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Trilingual

computers
span globe
with words

TOKYO (AP) — “Moshi-moshi " &
Japanese researcher said into a mi-
crophone

Eight seconds later. a computer in
Pittsburgh gargied the translation:
“Hello" .

Thus did people and computers in
Japan, Germany and the United
States begin a transoceanic chat yes-
terday in the first international test
of & systern that transforms spoken
words from one language into an-
other without a human interpreter.

The $128 million computsr has
taksn seven years to dewelop. It un-
derstands about 1,500 words In Jap-
anese, English and German, said re-
searchers at Kyoto's Advanced
Telecommunications Ressarch In-
sututs.

Sales of the system are unlikely
for another 10 years because of the
high costs — the current system
uses four powerful computers = and
because of the challenge of under-
mtanding everyday spoech.

Japanese ressarchers conversed
for about 18 minutes yesterday with
colleagues at Carnegie Mellon Uni-
veruity in Pittaburgh, then with elec-
tronics giant Siemens AG in Munich.

The sentences were recognized
and transiated into written text by a
computer, which sent the words by
modem over & telephone line. A
voice synthesizer on the other end
“spoke” the transiated words.

“It was a success,’ said Shigeki -

Sagayama, the head of speech-proc-
essing for Advanced Telecommuni-
cations. "It recognited and trans-
lated all of the conversation.”

Researchersagreed in advancato
talk about an imaginary confarence,
and likely phrases — such as “This
is the conference office. May | help
you?" and "“1'd like to apply to at-
tend the confarence™ — were pro-
grammed into the computar.

For the foreseeable future, Mr
Sagayama paid, automatic transia.
tion systems will be limited to par-
ticular kinds of conversations be-
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A researcher in Kyodo, Japan, works with a computer that ransiales words
spoken in Japanese, German or English and transmils them overseas.

cause errors increase dramatically
as topics and vocabulary grow.

“For & subject like this, we can
transiate about $0 percent of com-
mon expressions. That'’s quite a lot;”
he sald.

“The system might bs used by car
rental agencies or hotels for reser-
vations when muitilingual stafT
arentavailable and the range of con-
versation isnt too broad,” he said.

The program allows some vari-
ation in phrasing, but it can't under-
stand unusual forms of speech.

Each new user of the system must
introduce his voice, a process that
takes two or three minutes. Once the
computer lsarns s vocal range, itcan
understand most words a given per-
son says.

Current computer speech-recog-
nition devices are quite primitive,

largely because of the difficulty of
determining when words and sen-
tences begin and end and the inabil-
ity to incorporate context, which is
key to meaning.

Matsushits Electric Industrial (s
selling A speech-recognition device
that allows oral programming of
videocassetle recorders, and Tb-
shiba Corp. hasan experimental ma-
chine that can take simple orders at
a fast-food restaurant.

A variety of computer programs
can “read” text to blind people. For
a computer, reading and talking are
much easier than listening.

The Kyoto lab, established (n
1986, is sponsored by the Japanese
government and private telecom-
munications, broadcast and elec-
tronics companies.



