Annual Delegate Conference 28/29 April 2009

Motion 12.  “That Conference calls for minimum standards to be put in place for interpreters used by An Garda Síochána in view of the inadequate vetting and complete absence of accreditation at present”

Tom O’Sullivan, Division 19, Garda Headquarters, Interpol Section

Mr President, fellow delegates,

Introduction

Our members on duty at the front line are at a serious disadvantage because of the lack of professional standards, poor service, and limitations in criminal record vetting of interpreters used by An Garda Síochána.  As a result, the service we provide to the public is seriously impaired and public funds are being wasted on the white elephant that constitutes current policy; and this at a time of dire economic crisis.  Our authorities have created a wasteful folly in introducing the recent “approved agency model” for translation and interpretation services.  The current situation relating to the use of interpreters by An Garda Síochána is deplorable.  

Background

Colleagues, a Working Group was established in July 2002 to examine the use of interpreters and translators by An Garda Síochána with a view to implementing a professional structured approach.  This Group carried out extensive research and looked at best practise internationally.  The Group submitted a comprehensive report containing clear recommendations in line with best practise globally.  The then Commissioner directed that the recommendations of this report, be implemented.  

Colleagues, for some reason, this never happened and the report was shelved.  Subsequently another Working Group was formed, in the last two years, which came up with an approach which is staggering in its ineptitude, lack of professionalism and is wasteful of the public finances.  In addition the approach adopted is inherently unsafe.  Management have adopted an office furniture procurement model and applied it to the provision of expert language services.

HQ Circular 14/09 has introduced the current shambles.  This circular, this bureaucratic nonsense, gives private agencies control over the supply of interpreters to An Garda Síochána.  The use of agencies is a mistake, as responsibility for standards is passed to private companies.  Remember that these are many of the same companies who provided services prior to the introduction of the current system and their standards were often questionable.

The quality of interpreters has been criticised by judges, witnesses and by members of An Garda Síochána.  The Irish Translators and Interpreters Association, the ITIA, has stated that it is hugely concerned at the quality of the service being provided to major state bodies.  

Vetting

Due to the nature of the interpreting profession, most interpreters are non nationals.  At present interpreters are only vetted nationally and no checks are carried out in the home country.  This is inherently unsafe.  What is the value of carrying out a PULSE check on a foreign national who arrived in this country for the first time a month ago?  It is only a matter of time before a case is thrown out in the courts due to the use of an unqualified or inadequately vetted interpreter.

Cost

In addition, there is a considerable waste of public funds involved.  Agencies are paid an agreed hourly rate and they then pay the individual interpreters buttons, ensuring massive profits for themselves and forcing many excellent language professionals to avoid this line of work due to low pay.  Many serious professional translators, some of whom have degrees in translation or interpretation, are not prepared to work for the low rates currently in place.  The current policy is actually driving standards down.

Lets look briefly at the figures: The total cost per hour for an interpreter employed by the court service is €46 and let us assume that Garda system incurs a similar cost; of this the agency gets €23 and the interpreter gets €23.

I would suggest that this could be significantly improved by paying €35ph approximately to the interpreter, ensuring that qualified graduate professionals are employed, and get rid of the agencies.  This would save the public coffers approximately 25% and improve standards simultaneously.  The savings to be made are enormous and the current waste is clear for all to see.

I listened with interest to our President Michael O’Boyce, in his address to the Minister yesterday; describe waste and incompetence in relation to the OPW.  The use of interpreters in accordance with the current flawed model is yet another example of chronic public service waste. 

Service

Colleagues, an incident took place in Cork West Division over this Easter weekend where 3 non nationals were detained who spoke no English whatsoever and an interpreter was requested.  No interpreter could be provided to attend the station and the service was provided over the phone instead.  One hour and 20 minutes of detention time elapsed before the prisoners could even be asked their names. Access to qualified interpreters readily available locally was impossible as they are not employed by a particular agency.  This shambles is completely unacceptable and unprofessional and is compromising investigations on a regular basis around the country.  

Best practise

Colleagues, what do other first world countries do?  

In Australia, the National Accreditation Authority (NAATI) sets and monitors standards for interpreters.  No interpreter works for the Australian police unless he/she is NAATI accredited.  

In the UK, there is a register of public service interpreters who are fully tested for professional competence and must provide proof of security clearance.  

There is no single model globally and the systems in place are better in some countries that others but ours is especially poor.  It is excessively bureaucratic, unprofessional, wasteful and above all- unsafe.  There is inadequate provision in the current mechanism preventing a criminal being employed as an interpreter and engaged in work by An Garda Síochána.  Colleagues, in the last six months an interpreter called to the Bridewell in Dublin to interpret on behalf of a colleague, was found to be illegally in the state and was questioned by GNIB 

Conclusions and Recommendations

Colleagues, if you set out to deliberately introduce a bad system, you couldn’t do much worse than come up with the current model put in place by our authorities.  Feedback from our members around the country indicates that the service is a disgrace.  
So what is the solution?  Our members must have access to a list of individual interpreters, not agencies, and these persons must be-

A. Professionally competent and accredited.  

B. Vetted for a criminal record both in this jurisdiction and his or her country of origin as well as any other country he or she has resided in for a significant period of time.

C. Checked as to GNIB status

Is it too much to ask, that our colleagues walking the beat down the town in Killarney today have speedy access to properly vetted professional interpreters as does his/her counterpart in most other countries?  Can our members not draw on accredited professional interpreters, as do our counterparts in Manchester, or Melbourne?

I am calling on you today colleagues to endorse this call for minimum standards to be put in place for interpreters used by An Garda Síochána in view of the inadequate vetting and the complete absence of accreditation at present.

Thank you
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