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The 2004 Olympic Games in Athens represent a challenge not just for athletes and national pride, but for language services as well. The competition is not against what other nationalities might do in the present, but rather what has been done in the past: each Olympiad looks back to previous ones, to equal or better them. Language-service providers in Athens might thus look back to Sydney 2000, or Atlanta 1996, or even Barcelona 1992. How can those performances be equaled or bettered? 


The comparisons can be deceptive, of course. Athens 2004 will work with French and English (the two official languages of the International Olympic Committee) plus Greek (the language of the host country). (If there is some Spanish thrown in along the way, it must be for political reasons that escape me.) The formula means that in Atlanta and Sydney, where the host countries already had one of the official IOC languages, the official needs were limited to French. In Barcelona, however, the “host country” was an ambiguous entity (the hosts are actually cities), with the result that both Spanish and Catalan were official languages for the Games. Barcelona thus had four official languages; Atlanta and Sydney had two; Athens will have three. The challenges are quantitatively different. 


A more significant difference perhaps lies in local traditions affecting language services. In Barcelona, the object of local pride would tend to be the development of Catalan, with the result that the initial glossaries for the Olympiad were all prepared with the head-words in that language. This is not a joke: the Olympiad had a significant impact on the standardization of Catalan in many fields, as well as on the structure of the translation market in Barcelona. Australia, on the other hand, is justly proud of being one of the leading countries in community interpreting, and Sydney 2000 was able to use its multicultural society to provide dialogue-interpreting services in a very wide range of languages. Athens 2004 is unlikely to share either of these priorities. 


More important perhaps is the way communication technologies have affected the Games. In Barcelona, the Internet was not yet available as such. I worked as a translator initially in-house, present in the Committee offices, then receiving texts by fax or courier. As time progressed we began to use modems and primitive FTP services. Internet technology has changed all that, and the changes will not stop there. In Korea, the soccer World Cup showed what would be done with interpreting services via cell phones, with an army of volunteer interpreters working from wherever they had their phone. Technological progress means that the various events cannot really be compared. 

The differences also concern national organization cultures. Both Barcelona 1992 and Sydney 2000 were subject to numerous political push-and-tugs, resulting in occasionally chaotic planning. There will no doubt be something similar in Athens. The message to send here, however, must be one of encouragement. Much can go wrong, a lot inevitably does. But in both Barcelona and Sydney (to limit myself to the ones with which I have had some contact), the end result was decidedly successful, thanks to communal goodwill, the force of national pride, and the collaborative spirit of the Games themselves. 

In Barcelona, for example, the best plans of the best committees could not stop language mistakes from leaking across the countryside. One of the tasks in the final weeks of preparation was a sort of on-the-fly revision, as language experts went around spotting the errors and attempting to have them fixed at the last moment. Every town and village had banners to welcome both athletes and tourists, many of them sporting a proud “Bienvenus” in French. This was logical enough, in keeping with the norms of Spanish (“Bienvenidos”) and Catalan (“Benvinguts”). Only a linguist or a French-speaker would care that the term should be “Bienvenue”, with a final e (as in “Nous vous souhaitons la bienvenue”). So the experts tried to fix it, as one might try to mend a leaking roof from the inside. Too late: the banners and posters had been printed, the damage was done, and several thousand French-speaking visitors, if they spotted the mistake, surely did not care particularly as they immersed themselves in the joys of Hispanic life. If anything, the lack of linguistic perfection might have added a touch of exoticism. 


Despite all the nerves and fretting about niceties, Barcelona 1992 worked. The orgasmic climax of the four-year Olympiad was just a few short (no, long) days of extremely humid heat, as people from all countries sweltered in the sweat of a festive city. Call it atmosphere. For the language-service providers, those were days of elation and fatigue, fingers slipping on keyboards, a thousand last-minute arreglos, a final mockery of detailed planning, a triumphant success of the human over the numeric. It worked because people wanted it to work, and perhaps for no other reason. 


Is there a lesson there? Perhaps no more than this: nurture enthusiasm, and trust that it will cover over the imperfections.


I would nevertheless like to close with a brief calculation, which is perhaps the only piece of theory I ever learnt from Barcelona 92 (published in Pym 1995). It concerns the role of translation within the overall provision of language services. 


The translation school that was originally contacted for the language services (before an in-house staff replaced it) provided the Barcelona Olympic Committee with not only translation services but also language classes in English and French. This is only logical. If your organizers can work in the official languages, at least passively, then you drastically reduce the amount of material to be translated. In fact, ideally, translation would only be for communication with spheres external to the organization itself. And in reducing the demand for translation in such cases, one reduces the overall cost of language services.  


Why is this so? And is it so for all types of communication? In the Barcelona Olympiad, it was clear that language classes were more cost-effective than translation, but only at the core of the organization. This is because the costs of the two strategies are quite different over time. This can be represented in the following way:
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Here we see that language-learning has a high cost at the beginning but decreases as competence grows. Translation costs, however, remain at a constant level over time, despite an initial drop at the beginning as translators are briefed and glossaries are prepared. This means that the longer the communication project, the more benefits ensue from adopting a language-learning strategy. In the above graph, area S1 quantifies the relative savings to be gained from a translation strategy in short-term situations. Area S2 shows the savings from language learning in long-term situations. If the duration of the project is less than t1, translation should be used. If it is between t1 and t2 (the point in time where S1=S2), translation should be mixed with language learning, ideally in the proportion of S1 to S2. For anything longer than t2, of course, language-learning strategies should become progressively dominant.


Looking at the Barcelona Olympiad, it seemed to me that point t1 was just about at four years. The initial candidacy, of course, was a short-term situation requiring translation. And if we looked at a long-term project like the IOC itself, we would definitely insist on language-learning rather than translation for all internal communications. 


Where, on this graph, should we put the European Union? 
That, then, is my one bit of theory based on the Games. The lessons are nevertheless hard to learn. Academics, especially, are not good at distributing real-world effort, at working fast, at accepting imperfections, at balancing the ideal with the pragmatic. Perhaps the best we can do is to theorize reasons why the professionals are better. 
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