Digital Universe in 2020: Big Data, Bigger Digital Shadows, and 

Biggest Growth in the Far East”, International Data Corporation (IDC). 

Fig. 6: Several facts around the Multilingual Digital Single Market (2/2)

Any interested European project or organisation that is considered relevant to 
the initiative can join the federation by signing the multilateral Memorandum of 
Understanding. In doing so, a project or organisation declares its commitment to 
cooperation and collaboration according to the non-exhaustive general areas of 
collaboration. Participation is optional and open to any European project or 
organisation working on or with crosslingual or multilingual technologies, in 
neighbouring areas or on related topics.
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At the time of writing, the Memorandum of Understanding has been signed  
by nine organisations and 20 projects:
–– Organisations: CITIA, CLARIN, EFNIL, ELEN, GALA, LT-Innovate, META-

NET, NPLD, TAUS;
–– Projects: CRACKER, EUMSSI, EXPERT, Falcon, FREME, HimL, KConnect, 

KRISTINA, LIDER, LT_Observatory, MixedEmotions, MLi, MMT, Multi-
JEDI, MultiSensor, Pheme, QT21, QTLeap, ROCKIT, XLiMe.Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market – Version 0.5 – April, 2015 13

handle crosslingual and multilingual big data text and speech analytics research, to provide novel solu-
tions for understanding and dialogue within and across communities of citizens, customers, clients, and 
consumers. Th is theme would include, among others, research scenarios for multilingual sentiment 
analysis, opinion mining, fact mining, rumour and trend detection, and information and relation ex-
traction, as well as components that construct semantics for linguistic analyses – taking into account the 
multitude of established and emerging online text types and genres. A third theme could concentrate on 
aspects such as conversational technologies, dialogue systems, and natural language interfaces so as to 
intensify research on speech interfaces and interactive assistants covering all European languages. Espe-
cially with regard to the Internet of Th ings, and trends such as Wearables and Advanced Manufacturing 
(Industry 4.0), where a very high demand for spoken natural language interfaces can already now be pre-
dicted for the near future. Such spoken language interfaces must be available in all European languages. 
Furthermore, they could also include socially-aware interactive and pervasive assistants that learn and 
adapt and that provide proactive and interactive support tailored to the respective user’s context. Yet 
another theme could tackle the increasingly important topic of semantics, knowledge, data, and mean-
ing by providing an umbrella for aligning and harmonising all research activities around monolingual, 
crosslingual, and multilingual resources, data sets, repositories, and knowledge bases that are needed as 
background knowledge for all advanced language processing components – from machine translation 
to text analytics to speech interfaces. Th is theme could take into account more general repositories such 
as Linked Open Data sets, Wikidata and Wikipedia, multiple diff erent ontologies, OpenStreetMap, and 
DBPedia, but also more research-oriented resources such as Yago, WordNet, and BabelNet. All existing 
and emerging resources would need to be consolidated, rendered interoperable, aligned, and enriched 
with multilingual information. Additionally, research needs to work on novel approaches for extract-
ing information and knowledge from unstructured text documents and feeding it back into the general 
knowledge repository. We also need tools for cleaning up data, as well as mechanisms that can aggregate, 
summarise, and repurpose content. For all applications that interact with data, the regulation of intel-
lectual property rights is an issue that needs to be resolved as soon as possible. Th e web is a global space, 
and Europe has to fi nd a legal approach that supports both local research, development, and innovation 
while fostering global competitiveness. Th e key recognition that meaning derives from knowledge also 
supports a recognition that knowledge is contextual, and users must be taken into account in a way 
that preserves privacy, retains user control, and aff ords transparent protection of user data. An espe-
cially important building block of the three-layer setup is concerned with providing core technologies 
and resources for Europe’s languages. We propose to build a system of shared, collectively maintained, 
interoperable tools and resources that will ensure that our languages will be suffi  ciently supported and 
represented in future generations of IT solutions. Th is system of shared tools and resources is a crucial 
prerequisite for the multilingual DSM because it connects the strategic programme to the diff erent lan-
guages. Many of these core technologies and resources need to be made available as services.
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Figure 5: Making the Digital Single Market multilingual through technology solutions
Fig. 7: Realising the Multilingual Digital Single Market

In addition, several other organisations and projects have been approached about 
participation in the initiative and the group of members is expected to grow. 
Interested projects are already approaching us because they want to join the 
federation.

An initial website for the initiative was launched in August 2015. On the web-
site each project and organisation that participates in the initiative is allocated at 
least one page. This way, the initiative itself can be established as one overarching 
brand and activity without undermining the importance and status of the par
ticipating organisations and projects. Figure 8 shows the landing page of the 
Cracking the Language Barrier federation’s website.12 Each member is show-
cased with a brief description, further details, contact information and a link to 
their own website. Furthermore, the website contains an events calendar and a 
section on which shared documents such as the Riga Declaration (Riga Summit 
2015 Declaration) or the Multilingual Digital Single Market SRIA (MDSM SRIA) 
are available for download. As a first common activity, the website also features 
the virtual home13 of the LREC 2016 Workshop “Translation evaluation – From 
fragmented tools and data sets to an integrated ecosystem” which will be held  
in Portorož, Slovenia, on 24  May 2016; this workshop is a joint activity by 
CRACKER, QT21 and the Cracking the Language Barrier federation. Additional 
features are planned, e.g., a joint newsletter and a joint blog.

12	 www.cracking-the-language-barrier.eu.
13	 www.cracking-the-language-barrier.eu/mt-eval-workshop-2016/.

http://www.cracking-the-language-barrier.eu
http://www.cracking-the-language-barrier.eu/mt-eval-workshop-2016/
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Fig. 8: The landing page of the Cracking the Language Barrier’s federation website

With regard to handling and streamlining communication and coordination among 
the participating projects and organisations of the federation, email distribution lists 
were set up (e.g., to announce new members, workshops, conferences, evaluations, 
etc.). Any project or organisation that signs the Memorandum of Understanding 
is added to the mailing lists with as many representatives as they like.

By signing the Memorandum of Understanding, all members of the federation 
express their intention to collaborate and to cooperate with one another. A first set 
of areas of collaboration was discussed and agreed upon at the meeting of all  
EU-projects funded through Horizon 2020, call ICT-17, on 28 April, 2015, in  
Riga.
–– Internal communication: all projects and organisations participating in the 

activity are invited to use the email distribution lists as internal communi
cation channels, to exchange news and information (e.g., about upcoming 
events, recent funding opportunities, shared evaluation workshops, new  
developments on the European level, etc.).

–– External communication and dissemination: all projects and organisations 
participating in the activity are invited to collaborate in terms of events, 
publications and scientific dissemination, for example, by participating in 
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each others’ events, evaluation campaigns, shared evaluation workshops, by 
actively using and promoting “Cracking the Language Barrier” activity in 
dissemination emails, posters, presentations, panel discussions and publica-
tions, and by exchanging and harmonising communication plans.

–– Website: all projects and organisations participating in this activity are fea-
tured on a dedicated website; the website also includes additional information 
such as, for example, a list of upcoming events and the Memorandum of 
Understanding.

–– Data management and repositories for language data, language tools and 
language technologies: all projects and organisations participating in the  
activity are invited to join forces and to collaborate in terms of harmonising 
data management plans (metadata, best practices, etc.) as well as data, tools 
and technologies distribution through open repositories.

–– Strategic Research and Innovation Agenda: projects and organisations 
are invited to collaborate by providing input and feedback with regard to the 
current and any future versions of the Strategic Agenda for the Multilingual 
Digital Single Market (SRIA version 0.5, see MDSM SRIA) or related stra-
tegic documents such as, for example, roadmaps.

–– Shared tasks and evaluations: projects and organisations are invited to 
participate in the shared evaluation workshops organised by CRACKER and 
QT21, among others.

This list of areas of collaboration, also contained in the Memorandum of Under-
standing, is not meant to be exhaustive. Additional topics can be suggested or 
initiated by all projects and organisations.

8.	 Conclusion and invitation

Despite rapid technological progress (including uptake in digital services) and 
many years of work by several stakeholder organisations, Europe is only just 
starting to recognise the potential and importance of language technologies for 
its future growth and digital infrastructure. The European Union has a unique 
opportunity for strategic investment in the future of our continent by stimulating 
further progress in this field and eventually overcoming language barriers through 
multilingual technologies that are deeply embedded into our future IT. Digital 
communication and information technologies play an ever increasing role in our 
society, forcing the European Union to decide if it wants to contribute to the 
development of the field or whether it can afford not to. One specific area in 
which we can already see some positive uptake is the inclusion of automated 
translation technologies in public e-services, as supported through the CEF  
programme (Connecting Europe Facility). This is a good first step, but more 
need to be taken.
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While the Cracking the Language Barrier federation is still in its infancy, the 
current membership base of nine participating organisations and 20 projects is 
very promising and demonstrates the growing interest among all stakeholders  
in taking the much needed next steps by working together instead of operating in 
isolation without broader coordination (also see Soria et al. 2013; Mariani 2015).  
In addition to a few projects that have not yet signed the Memorandum of Under-
standing, the initiators hope to assemble all of the 12 organisations that have 
signed the Riga Declaration (Riga Summit 2015 Declaration).

With the publication of the Horizon 2020 Work Programme 2016/2017 the 
European Commission has, unfortunately, dropped language technology as a 
stand-alone topic; however, LT is included in the Big Data call ICT-14 where it  
is envisaged as an enabling helper technology for crosslingual data value chains. 
The language and multilingualism topics are also disregarded in the Digital 
Single Market strategy, published in early May 2015. At the same time we are 
entering an era in which Artificial Intelligence and smart language-related tech-
nologies play an increasingly decisive role in applications such as machine trans
lation (e.g., Google Translate, Bing Translator, Yandex Translate), interactive 
dialogue systems (e.g., Apple Siri, Microsoft Cortana, Google Now, Amazon 
Echo) and arbitrary web interfaces where natural language processing compo-
nents including, among others, search suggestions, information extraction, spell-
checking etc.  are, by now, indispensable components that users expect to be 
available.

Therefore, one of the next important steps is to significantly step up our 
communication activities and collaborate more closely and in a more coordinated 
way. One tangible forthcoming document will be the next iteration of the Stra-
tegic Agenda for the Multilingual Digital Single Market. A key proposal is to 
have the next version prepared, published and endorsed not only by the two 
EU-projects LT_Observatory and CRACKER but by the whole Multilingual 
Europe community, as assembled in the Cracking the Language Barrier  
federation. This next version of the SRIA is currently scheduled to be presented  
at META-FORUM 2016 in Lisbon on 4/5 July 2016.

We would like to invite interested organisations, projects and other stake-
holders with a vested interest in the topic of Multilingual Europe to get in touch 
with us regarding active participation in the Cracking the Language Barrier 
federation.
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