
MOSES: BRINGING MACHINE 
TRANSLATION TO THE MASSES

IMPACT: FROM 
POLITICS TO CHAT 

Machine translation (MT) is a research field that investigates 
the use of a computer to translate from one natural language 
to another. It has obvious practical benefits in enabling 
people to communicate with others who do not share a 
common language.

Most modern MT research focuses on the use of machine 
learning and statistical techniques to create translation 
systems – the dominant approach is known as ‘statistical 
machine translation’ (SMT). This is the approach adopted 
by the online translation systems offered by Google and 
Microsoft.

SMT requires large numbers of reliable language-specific 
translation examples. The SMT system then analyses 
the translations and matches the phrases and words that 
correspond in each language and uses these matches to 
guide future translations. 

The system can continue to learn as it is fed more translation 
examples and can be tailored to specific fields.

Moses provides increased productivity and 
lower prices for companies that use it, and 
has also helped to open up new markets for 
machine translation.

Services such as the European 
Commission’s Europe Media Monitor (EMM) 
translate more than 100,000 articles a day 
in 50 languages for dissemination within the 
Commission. The EMM has used Moses 
since 2009.

Electronic discovery (e-discovery) is the 
digital forensic analysis of vast amounts of 
information during litigation and commercial 
transactions, such as company takeovers, 
in order to find relevant information. The 
global economy has increased the need 
for high-speed bulk translation of foreign-
language documents and emails during this 
process. 

Technology providers such as Simple Shift 
use Moses as the underlying technology to 
build translation systems for this market.

Translation of real-time interactive chat and 
near-real-time translation of user reviews, 
public forums, and bulletin boards have  
been demonstrated. Multilingual interaction 
cannot afford the luxury of expert human 
post-revision but they must be of sufficient 
quality. 

In contrast to general-purpose translation 
services such as Google and Bing, systems 
built on Moses can be trained on user-
specific and domain-specific data, resulting 
in better translation quality.
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In 2005, the Edinburgh MT group developed the Moses toolkit 
using a statistical approach. This toolkit has been one of the 
main drivers in making MT more accessible to small and 
medium-sized companies.

The development of Moses has led to a significant increase 
in the understanding and use of MT in the translation 
industry. The free, open-source licence has allowed many 
organisations to access the latest developments in MT 
research that had once been the preserve of governments 
and large IT companies.

Unlike some commercial software, Moses can be installed on 
a user’s own server and so can translate commercially and 
politically sensitive material without the additional security 
risks of sending the material outside the company.

The quality of the Moses translation depends on the type and 
amount of material used to train the system. This initial setup 
makes the toolkit highly customisable. For instance, a legal 
firm can train the system using Dutch-English legal translation 
examples, resulting in much better translations than a system 
trained for general purpose.

Moses is one of the most widely adopted MT systems in the 
translation industry. Its maturity and quality, as well as its 
liberal open-source licence, means that it is often preferred 
over proprietary systems.

The toolkit is continuously being developed to improve its 
efficiency and usability, and to incorporate advances in MT 
research. University of Edinburgh researchers are at the 
forefront of the development of the toolkit.
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The Europe Media Monitor uses Moses.


