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Cross-Language Information Retrieval in the Legal Domain

Overview:

– The Federal Supreme Court and its Decisions

– In Many Aspects a Special Retrieval Application

– Specialty of Documents

– DB-Queries vs. IR-Queries

– Targeting Specific User Groups

– The Role of Cross-Language Information Retrieval (CLIR)

– CLIR is vital

– Thésaurus de Droit Suisse (TDS)

– Quantity vs. Quality

– The Role of User Guidance

– Revealing the existence of decisions (more recent, other version, other language)

– Suggesting norms and descriptors

– Summary and Lessons Learned
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Federal Supreme Court

– Since 1875 in Lausanne

– Supreme Jurisdiction in Switzerland 

(not a constitutional court)

– Publishes Decisions which

– address a new issue or

– overrule an old decisions

– The language of the decision is either German, French, Italian, or Romansh 

(Rumantsch Grischun)

– The decisions (approx. 90’000) 1954 – 2010 are online and searchable since 1997

Copyright http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Benutzer:Roland_Zumb%C3%BChl
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Structure of a Decision
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Legal Domain IR vs. News IR

Legal Domain IR News Retrieval à la TREC/CLEF

Homogeneous in respect of quality of 

content and language

Heterogeneous

Usually non-overlapping cases Many news cover the same content

Specific legal terms (decompounding 

often destroys meaning)

Everyday language

Structural and normalized data 

complements full text

Full text with almost no structure

Language may change within section One language per document
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Database Queries vs. Information Retrieval Queries

As opposed to other domains, there is a well known hierarchical structure of the domain.

Commentaries are widely used and refer directly to relevant decisions.

COMMENTARY

Art. 6 of the Convention 

for the Protection of 

Human Rights and 

Fundamental Freedoms

see ATF 130 I 269 

Between 20% to 30% of the queries are as easy a look up (DB queries).

– Language independence and the specificity of the references as well as

different versions of enactments can be tricky.

Classified Compilation 

of Federal Legislation
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Database Queries vs. Information Retrieval Queries

The facts of a case are manually indexed by descriptors, but ....

– users may not know the descriptors of the thesaurus.

– the concept may be missing in the thesaurus, e.g.

Hence ....

– high-end text retrieval (stemming, decompounding, weighting/ranking) is required, 

which is coping with the uncertainties very typical for Information Retrieval queries.

• angemessenen Verfahrensdauer

• angemessene Dauer des Strafverfahrens

• Unangemessenheit

• Angemessenheit der Verfahrensdauer
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Well Defined User Groups

As opposed to many other retrieval applications,

the user groups can easily be identified and characterized:

User Group Recall Precision Versions

Specialists working on a specific case 

(judge at a court, state attorney, lawyer 

in a law firm)
++ 0 +

Students in Law + ++ 0

Specialists in the Government 

publishing and producing new 

enactments
+ + ++
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The Role of Cross-Language Information Retrieval (CLIR)

CLIR is crucial for retrieving decisions by the Federal Supreme Court:

– In contrast to the Swiss law, the decisions by the Federal Supreme Court are not 

translated.

– User queries are multilingual

– German 66%

– French 32%

– Italian 2%

– Lawyers must know the decisions 

relevant to their case, it is a major 

duty to take care.

To accomplish well working CLIR is

– is rather easy for less than 50% of the queries (i.e. for the DB queries).

– is challenging for more than 50% of the queries!
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The Role of Cross-Language Information Retrieval (CLIR)

CLIR is based on a multistep approach:

– monolingual search (source language is determined heuristically).

– pseudo-translation of the original query (user may modify the translation)

– monolingual search in the target language

Pseudo-translation by means of the Thésuarus de Droit Suisse (TDS), where

– TDS includes Jurivoc thesaurus used for manual indexing.

– multiword phrases are taken into account.

– TDS is annually updated with new terms.

– TDS-3 (2009) contains >360’000 terms.
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The Role of Cross-Language Information Retrieval (CLIR)

Experiences with the Thésuarus de Droit Suisse (TDS):

– Coverage of the query language (not necessarily document language) is more 

important than linguistically perfect translations.

– However, technical terms must be translated correctly (Geldbusse vs. Geldstrafe).

– Long multiword terms are highly desirable, 

even though  they do not correspond to 

linguistic standard units (cf. translation 

memories).

– Periodic updates of the TDS with new 

terms is crucial.

– Automated update procedure is a major 

success factor of this CLIR system.

TDS Entry : Geldbusse
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User Guidance is Important

The very domain specific objectives of the User Guidance are ...

– revealing the existence of several versions of an enactment,

e.g. Art. 144 ZGB  either the version of 1907 (competent jurisdiction)

or the version of 1998 (hearing).
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User Guidance is Important

The very domain specific objectives of the User Guidance are ...

– suggesting norms to a full text query,

e.g. „angemessene Verfahrensdauer“  Art.6 EMRK

– suggesting descriptors representing a standard legal concept,

e.g. „hat Geld gewaschen“  <Geldwäscherei>.
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User Guidance is Important

The very domain specific objectives of the User Guidance are ...

– Revealing the existence of decisions in other languages,

e.g. Translate Query to French.

– Revealing the existence of a more recent decision overruling an old decision,

e.g. by sorting decisions about a legal aspect in decreasing order of date.
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Summary and Lessons Learned

– Importance of multilingualism. 

– Coverage of query terms is more important than linguistically perfect 

translations

– Combining DB- and IR-Queries is challenging. Users expect either DB -or IR-

Queries, but hardly both.

– Applying approved IR methods in a specific domain.

– Such a special Retrieval Application requires a sophisticated combination of 

sound retrieval techniques.

– Recall matters as opposed to web search services.

– Exploiting domain specific characteristics, e.g.

– domain specific entities, terms

– Automatically created dictionaries are useful.
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Additional Information

Federal Supreme Court : http://www.bger.ch

Eurospider : http://www.eurospider.com

Eurospider Podcasts: http://podcasts.eurospider.com

Thésuarus de Droit Suisse : http://tds.eurospider.com

Classified Compilation of Federal Legislation : http://www.admin.ch/ch/e/rs/rs.html


