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1 Introduction 

Legal language is very different from the ordinary language. Ordinary language is characterized 

by ambiguity and variety, such as polysemy and synonymy, while legal language aims to be 

precise and determinate [1]. In fact, law is mainly made by words and lawyers tend to employ 

words in a technical way [2]. However, legal language is not always accurate because ordinary 

language is used in courts as well as in the legal literature where description of facts and legal 

reasoning are done through common words. Moreover, new issues as in the case of electronic 

commerce or biotechnologies require legal terms to cope with and the legal lexicon is often 

dependent by the reuse of common words with a rather technical meaning [3]. Translation has 

often been defined as the process toward reformulating a given texts in another language, so that 

the meaning of the source language is transferred into the target language [4]. Several difficulties 

arise from legal translation because the shift from technical to ordinary language and vice versa 

does not have the same extent and modalities in different jurisdictions [5]. 

European  Union law is drafted in 23 official languages and then implemented in the national legal 

orders [6] where the legal languages are partially different from the EU official languages [7]. For 

this reason, the European Court of Justice (ECJ) is called upon to interpret provisions of EU law 

in particular when the meaning of concepts or terms used by the legislator gives rise to doubts, 

as it has been pointed out in  famous judgement C-283/814, which recognized that “even where 
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the different language versions are entirely in accord with one another, EU law uses terminology 

which is peculiar to it. Furthermore, it must be emphasized that legal concepts do not 

necessarily have the same meaning in Community law and in the law of the various member 

states” [8]. National legal concepts are bound by national legal and cultural traditions, which 

makes the interpretation of these concepts difficult outside their own legal system. 

Terminological and ontological tools, as shown by projects like the Legal Taxonomy Syllabus 

(LTS), may address such a multilingual complexity in order to facilitate the communication and 

the harmonization of European law5 [9].  In this paper we describe the upcoming third version 

release of LTS by paying particular attention to the methodological issues for a better 

harmonisation of European law and an improved multilingual translation support [10].  

2 State of art 

..2.1 Questions about legal translation in European Law 

Legal translation is a type of translation where concepts represented by legal terms are closely 

related to the legal systems to which they originally belong. They are the outcome of several 

historical and cultural influences and it is rare that a legal term has a perfect equivalent in 

another legal system [11]. This situation is depicted by the legal equivalence theory elaborated 

by Šarčević [12] and De Groot [13]: 

 

figure 1.1 

In the translation process from the legal system  A to the legal system B, it may happen that 

legal terms are easy to be translated at terminological level, but their context of application and 

the extent of the meaning they convey remain different. 

This conceptual misalignment is augmented in the  European law, where the translation process 

is twofold: vertically and horizontally directed. The first takes place at European Union level, 
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where secondary law is translated into 23 official languages, while the second one takes place at 

Member States level, where European legal measures are implemented in the national legal 

languages [14].  

The transposition of EU directives on private law– especially in the field of consumer law –is 

disrupting the unity of legal systems as modelled by civil and commercial codes as well as by 

judicial decisions. This is usually considered as a matter of coordination between different rules, 

such as the European consumer law remedies against national contract or tort remedies [15]. 

However, a crucial point of legal harmonisation in Europe is constituted by the way to represent 

the relations among the terms imported from the European level and the pre-existent national 

ones.  Beyond the statutory texts and the judicial decisions, the interpretation of scholars and 

practitioners create a taxonomy of legal concepts that appeal to the coherence of the legal 

system6. The problem is that such a taxonomy of concepts is never documented in a complete 

way.  

The challenge for multilingual legal translation is to map the several national taxonomies and to 

represent non only their internal relations, but also their external relations when concepts from 

the European law or from other national taxonomies (through the medium of EU law) are 

transposed into the national ones.   

 

..2.2 Methodology of LTS: From Terminology to Ontology  

Taxonomical research may effectively contribute to face this challenge [16], even by the means 

of software instruments specifically designed by comparative lawyers, such as the LTS that is an 

online ontology based tool to annotate and to recover multi-lingual legal information about 

European law. LTS allows linking terms from articles of laws, from judicial decisions and from 

legal literature by using a XML format to convert each text entry or corpus acquisition. The 

XML standards widely adopted in the online documentation services may allow a future semi-

automatic integration with external large repositories7. Many studies have been devoted to the 
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standards XML for legal applications in order to improve the interoperability among different 

institutional and private databases of laws and judicial decisions, such as MetaLEX/CEN, 

LeXML (EU); LegalXML (USA); LAMS e JSMS (GB); AKOMA NTOSO (North Africa) [17].  

LTS includes two kinds of tools combined under a specific methodology:  terminological datasets 

with annotated legislation and case law together with ontological maps. Terminologies and 

ontologies are normally used for the same purposes despite their differences. According to ISO 

1087-1, terms are defined as  “verbal designation of general concepts in a specific subject field”. 

Terms remain linguistic entities and they are not constrained by any formal logics or description 

such as ontologies [18], which may lead to problems like cyclicity and redundancy within a 

terminology. In a multilingual setting, multiple concepts from different levels, such as European 

and national ones, can belong to the same subject field and may be expressed by same terms in a 

target language, even if they exhibit a diverse taxonomical organization, as in the above 

mentioned example of consumer law. The effect of this combination is rarely considered since the 

principal challenge for terminology is to construct the system of terms in a single jurisdiction and 

for a particular legal domain. When coping with translation, such a system of terms is compared 

with others from different jurisdictions. Conversely, LTS aims at integrating several systems of 

terms in order to allow many taxonomical organizations and the super-ordinated ones at both. In 

that respect, terminology and ontology are two complementary resources in the LTS 

architecture. An ontology may be built not only through the axiomatization by formal logics or 

description, but also through a set of lexical semantic relationships involving the terms. For 

example, terms in a domain are often related to each other through a range of semantic relations 

such as hyponymy and meronomy. In LTS architecture, domain experts are required to annotate 

semantic relationships in the acquired terminological datasets of LTS. These terminology trees 

contribute to the localization of ontologies, whether these outcomes are processed through the 

application of ontological relations mainly obtained by existing conceptual schemes, such as top 

level formal ontologies, lightweight ontologies from jurisprudence and homologation schemes 

developed by comparative lawyers [19]. These relations may reorder several taxonomies in 

alternative super-ordinated organizations, allowing scholars, practitioners and translators to 

obtain relevant information about the effectiveness of the diverse choices. However, the LTS 

main limitation is constituted by the  large amount of highly skilled human resources required for 

the terminological and ontological annotations, because two kinds of developers are needed. The 



first kind of developers (“lawyer”) is allowed to collect the legal terms, identifying the semantic 

relations to connect the various terms within a European or a  national taxonomy . The second 

kind of developers (“ontologist”) is allowed to rearrange the terms inserted into the system by 

the means of ontological relations in order to hierarchize the terms according to different 

existing conceptual schemes [20]. 

3 Passwords of 3.0 LTS: sharing and free access 

..3.1 The LTS as a wiki system 

To overcome the above mentioned limitation of LTS, a specific development tool has been 

implemented and integrated in the third release of LTS. Such a tool is based on a wiki system to 

allow specific “communities of practice” to develop terminological and ontological annotations in 

each domain of interest [21]. A broad community participating in the annotations increases 

probability of their completeness. The web-based architecture of wiki-software is an ideal 

facilitator for exposing legal domains to a vast audience increasing the number of potential 

contributors. While the degree of LTS completeness is strictly dependent on the number of 

involved people, the quality of annotations may be obtained through the use of an advanced wiki 

system with version management and control functions. Internet social networking is providing a 

new way for information sharing and knowledge dissemination.  An essential feature is user 

generated content enabling sharing, co-creating, co-editing, and co-construction of knowledge 

reflecting the competences of the users. The wiki system allows several kinds of users with 

different privileges, according to their status: experienced researchers, early stage researchers, 

practitioners, citizens. This multi-user functionality is also crucial for the translation process, 

especially in Europe where the legal terminologies are in a state of transition. Central to any 

translation process is the issue of quality. The accuracy of translations can vary widely, 

especially in multilevel institutional settings where the negotiation of meaning is the norm. 

Systems based on iterative methods, where multiple people verify accuracy and quality, and 

where knowledge is captured in context documentation and terminologies, yield the best results 

over time. Finally, the LTS 3.0 enabling communities of practice with diverse levels of 

competences  allows to track reputation and to reinforce better solutions that may be useful for 

optimal matching with translators’ needs. 



..3.2 LTS 3.0: The impact on scientific communities and society 

LTS 3.0 is envisaged to be able to share knowledge among different kinds of communities that 

may adopt public or private access policies about their knowledge bases developed on the LTS 

architecture. 

The first is connected with the scholars and practitioners interested in the Europeanization of 

law with a clear emphasis on educational purposes. The co-creating, co-editing, and co-

construction of multilingual legal knowledge may play a role for continuing legal education and a 

life-long learning process. Despite the effects of EU law on several areas of law, different 

countries develop legal education differently with  particular attention to their own national legal 

traditions. Projects such as the LTS 3.0 may complement the efforts to harmonising European 

law from a bottom up approach by creating communities of practice across national borders. 

Moreover, these communities may be populated of lawyers as well as laymen in line with the 

critical aspects of every reform that is the consulting of stakeholders and the improving of the 

citizens participation.  

Another kind of users is constituted by the research groups working on European law. They may 

have an advantage of using LTS 3.0. over other distance communication tools. LTS 3.0. may 

address the needs of such groups whose members are localised in different parts of Europe in 

order to refine their knowledge and to draft proposals with a consistent terminological 

apparatus8.  

Knowledge is recognized as an important and central asset for the competitiveness of modern 

public and private entities [28]. One of the most important aspects of Knowledge Management is 

the way to share knowledge without loss or distortion of information. Prospectively LTS 3.0 may 

serve as the basis for in-house services of legal compliance support for companies and public 

administrations. Particularly to solve European multi-level compliance issues affecting their 

organizations, LTS 3.0. can support the rewriting of content from specialized sources, such as 

European and national legal texts, to organizational language, such as internal policies. 

                                         
8  Many research project and scholarly communities are active in Europe, such as Commission on European 

Contract Law (Lando Commission), Commission on European Family Law (CEFL), European Center of Tort and 

Insurance Law (ECTIL), European Group on Tort Law (Tilburg Group), SECOLA (Society of European Contract 

Law), Study Group on an European Civil Code (Von Bar Group), The Common Core of European Private Law 

Project (Trento Group), Joint Network on European Private Law (CoPECL), European Public Law Organisation, 

Joint Research Center, European Public Law Center. 



 

 

Bibliography 

 

1. M. L. Pierucci, (2009). Introduzione alla lingua del diritto, in Tradurre il diritto, nozioni di 

diritto e linguistica giuridica, (diretto da) E. Ioriatti Ferrari, S. Cavagnoli, Cedam, Padova, 

pp. 161-222; 

2. F. Scarpa, (2001). La traduzione specializzata, Hoepli, Milan, 2001; 

3. T. Mazzarese, (1996). Legal Language and Translation. Six Main Sorts of Problem. 

Translation and Meaning, Part 4, UPM, Maastricht, pp. 403-405; 

4. U. Eco (2003). Dire quasi la stessa cosa. Esperienze di Traduzione, Bompiani, Milan. 

Trad. française Dire presque la même chose, Grasset, (2007); 

5. B. Pozzo, V. Jacometti, (2006). Multilingualism and the Harmonisation of European Law, 

Kluwer Law International; 

6. P. Daillier, C. Zolinsky, (2008). Qu’est-ce que la transposition? Chronique du CEJEC de 

droit européen & comparé n° 19, Petites Affiches, n° 205, pp. 4-11; 

7. R. Sacco, L. Castellani, (1999). Les multiples langues du droit européen uniforme, (a cura 

di), Editrice L'Harmattan Italia, Turin; G. Ajani, (2007). Cohérence du droit privé 

européen et multilinguisme: deux principes qui s’opposent? in Revue de Droit des Affaires 

Internationales, pp. 493-507; 

8. B. Pozzo, (2008). L’interpretazione della Corte del Lussemburgo del testo multilingue, in 

Interpretazione e traduzione del diritto, Atti del convegno di Trento del 30 novembre 

2007, Wolter Kluwer Italia, Milan, pp. 73-134; 

9. G. Benacchio, (2004). Diritto privato delle Comunità Europea, Cedam, Padova; 

10. G. Ajani, G. Boella, L. Lesmo, A. Mazzei, P. Rossi, (2007). Terminological and 

Ontological Analysis of European Directives: Multilinguism in Law, in 11th International 

Conference of Artificial Intelligence and Law (ICAIL), pp. 43-48; 



11. R. L. Creech, (2004). Law and Language in European Union; The Paradox of a Babel 

“United in Diversity”, Europa Law Publishing; 

12. S. Šarčević, (1997). New approach to legal translation, in The Hague-London-Boston: 

Kluwer Law International, pp. 237-239; 

13. G. R. De Groot, (2006). Legal Translation, in SMITS, J M. ed., Elgar Encyclopedia of 

Comparative Law, Cheltenham, UK-Northampton, USA, Edward Elgar Publishing; 

14. E. Ioriatti Ferrari, (2007). La traduzione del diritto comunitario ed europeo: riflessioni 

metodologiche, in Quaderni del Dipartimento di Scienze giuridiche dell’ Università di 

Trento, Trento; 

15. G. Ajani, M. Ebers, (2005). Uniform Terminology for European Contract Law, Nomos; 

16. P. Rossi, G. Vogel, (2004). Terms and Concepts: towards a Syllabus to European Private 

Law, in European Review Private Law (ERPL), 12(2), pp. 293-300; 

17. M. Muller, (2002). Legal RDF Dictionary, in Attorney at Law (Netherlands and Germany) 

and DataArchitect in Berlin, initiator of LEXML, XML Europe, Barcelona, available at 

http://www.lexml.de/legal_rdf_dictionary_barcelona.htm; T. Agnoloni, E. Francesconi, P. 

Spinosa, (2007). xmLegesEditor: an OpenSource Visual XML Editor for supporting Legal 

National Standards, in Proceeding of V Legislative XML Workshop, European Press 

Academic Publishing, pp. 239-252; A. Boer, R. Hoekstra, R. Winkels, T. van Engers, F. 

Willaert, (2002). Proposal for a Dutch Legal XML Standard, in EGOV '02 Proceedings of 

the First International Conference on Electronic Government, Springer-Verlag London, 

pp. 142-149; C. Biagioli, E. Francesconi, P. Spinosa, M. Taddei, (2004). XML documents 

within a legal domain: standards and tools for the Italian legislative environment, in 

Proceedings of Document Analysis Systems, pp. 413-424; 

18. N. Guarino, (1998). Formal Ontology in Information Systems, in Proceedings of FOIS’98, 

IOS Press, Amsterdam-Trento, pp. 3–15; J. F. Sowa, (2000). Knowledge Representation: 

Logical, Philosophical, and Computational Foundations, Brooks Cole Publishing Co., 

Pacific Grove, CA; T. Gruber, (1993). A translation approach to portable ontologies, in 

Knowledge Acquisition, 5(2), pp. 199-220; 

19. P. Rossi, (2011). Legal terms, concepts and rules in the convergence of European private 



law, Turin; 

20. L. Lesmo, , G. Boella, A. Mazzei, P. Rossi, (2010). Multilingual conceptual dictionaries 

based on ontologies: Analytical tools and case studies, in Proc. of Conference 

Approaching the Multilanguage Complexity of European Law: Methodologies in 

Comparison, ITTIG, Florence, pp. 1-14; 

21. E. Wenger, R. McDermott, W. Snyder (2002). Cultivating communities of practice: A 

guide to managing knowledge. Cambridge: Harvard Business School Press; 

22. G. Ajani, (2003). European Private Law and Legal Taxonomy, in Gemeinsame Prinzipien 

des Europäischen in Privatrechts, (Hrsg.) A. Schulze - G. Ajani, Nomos Baden-Baden, 

pp. 349-353; 

23. G. Ajani, G. Boella, L. Lesmo, M. Martin, A. Mazzei, D. P. Radicioni, P. Rossi, (2010). 

Multilevel Legal Ontologies, in Proceedings of the Semantic Processing of Legal Texts, 

pp.136-154; 

24. B. Smith, Ontology and Information Systems, Buffalo Ontology site, available at 

http://ontology.buffalo.edu/ontology(PIC).pdf; 

25. G. Boella, L. Humphreys, M. Martin, P. Rossi, L. Van Der Torre, (2011). Eunomos, a 

legal document management system based on legislative XML and ontologies, available at 

http://wyner.info/research/Papers/AHLTL2011Papers.pdf#page=45; 

26. G. Ajani, H. Schulte-Nölke, (2003). The Action Plan on a More Coherent European of 

Contract Law: Response on Behalf of the Acquis Group, available at http://www.acquis-

group.org/; 

27. R. Sacco, (1992). Introduzione al diritto comparato, UTET, Turin; 

28. M. Haas, M. Hansen, (2007). Different knowledge, different benefits toward a productivity 

perspective on knowledge sharing in organizations. Strategic Management Journal (28), 

pp. 1133-1153. 


