
 

 

CALL FOR PROPOSALS 

HUMAN LANGUAGE TECHNOLOGY PROJECTS 

DEADLINE: 14 APRIL 2014 

Proposals are hereby requested for projects in Human Language Technologies (HLT) that are 

complementary to the Use of Official Languages Act (Act 12 of 2012). 

The objectives of said Act, as stated in clause 2, are: 

(a) to regulate and monitor the use of official languages for government purposes by national 
government; 

(b) to promote parity of esteem and equitable treatment of all official languages of the 
Republic; 

(c) to facilitate equitable access to services and information of national government; and 
(d) to promote good language management by national government for efficient public service 

administration and to meet the needs of the public. 

A total annual budget of approximately R3 million (including VAT) is available for a period of three 

years. It is foreseen that a total of two to three projects will be funded from this budget.  

Resources and applications developed as part of the project should, wherever possible, be made 

freely available in the public domain. All resources will also be hosted and distributed by the 

Resource Management Agency of the National Centre for HLT (www.rma.nwu.ac.za), and should 

hence comply to the requirements of the RMA. 

Factors that will be considered when evaluating the proposals include the following: 

 The practical importance and potential impact of the proposed project in terms of its 
support of the implementation of said Act; 

 The potential contribution of the proposed project to the development of HLTs for all the 
official languages of South Africa; 

 The scientific and/or development track record of the applicant(s); and 

 Value for money. 

Proposals should clearly state the approach that will be taken, and the following should be 

highlighted: 

 Tasks to be undertaken; 

 Milestones and deliverables; 

 Licensing: as far as possible, the intended licence for each main deliverable should be 
given. Where proposals are subject to distribution conditions because of licensing 
constraints from input providers, these should be noted. 

 Costing and budget (note that evaluation costs by an independent party should be 
included in the project budget, and should be approximately 5% of the total budget); 

 Management and governance; and 

 Evaluation criteria and evaluation procedure.  

Successful applicants will be required to enter into a formal contract with the Department of Arts 

and Culture.   

The Department of Arts and Culture reserves the right to, within reason, request changes to 

shortlisted proposals to better align with its strategy, medium-term expenditure framework, etc. 
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Such requests may be directed at, amongst others, specifications, deliverables, budgets and 

evaluation criteria. 

The Department is not bound to accept any of the proposals submitted and reserves the right to 

annul the call process and reject all proposals at any time prior to contract award. 

Closing date for Proposals: Close of business on Monday, 14 April 2014. 

Contact person (enquiries and submission of proposals):  

 Ms Ulrike Janke at ulrike.janke@dac.gov.za / 082 677 2624 

 

POSSIBLE TOPICS FOR PROJECTS 

The information below is intended to stimulate thought and provide some insights into the nature of 

discussions within the DAC, its advisors and current collaborators. It is by no means exhaustive or 

prescriptive, and proposals addressing other topics are most welcome, provided that they comply 

with the criteria set out in the call for proposals above. 

Apart from the objective to fund projects that will support the implementation of the Use of Official 

Languages Act, this initiative also seeks projects that will demonstrate the practical importance and 

potential impact of HLT; in the implementation of the Act, in the development of all our official 

languages. As such, the following areas have been identified as having considerable potential in 

terms of demonstrating HLT impact (in no particular order): 

1. Services for languages practitioners in private and public sectors 

There are large numbers of language practitioners in these sectors, ranging from text 

editors, interpreters and translators working within, and across all official languages on a 

daily basis. Multilingual open source software tools and resources supporting these activities 

are essential components to fulfil tasks in these fields, e.g. translation memories, 

terminology databases, concordances, post-editing machine translation systems, 

transcription services and limited domain machine translation systems. This need is bound 

to escalate dramatically in the public sector as current legislation (Use of Official Languages 

Act, Act 12 of 2012) requires that each and every national government department, national 

public entity and national public enterprise should establish a language unit with specific 

tasks to enhance service delivery in a language of choice. Appropriate HLT applications will 

play a decisive role in future successes of these language units. 

2. Parliamentary translation vision 2025 

The vision and end-goal would be systems that allow for machine aided transcription and 

machine aided translation of transcripts from the source language to either English or all 

South African languages. This would allow for parliamentary proceedings to be available in 

all official languages and make recordings of proceedings searchable as both text and 

speech, improving access of proceedings to any interested parties. 

The past ten years have seen rapid and sustained improvements in HLTs in South Africa. 

Both text-based and speech-based resources and technologies spanning all the official 

languages have been created within a variety of initiatives; a number of promising 

applications have also been developed. In order to sustain this momentum, and to create 

meaningful impact on a much larger scale, parliamentary translations could be seen as a 

grand challenge for local HLT. This challenge is both practically important and scientifically 

interesting: it can enable better communication (both written and spoken) within our 
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multilingual society, and by supporting our most prominent multilingual institution, it will 

significantly raise awareness of the potential of HLT. 

Of course, the proposed project is highly ambitious, and it is therefore important to set 

expectations appropriately. On the other hand, similar projects have succeeded in various 

circumstances: text-based translations of parliamentary debates are now routinely used in 

India, and translations of spoken lectures have been demonstrated by research groups in 

Japan, the USA and Europe. By setting out to achieve the goal of parliamentary translations 

in a realistic time frame (e.g. by 2025), we make it clear that this is not a short-term project, 

but also demonstrate that we are making progress in domains where very visible activities 

are taking place elsewhere. 

The DAC has recently commissioned the development of a comparative report detailing 

currently available systems being used globally, with recommendation on the possible 

approaches to be followed in South Africa. This report will be made available on this website 

on 31 March 2014, but preliminary information can be shared as it becomes known for 

perusal of parties interested in responding to the current call for proposals. Please note that 

the development of a comparative report is not one of the objectives of this call, but already 

being dealt with within another project. 

3. Services for individuals with disabilities 

HLT is particularly promising in the context of vulnerable groups, such as people who cannot 

read English or are illiterate, or people with disabilities. As an example, we can relate a 

project currently under development with DAC funding: Text-to-speech systems for the SA 

Library for the Blind. 

The Library is responsible for the production of audio and Braille material for close to 4 000 

registered members. It already has a wide collection of audiobook titles, but expressed the 

need to expand its magazine and newspaper collections. Currently all its audio material is 

produced in studio by human narrators. Converting a magazine or a book into audio format 

is therefore a time-consuming and costly task, and newspapers cannot be catered for. The 

library is specifically interested in reducing its turn-around time for magazines and 

newspapers and has expressed the need for an English TTS system capable of rendering 

intelligible pronunciations of local names, as well as Afrikaans, isiXhosa and isiZulu TTS 

systems for the production of audio material.  

4. Digitisation and enrichment of archival material 

The National Archives of the DAC, has in its possession vast volumes of multimedia 

material, much of which requires digitisation for purposes of preservation and wider access. 

Further enrichment of this material, e.g. by adding transcriptions and aligning these with the 

audio, would considerably add to their value. The process of determining how to accomplish 

this could be an interesting research and development project.  

One particular project worth highlighting, is the digitisation and transcription of the audio 

recordings of the 1963-1964 Rivonia Trial. The trial was captured on around 500 so-called 

dictabelts of up to 30 minutes each, and in the interest of preserving this significant event in 

South African history, a project has been initiated to convert the audio and transcribe the 

material. The current strategy is to perform this in-house and manually. An HLT project that 

contributes to this project could very well achieve our objectives of demonstrating the value 

of HLT in an interesting way, while simultaneously contributing to an enterprise of significant 

social and historical value. 


