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Abstract: This article discusses the practical importance of licensing and distribution in
popularizing language learning technologies.

Keywords: language, language learning technologies, licensing, European methods.

The release of data itself under open source licences has been the subject of some debate in Wales
as elsewhere. Large datasets are one of the core requirements to train any models in speech
technology, MT and conversational Al agent applications. Finding enough appropriately licenced
data is one of the biggest challenges for less-resourced communities. Any strategy for efficient and
effective harvesting of data can make the difference between supporting a language or not in a
software package. For example, attempts have been made with apps specifically developed to
crowdsource a speech corpus from the Welsh language community (Cooper, Jones and Prys, 2019).
More recent activity in crowdsourcing Welsh language speech data has focused on collaborating
with and sharing efforts with Mozilla’s CommonVoice initiative, since its philosophy and motives
align (Prys and Jones (2018 (1)). Not all language communities are happy to lose control of their
data, especially where they have had bad experiences of colonial exploitation in the past.

However, in the Welsh context, the use of crowdsourcing strategies and of permissive licensing of
data has helped the development of Welsh language software by the private sector, aided in some
cases by knowledge transfer partnerships between academia and industry. Even in Wales it has not
always been possible to release data on open source licence, as some legacy products came with
their own, previous licences. In other cases, there was the need to sell commercial software in order
to fund the continuation of the work. Increasingly however, and wherever public funding was used
to create the tools and resources, they were released on permissive licences such as BSD, MIT,
Apache or CC-0, which permit reuse without any restrictions. This was in order to make the tools
and resources attractive to enable both small and large companies to take up and use in their own
products. In both cases, the private sector is less willing to take up tools and resources published
under copyleft licences, such as GPL and CC-BY-SA, which stipulate that the entire utilising body
of software must be released openly under the same licence.

Although Welsh, with its approximately half a million speakers is deemed to be a very small
market for commercial companies, it is still large enough to support many small companies who
could benefit from language technology tools and resources. These include translation companies,
local media, software companies, web designers, and producers of educational games and language
teaching materials. In common with the experience of many other minoritized and endangered
languages in peripheral regions, there are high proportions of Welsh speakers in the rural and
remote north and west of Wales, areas that are impoverished with few opportunities for well-paid
employment and therefore suffer from emigration of young, talented people. Providing
appropriately licensed language resources to small, local companies in these areas can therefore
help make them viable and help economic as well as linguistic revitalization of these areas. The
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arguments for releasing resources on permissive licences for large multinational companies are
somewhat different. It can be argued that multinationals can well afford the development costs of
including smaller languages amongst their multilingual offerings, and that paying for the necessary
linguistic resources would be a great help to those languages.

However, in the absence of strong legislation requiring Welsh language provision, most
multinationals only heed the economic argument, and if the cost of producing or procuring those
resources is larger than the anticipated return on their outlay, they will not pay for their
development. If, on the other hand, appropriate resources are available to them at no cost, they are
then more willing to consider supporting that language amongst their offerings. The minoritized or
endangered language community benefits as many of their users already use those products every
day in English, Spanish, French or whatever other dominant language they speak. Additional
clarity would however be welcomed in understanding the legal ramifications of different licence as
there are many legal grey areas. For example, if new language or acoustic models are trained from
a specific corpus, does the licence of the original corpus carry over to the new models? Or when a
new MT engine is trained on a certain dataset, how does that affect the licencing of the new
product? This is especially problematic when there are different licences for the two languages in a
bilingual corpus, especially derived from a translation memory where the copyright of the original
language text was not originally made explicit. If tools and resources are to be shared outside
individual projects and institutions, then dissemination is another issue that comes to the fore.
International repositories such as Metashare, Github and Docker Hub have made it easier for
developers to find resources in different languages, but for the non-expert user, and anyone
interested in a specific language, the plethora of different repositories can be confusing. In addition
to using the international repositories therefore, a Welsh National Language Technology Portal was
established as a ‘one stop shop’ or ‘brochure site’ pointing at the different resources and giving
additional guidance and information on their use (Prys and Jones, 2018).

Welsh is in a fortunate position compared to many other inoritized and endangered languages. The
groundwork has been laid for further development of language technologies, and the various
stakeholders: academic researchers, public bodies and industry, are poised to take advantage of
new opportunities offered by the Welsh Government’s Action Plan. Most importantly, the language
community itself is engaged, both as consumers of digital materials and devices and as potential
producers of new Welsh digital content and software. Language technologies offer a path towards
economic regeneration as well as language revitalization, and while there is much hard work still to
be done, current progress is encouraging.
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