




Conference of State Court Administrators 

 

White Paper on Court Interpretation: Fundamental to 

Access to Justice (2007) 

 “Our promise of justice for all must be 

supported by a commitment to provide 

all individuals accessing our court 

systems with a means for true 

communication and understanding, 

and not through a mere babble of 

unintelligible voices.” 



Court interpreters need to be: 

 

Fluent in both languages 
 

 



Court interpreters need to be: 

 

Able to keep  

the meaning, style and tone  

of the original source 
 

 



Court interpreters need to be: 

 
Able to perform whichever interpretation 
skill is needed 

•  simultaneous 

 

•  consecutive 

 

•  sight translation of written materials 

 
 



Court interpreters need to be: 

 

Familiar with: 

• unique culture of the court 

 

• any legal matters that will need to 
be interpreted 

 

• an interpreter’s ethical duties 
 



Court Interpreter Ethics 

• Interpret accurately and objectively.  Don’t 

reveal your opinion. 

• Don’t give advice. 

• Maintain confidentiality. 

• Maintain impartiality.  Don’t interpret if you 

have a conflict of interest. 

 
 from the NY Unified Court System’s Canons of Professional  

Responsibility for Court Interpreters 



Civil Rights Act of 1964, Title VI 

  “No person in the United States shall, 

on the ground of race, color, or 

national origin, be excluded from 

participation in, be denied the benefits 

of, or be subjected to discrimination 

under any program or activity 

receiving Federal financial 

assistance.” 



“Simple justice requires that 
public funds, to which all 
taxpayers of all races contribute, 
not be spent in any fashion which 
encourages, entrenches, 
subsidizes, or results in racial 
discrimination.”   

 
Lau v. Nichols, 414 U.S. 563, 569 (1974) (quoting 
Sen. Humphrey during floor debates on Civil 

Rights Act of 1964))  









 



DOJ says: 

1 

In the courtroom 

• Provide interpreters for criminal and civil 

matters at which LEP individuals may be 

present. 

• Don’t charge for interpreters. 

• Ensure that the interpreters are 

competent. 

 





NY policy & practice 

 Interpreters are provided for all court 

proceedings, free of charge.   

 

 

 

 

Uniform Rules for N.Y.S. Trial Courts, Rule 

217.1 

 



DOJ says: 

Outside of the courtroom 

 Provide language access for critical 

encounters outside of the courtroom, 

including  

– clerks’ offices  

– services offered or required by the court. 

 



ABA Standards: 

For clerks’ offices: 

• Use translated forms, signs and handouts 

• Use audio and video recordings to explain 

answers to frequently asked questions 

• Bilingual staff can communicate directly 

with LEP individuals (but the staff must be 

competent in both languages) 

• Use interpreters.  They don’t have to be as 

highly trained as courtroom interpreters.   

 



ABA Standards: 

 Interpreters used outside of the courtroom 

need to be competent to perform the task 

asked of them.  The court should: 

– Assess their skills in English and the other 

language 

– Ensure that the interpreters don’t have a 

conflict of interest  



ABA Standards: 

 Keep a clear demarcation between 

interpreters and bilingual staff.   

– Bilingual staff can provide information to LEP 

individuals in their native language.   

– Interpreters can only interpret what the LEP 

individual and other staff are saying.  When 

an interpreter is being used, there needs to be 

another staff person who is providing 

information. 

 



NY policy & practice 

• Clerks must:  

 “provide interpreting services to a person with 

limited English proficiency seeking assistance at 

the court clerk's office in accordance with the 

needs of the person seeking assistance and the 

availability of court interpreting services.” 

• “Such services may be provided by telephone or 

live audiovisual means.” 

 

Uniform Rules for N.Y.S. Trial Courts, Rule 217.2 



DOJ says: 

Judges and other court personnel 

encountering LEP individuals must 

know how and when to use 

interpreters 

 

 

 

 



DOJ says: 

Translate critical documents into 

the languages commonly 

spoken by court users 
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