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THE AUSTRALIAN NATIONAL CORPUS

The Australian National Corpus Initiative involves a concerted push by linguists, applied linguists and language
technologists to establish a massive online database of spoken and written language in Australia in all its forms and
diversity. It was resolved at a meeting at the Australian Linguistics Society Annual Conference in July 2008 that the
Australian National Corpus must be freely accessible and have cross-disciplinary acceptability and uptake [1]. At a
subsequent HCSNet-sponsored workshop in December 2008 it was resolved that the Australian National Corpus should
consist of a distributed set of multimodal and multilingual resources which meet leading-edge technical standards [2]. By
multimodal it is envisaged that not only plain text, but also visual texts, audio and audiovisual language data will feature
in the corpus, while by multilingual it is intended that the corpus incorporate significant collections of English in
Australia (including Australian English and migrant Englishes), indigenous languages, community languages, and
Australian Sign Language. These collections of language data will include both historical collections (that is, language
data sets that have already been gathered) as well as being a point of departure for current and future collections of
relevant language data. This aim contrasts with other existing national corpora which are text-only, monolingual, and
relatively static. At an ensuing workshop sponsored by the Australian Academy of the Humanities in May 2009 it was
resolved that the various legal and ethical issues associated with sharing language data require the development of a legal
framework for the Australian National Corpus.

A national repository of language data would have significant value as eResearch infrastructure for a number of
research communities in Australia and overseas, thereby increasing access to Australian language data and widening the
global integration of research on language in Australia. First, it would facilitate collaborative ventures in collecting new
language data to support multimodal research in human communication. Second it would consolidate presently scattered
and relatively inaccessible collections of historical language data where possible within the Australian National Corpus.
Such data is of interest not only to researchers in linguistics and applied linguistics, but also to members of the wider
Humanities and Social Sciences (HASS) and informatics research communities who have an interest in Australian
society. Second, it would enable the emergence of the practice of data citation in language sciences [3]. Third, such a
large annotated language dataset would provide invaluable training data for work in natural language processing, speech
recognition, and the further development of semi-automated annotation.

This emphasis on providing widespread access to language data is consistent with the overall aims of the
Australian National Data Service [4]. However, in order to maximize the potential for the Australian National Corpus to
enable data sharing amongst researchers with an interest in Australian languages and society, the complex technical and
legal issues that arise when attempting to share (historical) language data need to be addressed.

TECHNICAL REQUIREMENTS OF THE AUSNC

The overall architecture of the Australian National Corpus is founded on the principle of stand-off annotation, as
illustrated in Figure 1 below:
AusNC
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Figure 1: Proposed architecture of the Australian National Corpus [5]
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While recognized annotation and metadata standards exist for various types of language data, such as the OLAC
Metadata standards [6] or the Linguistic Annotation Framework [7], historical language data is often not annotated
according to such standards, thereby posing sometimes significant technical challenges. In updating annotation of the
Australian Component of the International Corpus of English in line with modern approaches to corpus annotation and
analysis, for instance, the development of parsing tools has revealed inconsistencies in markup that require careful
analysis [8]. Significant technical challenges remain, however, not only for audio(visual) data sharing, but also for
annotating relevant text data mined from the World Wide Web, as seen in the recent construction of a 2 billion word
corpora of British English (ukWaC) [9].

LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR THE AUSNC

A myriad of legal and ethical issues arise from making language data available to other researchers and more widely,
including copyright, privacy and moral rights, as well as issues relating to indigenous and ethnic communities. While
there has been important progress made in addressing these issues more generally for data sharing and management in the
context of eResearch, for example, the Legal Framework for eResearch project [10], there are specific ethical and legal
issues arising in the case of different forms of language data that remain to be explored [11]. The development of a legal
framework for sharing language data in the Australian National Corpus is thus essential to ensure that not only are
appropriate data management policies and plans formulated and implemented through appropriate access control [12],
but that creative commons licensing of donations to the corpus as well as access agreements to data in the corpus are
utilised as far as possible.

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In being a national initiative it is envisaged that the technical and legal frameworks developed as part of the Australian
National Corpus will have significant transferability to other data sharing initiatives, as well as being able to draw from
existing eResearch initiatives in the Humanities and Social Sciences. In this way, we believe the Australian National
Corpus initiative has the potential to contribute to the wider eResearch agenda in Australia.
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