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In my last few newsletters, I
have discussed the pros and cons of
online translation memories (TMs);
that is, server-based TMs that can be
simultaneously accessed by various
translators). This is a relevant and
very current question because many
products now offer this feature. In
fact, for some products, server-based
TMs are at the very core of their func-
tionality. For instance, there is
Lionbridge’s Logoport; commercially
available tools like Idiom, across, the
server-based editions of Trados, as
well as SDLX, MemoQ, Fusion,
Lingotek, Wordfast, and Alchemy
Language Exchange; and various
other tools. Each of these tools has
recognized and responded to the need
for real-time sharing of TMs.

And at first glance it is hard to find
anything wrong with this. True to the
very concept of translation reuse with
TMs, it simply does not seem to make
sense to duplicate translation and ter-
minology research efforts across dif-
ferent project participants. Why not
access the data that my colleague has
already worked on in real-time? In the
pre-online-TM days, large projects
that required the cooperation of var-
ious translators (and editors and
proofreaders) were often frustrating.
The nightly or weekly TM data
exchange among the different partici-
pants in the project was (and, in many
cases, still is) a very manual and
tedious process that often resulted in a
good amount of rework (fixing trans-
lations or stylistic issues that were
done inconsistently) and quite a bit of
overhead work with downloading,
importing, and merging TMs. Some
of us were able to negotiate payment
for that kind of work; others were not.
Plus, the quality of those TMs often
declined rapidly as well. Not every
team member was up to par on main-
taining his part of the TM, and often

no one was really responsible for
keeping the TM clean.

Still, some of my readers had very
strong opinions that came out against
the use of these TMs. Here is a sam-
pling of their complaints:

• There is no control over the state of
the TM.

• TMs are misaligned or otherwise
of poor quality.

• There is less freedom to choose a
work environment because of the
requirement of constant online
access.

• There are always potential access
problems to TMs outside of normal
working hours with no one there to
fix it.

Let’s look at each of these valid
points in more detail.

Lack of control and quality of the
TMs: Yes, there is a loss of control
when dealing with TMs that you have
not created yourself and for which you
cannot guarantee the quality. And if
the TM is not well managed—which
many are not—the quality issues do in
fact come up. TMs are only as good as
the content that is entered, and prob-
lematic TMs not only do not help, they
actually hinder the progress of a
project by multiplying the problems.
However, the poor TM maintenance
that we sometimes see is because we
are still dealing with relatively new
technology. There is a learning curve,
and I am certain that the job title of
TM Maintenance Specialist will be
very common in the not-too-distant
future. (How does that sound for a
second, third, or fourth career?). Also,
aside from the human factor, there is
still plenty that can be done to carry
out quality control checks automati-
cally with the respective programs.
This will have to include the flagging

of duplicate and differently translated
entries, sophisticated user access
models, and terminology control
through links to well-maintained ter-
minology databases, among others.

Online access: Most of the products
mentioned earlier give you the choice
of either downloading the relevant
data to work offline and then
uploading the data to the main TM
(“synchronization”), or working on a
live database. The benefit of real-time
communication among the different
translators/editors/proofreaders is cer-
tainly lost when using the first route. I
think that in this question we find our-
selves in a twilight zone between eras.
With the exception of some remote
locations, ubiquitous online access
will be a reality in just a few years, and
until then we may just have to plan
around hotspots if we like to work
while being mobile.

Database uptime: Whether we like it
or not, it has become a reality that large
companies, both on the language
service provider side and on the client
side, have become multinational and
are often available around the clock
with business centers worldwide. Still,
when working with smaller compa-
nies, downtime after business hours
might occur, and there simply have to
be strategies in place to deal with this,
such as an emergency contact or pay-
ment to the translator during the lost
time. (That does not sound so bad,
does it?) And beyond that, we certainly
need to see robust products where
downtimes are the rare exception.

Nobody would question that com-
munication is an important facet of
work in a work group, whether it is
virtual or not. At its lowest possible

Online Translation Memories

GeekSpeak    Jost Zetzsche
jzetzsche@internationalwriters.com

Continued on page 49

ATA Oct07-SF.qxd  10/18/07  7:53 PM  Page 47



denominator, a shared TM is nothing
but a subtle and powerful communica-
tion tool. While there are limitations
that have not yet been completely
overcome, most of us will get used to
this next stage of the TM evolution.

And if you cannot or simply prefer

not to get used to working with online
TMs, it is certainly your choice to con-
tinue working with smaller clients who
are less likely to use that technology.
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producing these devices for 15 years,
and have never had a mix-up before,”
said the spokesman. 

Another company representative
agreed, insisting that surgeons should
be familiar enough with the various
types of devices to recognize which
one they were installing, and to know
whether cement was needed or not:
“Would you really want your surgeon
to be consulting a step-by-step ‘how to
insert this implant’ instruction sheet as
you lay on the operating table?”
Linguists comment that many self-
proclaimed bilinguals are not as fluent
as they think, which, along with faulty
process controls, might be the real
point where the language factor enters
this story. 

To date, none of our sources has
been able to show us a physical “mis-
translated label”; if the term refers to
the box itself, Smith & Nephew say that
the packaging they deliver complies
with German law and is in English
only. Who indeed coined zementfrei,
and where? Were the devices stored on
a shelf or in a bin marked zementfrei
(by hospital staff?)? Pure speculation,
and the hospital, St. Hedwig-
Krankenhaus, has no comment.

Color Blind
From tainted pet food and tooth-

paste to formaldehyde in children’s
pajamas, Chinese products have been
in the hot seat this summer. Those
who saw reports of a “Racist Sofa
Outrage” that broke in Toronto last
April might have seen it coming. 

It all began when Doris Moore pur-
chased a dark brown sofa from Vanaik
Furniture, a local retailer. According
to the Associated Press, it was her
seven-year-old daughter who first
noticed the tag on the upholstery:
“Nigger Brown.” The Moore family is
black, which made the incident partic-
ularly offensive. 

Whodunit? Not me, said store
owner Romesh Vanaik, who blamed
the wholesaler, Cosmos Furniture.
Not me, said Cosmos’s Paul Kumar.
Not me, said the manufacturer. At the
end of the day, Kingsoft Corporation,
a Beijing-based software company
was left holding the bag. 

At Kingsoft, Huang Luoyi, a
product manager for translation soft-
ware, blamed an outdated version of
its translation engine. Mr. Huang said
that he was aware that “nigger” was
“a very bad word.” His company had

taken the definition from a Chinese-
English dictionary they have been
using for 10 years. “Maybe the dic-
tionary was updated, but we probably
didn’t follow suit,” he told the
Associated Press, and apologized for
what he termed “a regrettable error.”
Other observers pointed out that the
flawed label might reflect a mis-
spelling of “niger brown,” a term
(rarely used nowadays) for a dark
chocolate color.

For Ms. Moore the apology was
not enough. The incident had “taken a
toll on her family,” she told
Associated Press, and said she was
planning to seek compensation. 

Lessons for translation buyers? Get
it right the first time: use a profes-
sional translator, proofread texts
before display, and beware raw output
from translation software (and
spellchecking software). And if you
are working with foreign suppliers,
put a quality control system in place to
make sure they do not take shortcuts.

With thanks to Bob Blake, Robert
Bononno, and Neil Inglis.

The GeekSpeak column has two goals: to inform the community about technological advances and at the same time
encourage the use and appreciation of technology among translation professionals. Jost also publishes a free technical
newsletter for translators (www.internationalwriters.com/toolkit).
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The Onionskin is a client edu-
cation column launched by
the ITI Bulletin (a publication
of the U.K.’s Institute of
Translation and Interpreting)
in 1996. Comments and
leads for future columns are
very welcome; please include
full contact details. Contact:
chrisdurban@noos.fr.
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