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Our world continues to be rocked by natural disasters and political calamities at unpredictable times and places, generating humanitarian needs that can often not be met locally alone.  As a globalizing world responds, however, relief organizations and volunteers face communication challenges imposed by language barriers and cultural differences.  Moreover, communication needs arise in remote locations and between diverse languages and accents.

To address the world’s growing communication needs, we have worked for more than two decades on speech communication systems that provide human-to-human language interpretation across languages. In addition to the scientific problems associated with speech and language technology, transition to field use presents numerous additional practical, logistical and financial challenges.

This talk will be discussed those challenges and current approach along three different dimensions:

1.) Technology: How does a speech-to-speech translation system work and what does it do?  What levels of performance can we expect today, and what language assistance can it offer?  Can it handle many languages and how flexible is it to be used in different field situations?  What interfaces and what platforms are needed for field use?  How can we be built on mobile devices, maintain and port it to different domains, languages and accents?

2.) Cost: How much does it cost to develop a speech translator? Who pays for the development of such systems?  As the language needs are unpredictable and must address a potentially large number of under-resourced languages, we must develop financial models and technologies that lower the cost of development and allow for broader use of the resulting devices.

3.) Deployment: How does it actually work in the field with real people? The challenges and lessons learned from our transitioning speech translators from research lab to commercial product, and to humanitarian deployment in rural areas of Honduras, Thailand, Indonesia will be discussed.
