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PREFACE

COLING is held every other year under the auspices of ICCL.

This conference is to discuss theoretical and practical problems occurring when
languages are handled by computer. The discussion covers a wide range of
linguistic issues and their computer implementation. These include: (a) linguistic
theories such as syntax, semantics, and discourse problems; (b) linguistic data
such as dictionaries and text corpora; (c¢) algorithms for analysis and synthesis;
(d) experimental systems for language understanding and dialogue; and (e)
application systems such as those involving machine translation and man-
machine interface. This conference provides the bases and technologies
essential for the future information society.

The 1st International Conference was held in New York in 1965, and the 8th
Conference was in Tokyo in 1980. The 15th Conference in Kyoto will be a good
opportunity to learn what role languages will play in the information- and
multimedia-oriented society. We expect this Conference to promote greater
development in this field.

Professor Makoto Nagao
Conference Chairman
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Program Chairman’s Introduction

My first duty and pleasure is to thank all those involved in preparing the program for COLING94, as well as
those who are to present papers and participate in panels. A very long list appears in this volume of those
who were on the program committee or assisted its members directly by reviewing. The committee itself
operated as a set of more or less autonomous members, differing in area of expertise, and making final
recommendations to me based on the forms filled by the reviewers themselves. In only one case, | think,
did | interfere in that recommendation: all other exercises of discretion by me were where the committee
member remained uncertain and, more generally, where the final recommendations, as a whole, exceeded
the slots available, given their type (long or short). We did change the names of the types between the first
announcement and the final outcome, after it became clear how hard it would be to provide platforms for
demonstrations in Kyoto with the resources available.

The acceptance/rejection ratio was almost exactly the same as in 1992, namely same as the last COLING,
namely 1:2. This would be insufficiently macho for more abrasive conferences, but | feel sure the quality of
this conference is good and will compare favorably with its predecessors. It is hard to gauge the changes in
area of interest in the last two years since we have used a different taxonomy (without separating off
Applications) from what was used at Nantes, but | suspect that the proportions are very similar, perhaps
with syntax having a small resurgence, and empirical methods (broadly defined and not excluding syntax)
still running very strong.

A very pleasing feature is the wide spread of countries represented here (28), which has always been an
important matter in at COLINGs. They are, | believe, the most international meetings in our field, much
more so that ACL or AAAIl, which remain fundamentally American meetings, which makes the whole review
process much simpler, a matter | shall return to below.

As always, the host country is well represented here, though if you add together the papers from Germany
and the UK they total the same as those from Japan, and the summed population of the two countries is
also roughly that of Japan. By that standard, Japan is not over represented here at all, and perhaps the US
and other parts of Europe, as well as many other countries, are under represented, with respect both to
their populations and the amount of relevant work being done in them.

US under-represerntation abroad is always a resuit of the no-repeat-papers rule imposed by some US
conferences, and we have lost a number of accepted papers in that way this year, which is why we took
twenty "reserve” papers into the printed proceedings. However, the US was well-represented on the
program committee and the ratio of papers submitted to those accepted was pretty invariant across
countries. So, this under-representation remains a pity, especially in view of the important role that US
Government research programs, particularly the ARPA Speech and Language Program, have had on the
field world-wide in recent years. That Program has done more than any other to reestablish the importance
of evaluation to progress and the primacy of empiricism in CL/NLP; even though some of the growth points
came from elsewhere, particularly example-based MT from Japan, and statistical corpus tagging from the
UK. Hopefully, the international Projects Day, chaired by Antonio Zampolli, will give a platform for what has
been done in the US under that program.

It must be said here that aspocts of the program construction process have made some people unhappy,
including me: especially (i) the fact that the date given for return of verdicts on papers was missed; (i) that
referaes’ comments on REJECTED papers were not returned to authors immediately, and (i) there were
mailing errors of various sorts.

No author has complained specifically about (i), but at least one of the errors happened at Sheffield and

may have contributed 1o problem (i). 1 apologize for all the above, since | am responsible though, as adults
know, that is not the same as being to blame. As to (i), | decided initially that, as this was not done
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uniformly, and COLING has little in the way of a formal budget, | would not return the comments on rejected
papers, even though ! realised and appreciated that much work had gone into them. However, the volume
of protests caused me to reconsider and these have now been sent out, but | very much take the view that
this was done as a courtesy to colleagues and not because there is some mysterious right to them, and
especially not because the Committee has to prove to any individual that its decisions are transparent and
not open to question. The last is a very important point, and | will return to it below, but | am certain that the
reviewing process world wide cannot continue to function if our community comes to believe that decisions
of this kind are justiciable, and can be judged and questioned by legal criteria. That is a deep cultura! error,
 am certain. The reliability of the process as a whole rests on the collective reputations of the committee
as individuals in our research community, and nowhere else.

| have a particular perspective on this because ! was also the COLING84 Program Chair. Then as now,
there was a slightly amateurish chaos about arrangements, if anything it may have been slightly worse that
year because | was on sabbatical leave in Costa Rica at the time, and running things with a worse
communication system than was generally available ten years ago. There were glitches as always, but the
conference was as great success, as COLINGs normally are, and all was right on the night.

Costa Rica was, in that sense, a symbolic center from which to organize a COLING, in that the ICCL has
always taken a more world-wide view of the field than have the professional societies which has meant,
since global communications are not evenly distributed, that the most up-to-date methods have not been
used: we have stuck to paper ard mail, perhaps wrongly, as the basis of reviews, and have had a wide-flung
committes, all of whom must report before decisions can be taken. All that inevitably leads to a slower,
bumpier review process and we shall perhaps be able to change it in the near future, given the rate at
which the Internet is spreading.

Howevaer, in that decade, there have been other real changes in this process that | have noticed and would
like to comment on, particularly in:

(a) the expectation level from authors and participants and, in particular, the belief of some of them that the
client-provider model is an appropriate one for the author-program-official relationship and {b) the way the
immediacy and density of email can produce damaging side effects in procedures like conference
reviewing.

There have been, in recent times, four main modes of conference organization:

a. The old ICCL way of organizing COLING, where the ICCL itself reviewed abstracts and made quick
decisions with no reports to authors. A magnificent version of that was Hans Karlgren's extraordinary
performance as program chair of COLING 90 in Helsinki, where he read and commented on virtually every
paper himself.

b. The fully funded style US meeting with a professional organization (AAA) or secretariat (ACL) and a paid
committee meeting where all issuass MUST be settled to a schedule. This is a high cost method, but
deadlines are kept because any late sub-reviewer will have their papers reviewed at the meeting by some
part of the Committee. This requires strong geographical proximity in the Committee which COLING does
not have, even if it had funds.

¢. The conventional low-cost format that we have opcrated at this conference, with no committee meeting,
and mailing paper backwards and forwards across the world. There can be fully electronic forms of that
process, of course, but many COLING papers still come from email-poor areas and groups which would
penalize exactly the people we have always favored, in some sense.

d. The streamlined conference arrangement that | see more frequently, particularly coming from Japan, and
now being used elsewhere: rapid off-the-cuff comments and decisions from committee members by email
and with little in the way of formal requirements, all done in full knowledge that a huge favor is being asked
of busy reviewers, for no reward whatever, and with an assumption that it probably does not make make
much difference to the outcome, which is pretty robust across different reviewing procedures.
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As claims increase on the time of all of us, we will move, | am sure, towards form (d) which is also,
paradoxically, close to the original COLING form (a). The ICCL might want to move towards the “full
accountability model" (b) as used by most American professional bodies. It is high-cost, efficient, and can
probably only work well in a tight-knit national community. Moreover, in many cases in can become bogged
down in issues of political correctness that the international community usually finds less pressing that reai
political issues, on which COLING has had an excellent record: e.g. defending and supporting CL in
Eastern Europe during very difficult periods.

COLING remains the most amateurish of such meetings, without budget or treasurer, and without fixed
rules or a membership. It is not, in a strict sence, accountable to anyone and, however much that may be
unacceptable to some, it does tend to produce nicer conferences. These reflections, and their relationship
to accountablity, have been provoked by the changes over the decade | referred to above. While doing this
job in 1994, | have received an enormous amount of email, demanding responses on everything from paper
receipt to margin sizes to hotel reservations to serious complaints about my "defective consciousness of
public duty" as one correspondent put it. He was one of two | know of who chose to go straight to the
Internet with these complaints in very strong terms indeed, though without any detailed knowledge of what
was happening in the review system and why.

I am sure ali this criticism was richly deserved, but the danger | see, beyond the purely personal, is that it
will become very hard to recruit colleagues to serve in any of these roles (in journals as well as
conferences) for no reward, and certainly outside the fully-supported conference of type (b), if the density
and unpleasantness of much of this email were to continue. The very immediacy of the email medium, just
banging out a message world-wide or to individuals to relieve one's feelings and without thought or
knowledge, encourages this situation.

The source of much of it, and it comes, shall we say, from the more litigious CL zones of the world in
general, is a belief that an author's reiationship to a program chair or committee member is one of client-to-
provider, to one who is accountable, for a fee, and can be sued. Only that belief could explain the
vehemence, the stridency, the demandingness for accountablity of decisions, that | have recently
encountered. Such beliefs are, of course, very much culture specific, and represent a transfer of the
attitudes associated with the fully-funded responsible-to-a-membership professional meetings in the US to
the quite different situation of COLING.

The ICCL will probably have to ask itself, at some stage, if it wants to follow model (b), though without a
membership that would be hard to fund, or perhaps to state a firm position that COLING is not a conference
of that sort and that older attitudes, of a sort that used to prevail among academic colleagues, where one
was careful what one said because one's roles would be reversed next time, may continue to prevail. None
of that would be incompatible with greater efficiency in the organization of the program, and perhaps with a
fully automated form at the next COLING if it is thought that the Internet has now penetrated all parts of the
known CL universe. Personally, | am sure COLINGs will continue to be a little different from other
meetings, to the benefit of all of us and to the field we represent.

Yorick Wilks
Program Chairman
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