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Art. 110. – Et afin qu’il n’y ait casue de douter sur l’intelligence desdits arrêts, nous voulons et ordonnons qu’ils 

soient faits et écrits si clairement, qu’il n’y ait ni puisse avoir aucune ambiguité ou incertitude ne lieu à demander 

interprétation.  

(Ordonnance 188 de 1539 prise par le Roi François Ier, imposant l'usage du français dans les actes officiels et de 

justice, enregistrée au Parlement de Paris le 6 septembre 1539). 

 
Abstract 

 

Starting from a survey on how term extraction tools are mostly used, this paper suggests a 

new term extraction application that is expected to challenge current extraction practices in 

the area of legal translation in such a way that legal translation in Belgium can be at par with 

today's generally acclaimed quality assurance requirements (EN 15038): terminology and 

translation consistency are the main objectives that are expected to be met by using the 

proposed application of extraction tools. Mostly, extraction tools generate candidate terms 

from corpora, based on statistics, grammar or semantics. In this paper it has been proposed to 

extract the contexts of a given term together with the contexts of its translation (bilingual 

term-driven context extraction) by combining word alignment and concordancing. For this 

purpose, we devised a prototype extraction tool that hopefully will provide a basis for an 

efficient TMS that generates, memorizes and maintains legal phrases, which follow the 

archetypal style of legal language. 

 

Introduction 

 

This project is a joint-venture between Lessius and the translation department of the Federal 

Ministry of Justice (FOD Justice) and aims at the same time to design, develop and maintain a 

Terminology Management System (TMS) of legal phraseology and terminology in the 

national languages (French, Dutch and German). It is hoped that term-driven context 

extraction will better serve legal translation and terminology in Belgium.  

 

We started by investigating how terminology management has been carried out in the 

translation departments of the FOD Justice in Belgium. This analysis was complemented by a 



limited comparative survey on TExTs (Term Extraction Tools), which allowed us to 

conceptualize and propose an experimental version of a TExT that is hoped to be more 

suitable to the purposes of legal translation and terminology management in the three national 

languages in Belgium (Dutch, French, German). We carried out a survey on the following 

TExTs:  

SDL Trados, TerminologyExtractor, Topicalizer, Similis, and Xerox Termfinder.  

 

During our investigation task at the FOD Justice, we were confronted with translation 

practices, where individual termbases and translation memories are being developed ad hoc 

by most translators in each legal department of the public services at central and federal 

governments' level. Unfortunately, a well-planned synergy between these services has merely 

been sporadic, which hinders or at least delays harmonized and consistent terminology and 

translation work. However, legal texts are known to be linguistically characterized by 

recurrent and standard expressions, and legal affairs are known to rely necessarily on a clear-

cut and coherent phraseology (Hendrickx 2002:115). This dichotomous situation causes 

inadequate terminology and translation leading to linguistic and legal ambiguity. The aim of 

legal documentation is to reach linguistic and legal unambiguity, which can be achieved by 

sound terminology management and terminological and phrasal consistency.  

 

The most convincing requirements expressed by the public services to develop a legal TExT 

involve, firstly, consistency in legal translation and terminology, and, secondly, a custom-

built TMS that is able to house efficiently legal text in all its aspects.  

 

The aim of the Term-based Context Extraction project is building a suitable TMS architecture 

that is able to offer a user-friendly translation management and that eventually leads to a legal 

translation that is based on a co-operation with extra-linguistic experts (FOD Justice).  

 

An other aspect that stroke us during the analysis was the nearly exclusive use of legal 

dictionaries. To understand why the surveyed translators rely heavily on this type of 

documentation, we chose to scroll through a number of current instruments of legal 

terminology as well, only to discover that most of the surveyed translators and terminologists 

are ploughing the sands by leafing or browsing through print and on-line dictionaries 

respectively, including legal ones, during their quest for the exact translation of a term or a 

phrase. 

 

In fact, legal translation has been qualified as an area in which dictionaries are of limited 

value, or even downright misleading. The reason for this is that dictionaries look for the 



convenient "one-to-one equivalent" translation, and very seldom if ever provide an explained 

translation (Cairns & McKeon 1995:197). Referring to our field experience and to the 

literature consulted, we needed to aim for a legal TExT that can generate an explained 

translation, being a translation of customary and standard expressions in their textual or non-

textual environments. In the practice of legal translation, explained translation involves 

translation of customized phrasal and terminological expressions by inheritance or tradition. 

Consequently, a legal TExT will be considered a success only if each particular term can be 

found in its customized, standard or traditionally used environment.   

 

Context-conditioned legal language 

 

Having put forward that legal language is mainly characterized by inherited expressions, we 

need to define what we mean by "inherited expressions", only to avoid terminology ambiguity 

in the realm of phraseology, idiomaticity, idioms, etc.  Although a further discussion on this 

theme is not within the scope of this paper, we put forward some clarification in the following 

lines, which will allow us to avoid some possible terminological confusion.  

 

Burger et al. (1982) qualify "Phraseologies" as being semantically irregular, and syntactically 

fixed and irregular, as living independently of non-linguistic context, e.g. legal or 

administrative documentation. Term phraseology, as it is called by Picht (1989) is 

characterized  by free word combinations based on semantic markers and distinguishers. Kjær 

(1990) prefers naming recurrent legal phrases as context-conditioned word combinations, 

which are syntactically regular, and which are composed of segments that have inherent 

meanings. We follow Kjær (1990:26) by claiming that recurrent legal expressions are 

“typically reproduced in certain recurrent contexts” and are “characterized by a context-

dependency (...) in legal language”. With context dependency, we mean here the co-text as 

well as the extratextual context, being an institutionalized and inherited use of archetypical 

legal language or non-linguistic factors. Among the latter, Kjær (1990:26) refers firstly to 

laws that explicitly prescribe the use of such or such term in legal documentation, e.g. the 

German Civil Procedure Act. In this context, translators are not allowed to simplify 

idiosyncratic formulae with a view to making their texts more accessible to the public. 

Secondly, not respecting the usual procedural steps by modifying the routine word strings 

might weaken the legal effect or the intention of the document might be misunderstood. 

Reproducing the often sibylline legal expressions, hence assuring linguistic fossilization,  

fosters- surprisingly - disambiguity and continuity of Law.  

 



Referring to the Translation Quality Assurance (TQA) regulations as they are applied in the 

Council of the EU, we read that a translation, without being literal, needs to render the content 

of the source text, faithfully and fully, without any error, inconsistency or omission (Anckaert 

2006:23). So far, these regulations are not noteworthingly different from the generally applied 

TQA standards. What becomes interesting is that the need to maintain the typical 

jurisprudential style of arrests and conclusions has been added as one of the TQA standards. 

In general, we deduct from the quality assurance regulations that legal translation is to be 

based on consistency, correctness, and on customized or standardized terms and phrases in the 

archetypal style of legal language.   

 

To turn back to our TExT project, we claim that one crucially needed key feature is 

accommodating a means to fine-tune extraction modalities for legal documents so that the 

context (expressions, routine phrases) can be extracted from on-line or electronically saved 

documentation. One of the nuts-and-bolts of a legal TExT should be the replacement of 

typical term extraction techniques by context extraction of a given term and its translation.   

 

TExT Corpora 

 

Preliminarily, we need to compile the corpora, which are all available in electronic format. As 

a first subcorpus we chose to work on arrests issued by the Raad van State1, covering a 

limited period.  The arrests can be downloaded and stored later in any TMS format. These 

texts are to be merged in an inclusive corpus, on which extraction will be performed.  

 

Analysis 

 

Before proposing a legal TExT, we compared and tested the following TExTs: SDL 

PhraseFinder, Similis, Xerox TermFinder, TerminologyExtractor, and Topicalizer. We could 

see that these TExTs extract terms based on statistics, grammar or semantics. The key feature 

in all the surveyed TExTs is term extraction, which does not fit our context extraction.  

 

Term extraction in the tested TExTs can be monolingual or bilingual, the monolingual one 

attempting to analyse one corpus in order to identify candidate terms. Bilingual term 

extraction analyses source texts along with their translations in an attempt to identify potential 

terms and their translated targets.  

 

                                                     
1 Raad van State = Council of State in Belgium 



SDL PhraseFinder is a multilingual terminology extraction software identifying terms in 

existing business content (www.sdl.com). Similis extracts potential terms in the source 

language, and delivers grammatical information on the POSs, next to which appear similarly 

headed columns with the target information. A confidence level for the extracted couples is 

added. Xerox TermFinder is a terminology extraction module that is part of the Xerox 

Terminology Suite (XTS), and which helps create, validate, translate, update and manage all 

aspects of a terminology database. Xerox TermFinder allows multilingual or monolingual 

Terminology extraction. TerminologyExtractor is a statistically-based TExT that delivers 

word and collocation lists, with their respective frequencies. Topicalizer generates term 

extraction, along with textual and phrasal analyses. Within the scope of this paper, we 

focussed only on the term extraction features of the surveyed tools, leaving behind all their 

other features.  

 

At a second stage in our search for efficient legal translation, we compared some legal TMSs 

The first example is a WordNet-based Dutch TMS which is developed by the Dutch legal 

services, the Universiteit Amsterdam, and the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Our legal TMS 

project could use a similar tool by adopting the clusters system of (quasi-) synonyms of one 

specific term, and by improving the tool by assigning specific contexts and routine phrases to 

each of the (quasi-) synonyms in the semantic frame around the searched term. We would 

propose sets and subsets of synonyms housed in their context and phrases.  

 

In the National Program for the Integration of Both Official Languages in the Administration 

of Justice designed by the Canadian Pajlo tool (www.justice.gc.ca/en/ps or www.pajlo.org), 

we missed the opportunity to click on each French and English equivalent to show a 

definition, a list of recurrent phrases or customary context(s) for each term, and a set of 

context-dependent synonyms.  The database issued by the Faculté de Droit of the Université 

de Liège (vocabulaire juridique néerlandais-français), pleased us in that it offers contextual 

expressions in which the term appears, but we could again not search for full contexts or 

routine phrases where the term is customarily used. We felt this database was an important 

step forward, but we would need to add the possibility to enter (quasi-)synonyms when they 

are used in more than one context, linguistic or non-linguistic. 

 

Referring to the above tested TMSs, it becomes clear that legal TExTs as well as legal TMSs 

can be improved by extracting or housing contexts (routine phrases) on the basis of one of 

their component terms. In this perspective, term-based context extraction will bring a new 

dimension in legal translation and terminology management.  

 



Case studies 

 

The few cases below show some inconsistencies in the translation of typical legal routine 

phrases in the source language, i.c. French. Although the different Dutch translations are 

technically speaking not erroneous, and are not necessarily misleading, experts in the legal 

area will not easily accept these differences as equally correct as the routine phrases that seem 

to enjoy a preferred status.  

 

As a first example, we extracted manually the context around the term gewijsde2 in 24 arrests 

issued by the Raad van State3. This experimental operation resulted in the following 

translation variants of the French expression autorité de chose jugée: gezag en de kracht van 

gewijsde, gezag van het rechterlijk gewijsde, gezag van gewijsde, and kracht van gewijsde. 

The four variants all refer to one concept (the case is res judicata).  

 

Figure I: Translation variants of autorité de chose jugée 

 
                                                     
2 gewijsde = res judicata (Van Dale) 
 



Table 1: Distribution of the translation variants of gezag van gewijsde 

 

Gezag van gewijsde: variants

gezag van gew ijsde

rechterlijk gew ijsde

gezag van het rechterlijk gew ijsde

het gezag en de kracht van
gew ijsde 

 

This example (Table 1) shows clearly the current status in the area of legal translation in the 

Belgian FODs, which we referred to earlier. Our purpose being to remedy this situation, we 

decided to design translation environment instruments that will be able to monitor each 

process of translating legal documentation in such a way that both source and target texts 

register consistent terminology, which is inserted in consistent routine phrases or even larger 

translation segments. This streamlined translation process should eventually lead to 

translation corpora which can be leveraged into a powerful TMS, which will in turn serve as a 

useful anchor for legal translation within all the relevant departments.  

 

We are aware that the above features for new legal TExTs and TMSs in Belgium are 

ambitious, but we are also convinced that it is necessary to have an operational tool that can 

eventually lead to univocal legal documentation on the basis of consistent terminology and 

routine phrases.   

 

FragmALex: a TExT project 

 

FragmALex is an experimental tool developed at Lessius that provides functionality for 

interactive context extraction. It stands for Fragment Alignment using a Lexicon, and creates 

links between the source and target text using lexical resources (lemmas and their translation) 

on the one hand, and cognates (words similar in source and target text) on the other hand. The 



lexical resources have been borrowed from generic dictionaries, but could be borrowed as 

well from specialist termbases, hence from legal documentation. The system doesn’t strive for 

an exhaustive word alignment.  

 

Specific features of this experimental word alignment approach include the creation of links 

between word parts, and concordancing functionality. FragmALex displays the source and 

target text in a web page, with hyperlinks between the source and target text, which generates 

a full context. The lower part of the web page allows producing concordances for a given 

source or target term. The term is centered in the list of concordances, and surrounded by its 

left and right context. 

 

FragmALex produces bilingual concordances by using the word alignment for automatically 

detecting the translation of an occurrence of the given term. The translation is presented in the 

same format as the concordance (left context, translation of term, right context). If the word 

alignment process was not able to determine the translation of an occurrence of the term, the 

concordancing functionality will try to approximate the position of the translation by using 

nearby links between source and target text. 

 

Figure 1 shows an example of a FragmALex web page for the Dutch term gewijsde. The 

concordances for the Dutch term indicate an inconsistent context (gezag van (gewijsde) vs. 

gezag van het rechterlijk (gewijsde)). In some concordances, French words appear in bold; the 

word alignment considers these words as the translation of the Dutch term, or as words that 

occur nearby its translation. The concordances indicate an inconsistency in the French 

translation of the phrase gezag van gewijsde: l’autorité de la chose jugée vs la foi due à … In 

the example, the second translation variant is displayed in its full context within the web page. 

 

By combining two common techniques, word alignment and concordancing, FragmALex 

provides a first step towards term-based context extraction. We are aware that the tool is at an 

experimental stage, but we have been quite satisfied already with the output we received after 

about ten extraction operations, using an extensive dictionary containing source and target 

lemmas from the Van Dale French-Dutch. The tool is partially interactive, in the sense that 

the user manually inspects the contexts of a term and the contexts of the term’s translations by 

using bilingual concordances. A further step may consist in automatically creating a compact 

list of the possible contexts of one or more terms and their translations, neglecting irrelevant 

words in the context. Through a more extensive development of the tool, we hope that it can 

help us translate legal documentation in Belgium more efficiently. 

 



Figure 1: FragmALex: concordances for Dutch term gewijsde 
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