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The Semantic Web and
Language Technology,
Its Potential and

Practicalities:
EUROLAN-2003

Dan Cristea, Nancy Ide, and Dan Tufis

B EUROLAN, which has been held bien-
nially since 1993, is one of the most
significant European summer schools
in the area of natural language process-
ing. Each of the EUROLAN sessions has
focused on an area of timely interest to
researchers in the field; this year’s EU-
ROLAN involved students in tutorials
and hands-on sessions concerned with
semantic web technologies as applied
to language processing, ontology cre-
ation and use, and consideration of the
semantic web’s potential and limita-
tions.

he Sixth biennial EUROLAN In-
I ternational Summer School was
held in Bucharest, Romania,
from 28 July to 8 August. This year’s
school was organized by the Faculty
of Computer Science at the A. I. Cuza
University of Iasi, the Research Insti-
tute for Artificial Intelligence at the
Romanian Academy in Bucharest,
and the Department of Computer
Science at Vassar College. It was the
most successful in its 10-year history,
with 119 registered participants from
23 countries. Hosted by the Romani-
an Academy, the most prestigious
cultural and scientific institution in
the country, the event was given sig-
nificant attention in the media.
All six of the EUROLAN summer
schools to date have been dedicated

Copyright © 2004, American Association for Artificial Intelligence. All rights reserved. 0738-4602-2004 / $2.00

to some aspect of language technolo-
gy that has gained recent attention
within the research community. The
topic of this year’s school was con-
cerned with the impact and rele-
vance of semantic web technology
for language-processing applications.
Half-day seminars, followed by after-
noon hands-on tutorial sessions,
were led by major researchers in the
field, who not only showed how se-
mantic web technology can be used
for language processing but also con-
sidered its potential in terms of what
it might—and might not—bring to
us in the future.

Among the lecturers, opinions dif-
fered about what the potential and
limitations might be of a true seman-
tic web as envisaged by its designers
and how great its impact will really
be. Although it is not yet clear
whether the current vision of the se-
mantic web will indeed reach its ex-
pectations, there are more and more
opinions that it represents a major
technological step that will perma-
nently alter the thinking about data
accessibility and processing strate-
gies. The semantic web community
brings together several research com-
munities that have previously
worked independently of one anoth-
er, including researchers in knowl-
edge representation, ontology devel-
opment, and knowledge exploi-
tation; web developers (including de-
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velopers of standards such as XML,
RDF, and owL); with those who direct-
ly need to exploit knowledge in vari-
ous applications. Linguistic knowl-
edge at its various levels, including
morphological, syntactic, lexical, se-
mantic, discourse level, and pragmat-
ic knowledge, is fundamental to the
mere use of the semantic web by pro-
viding natural and easy-to-use access
to vast stores of information.

The early sessions of the school fo-
cused on the major underlying tech-
nologies of the semantic web, and in
hands-on sessions, students gained
practical experience using RDF, RDFS
and owL to represent various levels of
linguistic knowledge. Later in the
school, the focus turned to ontolo-
gies, which is where the true power
of the semantic web lies. It has long
been recognized that the ability to
exploit ontological descriptions of
language data to enable inferencing
capabilities would drastically en-
hance semantic processing; the se-
mantic web offers the possibility that
such ontologies might in fact be
readily available to use in language-
processing applications. At the same
time, the difficulties of arriving at
universally acceptable stores of onto-
logical information are equally well
known, especially for a domain as
large as that required for language
processing. EUROLAN lecturers treat-
ed the topic of ontology develop-
ment from a variety of perspectives,
from the purely practical to the
philosophical. In the end, with the
difficulties recognized, it nevertheless
seemed apparent that we need to
start somewhere, somehow, even if
what emerges is a variety of ontologi-
cal stores from which to choose.

The EUROLAN summer school also
included a workshop on ontologies
and information extraction, a stu-
dent workshop on applied natural
language processing for the semantic
web, and working meetings on topics
of particular interest related to the
school’s theme.

The following scholars and re-
searchers served as professors and
trainers at the school: Thierry Decler-
ck, with practical session taken over
by Adrian Raschip (both of DFKI
Saarbruecken, Germany); James
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Hendler (University of Maryland at
College Park); Jerry Hobbs (University
of Southern California at Marina del
Rey); Nancy Ide (Vassar College);
Alessandro Lenci (University of Pisa,
Italy); Robert Meersman, helped in
the practical session by Peter Spyns
and Jan De Bo (all of Vrije Univer-
siteit Brussel, Belgium); Srini
Narayanan (SRI International, Menlo
Park, SUA); Sergei Nirenburg and
Marjorie McShane (both of Universi-
ty of Maryland); Hans Uszkoreit and
Wolfgang Wahlster (DFKI and Uni-
versity of Saarbruecken); and Christo-
pher Brewster and Alexei Dingli (both
of University of Sheffield, United
Kingdom).

The dense scientific program and
correspondingly lively social events
in the evenings (a Bucharest sight-
seeing tour and a full-day excursion
to Peles, the former Royal Palace in
Sinaia, and “Dracula’s castle” in Bran
Transylvania) combined to create an
atmosphere of camaraderie and en-
thusiasm among students and profes-
sors alike. We gratefully acknowledge
the sponsorship of the American As-
sociation for Artificial Intelligence,
which has contributed to this very
successful event.
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