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One of the aims of the UNL project is to support communication across different language and cultures. To reach this end, it is necessary to define common concepts that can serve as a references knowledge base. These common concepts are represented by universal words hat are language-independent character strings. These concepts are then interconnected through semantic relationships such as "is a", "is a part of", etc. to form the UNL Knowledge Base.

This common knowledge base cannot and must not be defined centrally, e.g. by a single institution or group of persons, it must be a common endeavour involving contributors from different nationalities, cultures, social origin, etc.. This, of course, raises several issues related to the diversity of contributors. 

World views: Different world views lead to different organization of the represented knowledge, with different concepts and different relationships between them. For instance, in certain cultures the concept "snow" may be further divided into more precise concepts such as "corn snow" or "crud" while these concepts do not exist in other cultures.

Languages: The same concept is designated by different terms in different languages, languages are ambiguous (the same term may designate different concepts). Different languages also carry different views of the world.

Time: Concepts evolve over time. In order to understand or compare documents written at different moments it is necessary to have descriptions of the concepts as they were understood at that time.

Use: The representation of knowledge must be adapted to its final users, not to the knowledge engineer's view. Thus different point of views and contexts of use must be taken into account when representing knowledge.

The UNL Plaza

The UNL Plaza is a software platform for the collaborative development of UNL knowledge bases that takes into account and manages the diversity of knowledge expressed by all participants. 

Operation principles 

The UNL Plaza can import knowledge bases developed locally by groups of persons, institutions, companies, etc. in specific domains. The imported concepts and concept definitions are incorporated into the Plaza without modifications and under the name of their authors. In addition to the UNL concept definition format, the import tool can read concept definitions expressed in other formats such as the WordNet format, RDF, OWL, etc.

The Plaza is also accessible interactively through a web interface, for querying or updating its contents. Once imported into the Plaza, the concept can be used by other participants as reference for their own concept definitions. 

Parts of the Plaza that have reached a stable and well defined state can be submitted for addition to the reference UNL Knowlege Base. They can also be exported to serve as reference vocabulary for UNL tools such as language analysers, multilingual information retrieval systems, multilingual library access systems, etc.

Thus the UNL Plaza can be seen as a collaborative workshop to develop and exchange formally represented knowledge.
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The UNL Plaza working principle

Supporting Diversity

To support the diversity of knowledge representation, the UNL Plaza offers the following features:

· Version management: all the previous versions of a concept defintion are kept, an author can work on a new unpublished version without interfering with the current public version. References to concepts that evolve over time, remain consistent.

· Multiple point of view management: different authors (sources) can create different definitions for the same concept. All these definitions, which represent different point of views, are available to users who can select among them by defining their own preference order. 

· Discussion/argumentation support: when several definitions are proposed for a concept the users can participate to a debate, by recording their positions and arguments, to either reach a consensus or accept different point of views

· Web interface: this interface makes the UNL Plaza accessible from any computer equipped with a web browser. It enables any registered user to explore the Plaza knowledge base

· Language dictionaries: each concept can be linked to the terms that are used to represent it in different natural languages.

· A robust, database-backed storage of conceptual structures and dictionaries, to ensure consistency, stability, security, and high availability 

The UNL Plaza has been developed by the University of Geneva in collaboration with the UNDL Foundation and the UNITAR thanks to a grand from the Geneva International Academic Network (GIAN). It is available in beta-test mode to any interested person or institution willing to participate in the UNL development.

Using the UNL Knowledge base for multilingual information retrieval

One of the major problems that information retrieval systems face on the internet is the linguistic diversity of the information sources. Most of the current search engines are unable to find documents that are not in the same language as the user query language. Providing users with a multilingual information retrieval system is more and more needed because :

· There is no common international language

· Users can often read and understand documents in several different languages

· Documents in non-dominant languages are currently hidden to most users

In our UNL-based multilingual information retrieval system, a user can express queries in any one of the available languages (currently eight languages) and the system will retrieve all the relevant documents, even if they are written in a different language. This is achieved through conceptual indexing. Instead of creating indexes of the document words (as Google and others do) we create an language-independent index of the concepts that appear in the documents. Such an index has one entry for each concept (represented by a UNL universal word), it associates the concept with the set of documents in which it occurs, whatever its language. 
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Conceptual indexing with UNL

The user interface accepts queries in any available language. A query is a list of keywords. If the interface finds ambiguous words in the query it interacts with the user to determine the intended meaning of the words. Once the query has been disambiguated, the system looks for the corresponding concepts in the conceptual index and displays a ranked list of relevant documents. The user can then read the documents that are in a language he or she understands. 
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The query process

The conceptual indexing application is fully functional. It has successfully been used in the CLEF 2005 multilingual information retrieval challenge.
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table(icl>furniture)



table(icl>information)







bank(icl>institution)



bank(icl>building)



bank(icl>place(icl>...)







Query:







table    bank












