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Project Summary

This project is providing the basis for advanced placename gazetteer use in NLP applications, particularly question-answering.   To respond appropriately to questions that ask “where” something exists, is situated, or is occurring, and to answer questions that contain embedded direct references to named locations, a question-answering system often needs to know more than what the text itself provides.  This project takes a closer look at the ways in which gazetteer knowledge of named locations can help question answering systems provide more precise and more useful responses to questions that ask for or refer to named locations. 

The work is divided into three related parts:

1. Exploration of use of existing resources and creation of additional resources.

2. Exploration of methods for enhancing the value of gazetteers to NLP systems.

3. Promotion of community-wide discussion of placename analysis issues and uses for question answering.

Current Status

In the seven months since the start of the project, work has focused on establishment of a software testbed environment to explore gazetteer issues.  A web-based environment called TAPIR (Testbed for Automated Placename Interpretation and Resolution) was developed that includes 

· a name-finding component (BBN's Identifinder),

· a document search component (zKWIC -- developed in-house), 

· database components (MySQL DB, with placename gazetteer data and additional tables to support lookup, annotation storage and analysis, etc.),

· annotation entry, edit and analysis interfaces (developed in Zope).  

TAPIR is being used to annotate initial corpus samples and to analyze the results in order to provide quantitative information on such topics as

· the distribution in sample corpora of actual occurrence of placenames that can refer to more than one place,

· the degree of value added -- in terms of necessary placename coverage -- by  multimillion-entry gazetteers (such as NIMA's GNDB or USGS's GNIS) vis-à-vis smaller ones (such as the Tipster or CIA World FactBook gazetteer),

· gaps in coverage in even the multimillion-entry gazetteers.

Short-Term Goals
· Annotation in TAPIR

· Solicit feedback concerning results of current annotation and analysis effort, and revise goals and protocol as needed.

· Annotate enough text on high-interest AQUAINT corpora to meet research needs.

· Access to gazetteer data (for annotation purposes or question-answering purposes)

· Develop software utilities to provide more extensive and more exact matching capabilities during gazetteer lookup.

· Implement improved methods for assigning feature types to place names and for using them to map entries across gazetteers.

· Community involvement

· Share annotation and gazetteer tools with NLP community.

· Promote discussion among AQUAINT participants and information analysts concerning techniques for improving the utility and accessibility of placename resources.

Longer-Term Goals
· Carry out exploratory work on enhancing the value of gazetteers to NLP systems.  Issues to be explored include the following:

· Detection of new names: Determine when there is a gap in gazetteer coverage, whether the gap is a previously unrecorded variant form (e.g., "MO" as a variant of "Missouri") or an entirely new place.  We are particularly interested in discovery procedures that would associate variant name forms with existing gazetteer entries.

· Representation of boundary coordinates: Determine how to acquire and represent the boundaries of named places.  Boundary information could be useful for purposes such as responding to questions about e.g., "New Hampshire and neighboring states".     

· Interpretation of aggregate terms: Understand the meaning of aggregate terms that do not appear explicitly in gazetteers.   It is natural for user questions to contain aggregate terms such as "the Midwest" rather than an exhaustive enumeration of its elements.  This task would seek to associate aggregate terms that are not defined in a gazetteer with likely expansion(s) in terms of politically-defined elements or positionally-defined footprints (boundaries).

