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HAERE MAI – WELCOME

I am proud to introduce Interpreting in New Zealand 
– let’s keep talking, an update of a publication 
that has become an old friend to the interpreting 
community. The original Let’s Talk has had several 
updates, but the work done by those who started 
it and then added to it as the years rolled by still 
stands. People tell me that Let’s Talk is still useful 
and valued, and that’s good going for a government 
information resource from 1995.

So a warm thank you to all who set Let’s Talk on its feet. Many things  
have changed since then. You can access this publication from  
www.languageline.govt.nz and you may also order our book, Interpreting 
in New Zealand, the pathway forward from the same website. I would like 
to acknowledge the experts from around the world who contributed to this 
book. It’s good to know that it is being used in teaching interpreting in the 
UK, USA, Africa, and Australia, as well as here in New Zealand.

I acknowledge the interpreters and the work that they do, as well as the 
agencies who provide the interpreting work. They are the ones who ensure 
that access to information has become more effective and streamlined.

Thank you all. I hope you find Interpreting in New Zealand – Let’s keep 
talking as useful, valuable, and enduring as its predecessors.

Kind regards
Diana Clark
Manager
Language Line

Did you know?

Language Line is a service that 

enables you to call and use 

professional interpreters over the 

telephone. 

For more information, go to 

www.languageline.govt.nz
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WHY INTERPRETING MATTERS 
New Zealand is a multicultural country that has become home to people 
from all parts of the world. It is becoming more and more common 
for agencies, businesses, service providers and government agencies to 
encounter and liaise with people from other cultures, some of whom may 
not speak English well.

In situations where there is a need to understand and be understood by 
clients, patients, or associates, communicating clearly becomes a crucial 
aspect of how we run our businesses.

The information in this guide aims to help agencies fulfil their policies and 
objectives when working with those who speak little or no English.

IS INTERPRETING A LEGAL REQUIREMENT?

In New Zealand, every individual has the legal right to an interpreter: 
•	 when	dealing	with	the	law
•	 when	dealing	with	health	service	providers
•	 during	elections	and	elsewhere.	

These statutory provisions are in keeping with Article 21 of the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights, which asserts equal access to public services 
for everyone.

According to these statutory provisions, agencies need to have policies  
for using interpreters, so that speakers of languages other than English  
are able to access the agency’s services. Once these agencies implement  
their interpreting policies, they should also monitor and update them  
for effectiveness.
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WHEN IS IT APPROPRIATE TO USE AN INTERPRETER? 

Interpreters should be used:
•	 when	a	client	indicates	that	they	require	an	interpreter	(for	example,	

using aids such as cards or posters) 
•	 if	you	believe	that	a	lack	of	knowledge	of	English	has	restricted	your	

client’s understanding in any way
•	 if	you	feel	that	stress	may	have	reduced	your	client’s	understanding	of	

your language.
 

Kiwis – Stan Chan
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HOW CAN I BENEFIT FROM USING INTERPRETERS?

Interpreting is fast becoming known as a better, smarter work practice.

Using a professional interpreter delivers better outcomes.

For service providers when:
•	 you	spend	less	time	interviewing	clients
•	 there	is	less	wasteful	repetition
•	 the	work	is	more	accurate
•	 you	have	greater	cooperation	from	your	clients
•	 you	can	be	confident	you	have	the	client’s	informed	consent
•	 you	provide	guaranteed	service	quality
•	 you	have	enhanced	credibility	and	reputation	within	the	public	sector	

and the community.

For your clients because:
•	 they	get	better	results	in	less	time
•	 they	can	give	you	their	informed	consent	more	easily	and	with	

confidence
•	 they	can	access	other	services	and	information	more	easily.

 

English

Exµr              Khmer 

´RtUvkarGñkbkERb 
´niyayPasaExµr 

Khmer

ü¨¤‘ê  Farsi
.ô¤a¢ š‘þ—Ÿa ô›¤—õ íþ ù“ öõ

.ô÷î üõ –“Ÿ¬ ü¨¤‘ê ö‘“¥ ù“ öõ 

Farsi

Soomaali Somali
Waxaan u baahanahay Turjubaan.
Waxaan ku hadalaa Afka Soomaaliga!

Somali

.

English

I need an interpreter
I speak English

English

I need an interpreter I speak...
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WHAT INTERPRETING MEANS
To interpret means to render orally the meaning of the spoken word from 
one language into another. 

THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN INTERPRETATION AND 

TRANSLATION

In simple terms, interpretation is spoken and translation is written.

A translator is a person who writes or transcribes a message from one 
language into another. An interpreter’s role is to listen and render the 
message spoken in one language into the recipient’s language in order to 
facilitate communication between parties who do not have a common 
language or who have limitations in communicating. 

Tip: To find out more about the different skills of interpreters versus translators, go to Other 
useful information – 1, Interpreters and translators: Cut from the same cloth? at the end of 
this guide.

THE PEOPLE IN AN INTERPRETING SESSION 

In any interpreting session, there will be at least three parties involved.
•	 Client: the person who needs language assistance to understand the 

business at hand. This may be a patient, a member of the public or 
someone with a specific name, such as the accused or the witness, 
depending on the agency concerned.

•	 Service provider: the national or local agency, government department, 
health provider or the person in charge of providing services and 
information on behalf of an agency.

•	 Interpreter: the trained and qualified person entrusted with changing 
the message from one language to another, either on the telephone or in 
person. 
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COMMON FORMS OF INTERPRETING

Most situations are suitable for either face-to-face or telephone interpreting.

Tip: You’ll find further details on managing face-to-face and telephone interpreting elsewhere in 
this guide. 

Consecutive interpreting: the speaker stops after a few sentences, to give 
the interpreter time to interpret. This is the most common method used in 
interpreting sessions.

Simultaneous interpreting: the interpreter is usually one or two words or 
concepts behind the speaker.

New Zealand Sign Language: an official language in New Zealand. The 
interpreter is usually one or two words or concepts behind the speaker.
There is more information at:
www.nzrelay.co.nz
www.deaf.co.nz 
www.slianz.org.nz

Ata Kauri –  
Mikoyan Vekula
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FINDING THE RIGHT INTERPRETER
Finding the appropriate interpreter can make a huge difference to the 
quality of your communication, as well as the consequences of your 
interaction.

Wherever possible, you should use professionally qualified interpreters so 
that you can avoid the potential problems that arise from using unqualified 
interpreters. 

Let’s look at what we mean by qualified and unqualified interpreters.

PROFESSIONALLY QUALIFIED INTERPRETERS

You can expect qualified interpreters to be professional, competent, 
impartial and confidential. They should demonstrate these key skills:
•	 good	linguistic	and	communication	skills	in	at	least	two	languages
•	 familiarity	with	the	subject	matter	and	terminology
•	 recognising	the	different	ways	of	conveying	meaning
•	 an	understanding	of	at	least	two	cultures
•	 a	good	educational	background	to	assist	in	dealing	with	a	variety	of	

subjects
•	 personal	maturity	and	life	experience	to	help	them	deal	with	 

sensitive issues
•	 good	listening	and	memory	skills
•	 an	understanding	of	and	commitment	to,	a	code	of	ethics.
 
Tip: An example of a code of ethics for interpreting is available elsewhere in this guide.
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UNQUALIFIED INTERPRETERS 

Some common examples of unqualified interpreters are:
•	 unqualified	community	volunteers
•	 bilingual	staff	members
•	 children	and	family	members	of	the	client	who	act	as	interpreters	but	

who only have bilingual skills.
 
ADVANTAGES OF USING PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETERS 

Using a qualified interpreter, you should be able to create an effective 
working relationship with the client, whether in a face-to-face situation 
or over the telephone. While the presence of the interpreter alters the 
dynamics of the interview, with a qualified interpreter the objectives of the 
interview should not change, and communication should be between you 
and your client.

Some advantages that professional qualified  interpreters provide include 
the following.
•	 They	interpret	what	they	hear	clearly,	accurately	and	precisely.
•	 They	provide	an	impartial	interpretation	and	don’t	allow	their	own	

feelings or judgement to affect the interpretation.
•	 They	maintain	strict	confidentiality.	

He Korowai mo 
Tangaroa –  
Maria Francesca 
Te Hoki
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RISKS OF USING UNQUALIFIED 
INTERPRETERS
Using unqualified interpreters can be risky for you and your clients. 
Although it sometimes may be convenient to use them, unqualified 
interpreters are unlikely to have been tested for the technical and personal 
skills required of an interpreter.

The following risks apply to any session with an unqualified interpreter.

Confidentiality and privacy 
The interview may be compromised by fear from the client that confidential 
information could be relayed by the interpreter to the client’s family and 
community.

Accuracy
An unqualified interpreter may have less of a command of the two 
languages and cultures involved and, therefore, might be unable to interpret 
accurately. The interpreter may also not understand the agency’s role and its 
specialist vocabulary.

The quality of service and the client’s rights 
The unqualified interpreter may:
•	 be	worried	by	the	role
•	 lack	the	confidence	to	ask	for	clarifications
•	 omit	vital	information	
•	 add	extra	information	of	their	own	accord,	thus	altering	the	message	

(for	example,	by	allowing	the	interpreter’s	own	values	to	intrude	or	
change the interpretation).
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Bias or distortion
An unqualified interpreter may have no knowledge of or commitment 
to a code of ethics. This may lead to bias or distortion which may involve 
‘protection’, ‘taking sides’, censoring or abusing their position. Cultural 
differences may also be an issue.

Here are some specific risks attached to common situations where 
unqualified interpreters are used.
 
UNQUALIFIED COMMUNITY VOLUNTEERS 

Some agencies, businesses, service providers and government agencies 
have pools of voluntary interpreters. Although many of these unofficial 
interpreters are professional, competent, and discreet, the agency has no 
adequate way of testing their competency, monitoring their performance 
and establishing whether or not they understand their role.

Some of the risks associated with using voluntary  interpreters who may be 
unqualified include the following. 
•	 They	may	misuse	the	power	they	gain,	and	use	the	knowledge	against	

the interests of the individuals and families concerned.
•	 They	may	over-identify	with	a	government	agency,	in	terms	of	feeling	

that they are better in education or standing than the client. This could 
lead to advocacy over and above the interpreting role.

 
BILINGUAL STAFF MEMBERS

Being bilingual does not necessarily make someone a good interpreter. 
Many government agencies have bilingual staff and policies that require 
bilingual staff to be called upon to interpret. It is seen as part of the staff 
member’s job profile and duties. 

Bilingual staff members are sometimes expected to use their language skills 
to help their clients.

There are risks attached to using bilingual people and where there is  
no alternative, this practice will continue but, where possible, it should  
be avoided. 
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Some of these risks include the following:
•	 Bilingual	staff	who	are	called	to	interpret	may	face	added	pressure	in	

completing their designated tasks. They may also fear employment 
consequences if they refused to act as interpreters.

•	 The	staff	may	also	feel	a	conflict	of	interest	in	both	representing	the	
agency and acting as an interpreter. They may not understand that they 
must be neutral.

•	 The	staff	may	not	have	access	to	training	and	professional	development	
and so may:
•	 not	realise	that	they	have	to	interpret	what	is	said	in	both	languages	
•	 not	see	the	point	in	interpreting	questions	they	know	the	answers	to,	

preventing full communication without it being evident
•	 have	a	conversation	with	the	client	and	relay	only	what	seems	useful.

 
CHILDREN AND FAMILY MEMBERS OF THE CLIENT

Children and close family members are often used as interpreters. 

Some of the risks include the following:
•	 A	child	or	family	member	may	become	distressed.	This	risk	is	greater	

when the session involves delicate family matters such as a serious 
illness.

•	 Children	can	easily	misrepresent	facts	and	may	lack	vocabulary.
•	 Because	they	are	closely	connected,	the	child	or	family	member	may	

sometimes answer questions themselves, without checking with the 
client.

 

Српски     Serbian 
Потребан ми је преводилац. 
Ја говорим српски. 

Tamil

I need an interpreter I speak...

Serbian
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MANAGING FACE-TO-FACE 
INTERPRETATIONS
In face-to-face interpreting, the interpreter is present at the same place as 
you	and	your	client.	The	flow	of	communication	is	crucial	to	a	successful	
face-to-face interpreting session. 

BEFORE THE SESSION

Before the interview, to develop a good working relationship, you should:
•	 spend	some	time	with	the	interpreter	to	brief	them	about	the	purpose	of	

the interview
•	 if	appropriate,	ask	the	interpreter	to	indicate	some	general	cultural	

factors
•	 allow	sufficient	time	for	the	interview	so	there	is	no	pressure	on	either	

you or the client to conclude it prematurely.
 

DURING THE SESSION

Do
•	 use	plain	English.
•	 talk	directly	to	the	client	as	if	the	client	understands.	For	example,	if	

you say to the interpreter ‘Ask him if he…’ or if the client says ‘Does she 
mean…?’ the trained interpreter will remind you and the client to talk 
directly to each other. 

•	 pause	frequently	so	the	interpreter	can	remember	and	interpret	what	is	
being said.

•	 be	aware	that	your	client	may	understand	some	English	and	so	always	
speak as if the client does understand. Even if your client responds in 
English, use the interpreter to maintain accuracy.

•	 give	your	client	the	opportunity	to	ask	for	clarification	on	anything	that	
has not been understood or to add any other relevant information.

•	 agree	to	the	interpreter	taking	notes	to	aid	their	memory.
•	 ensure	the	interpreter	has	adequate	breaks.	Interpreting	requires	intense	

concentration.
•	 be	aware	of	the	pressure	the	interpreter	is	under.
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•	 ask	the	interpreter	to	repeat	or	clarify	what	is	being	said.
•	 maintain	eye	contact	with	your	client	and	talk	directly	to	them.	

Don’t
•	 talk	to	the	interpreter	about	the	client.	
•	 talk	to	the	interpreter	instead	of	speaking	to	your	client.
•	 talk	at	the	same	time	as	your	client.
•	 rush	the	interview	because	interpreting	accurately	takes	time.
•	 forget	to	pause.
•	 forget	to	take	into	account	the	fact	that	some	languages	take	longer	than	

English to say the same thing.
 
HOW TO REQUEST A FACE-TO-FACE INTERPRETER

Interpreting services are available in several parts of New Zealand, 
providing trained interpreters for a wide variety of purposes. 

For details, go to www.nzsti.org

Follow these tips when requesting a face-to-face interpreter.
•	 Contact	the	service	or	individual	being	commissioned	at	least	24	hours	

in advance whenever possible.
•	 Ensure	there	is	no	conflict	of	interest	between	the	interpreter	and	 

the client.
•	 Find	out	all	costs	associated	with	the	service.
•	 Provide	the	date,	time,	the	precise	address,	and	some	background	

information on the nature of the interpreting task.
•	 Indicate	the	length	of	time	required,	including	any	sessions	held	before	

and after the interview. Include details of who the interpreter should 
report to when they arrive.

•	 Mention	any	other	requirements,	such	as	the	preferred	gender	of	the	
interpreter.

INTERPRETERS’ DATABASE

The Office of Ethnic Affairs is developing a database of interpreters and 
translators. When ready, this will be available at www.languageline.govt.nz
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MANAGING TELEPHONE 
INTERPRETATIONS 
Telephone interpreting is a relatively new concept in New Zealand but 
has been used in Australia for decades. Language Line, a nationwide, 
government, professional telephone interpreting service, is based in 
Wellington and is available in any part of the country.

For telephone interpreting, the interpreter speaks over the telephone from 
another location. The client may be present or may be on the phone. You 
and your client can be located anywhere in New Zealand or overseas. 

BEFORE THE SESSION 

When using a telephone interpreter, a hands-free speaker telephone is most 
effective for easy communication when you’re face-to-face with your client. 
Where necessary, passing a phone back and forth is effective. Ensure you 
have the ability to do three-way calling on your phone.
 

Telephone interpreting session in progress
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DURING THE TELEPHONE INTERPRETING SESSION 

The same principles that apply to face-to-face situations also apply when 
working with an interpreter over the telephone. 

Do
•	 use	plain	English.
•	 talk	directly	to	the	client	as	if	the	client	understands.	For	example,	if	

you say to the interpreter ‘Ask him if he…’ or if the client says ‘Does she 
mean…?’ the trained interpreter will remind you and the client to talk 
directly to each other. 

•	 pause	frequently	so	the	interpreter	can	remember	and	interpret	what	is	
being said.

•	 be	aware	that	your	client	may	understand	some	English	and	so	always	
speak as if the client does understand. Even if your client responds in 
English, use the interpreter to maintain accuracy.

•	 give	your	client	the	opportunity	to	ask	for	clarification	on	anything	that	
has not been understood or to add any other relevant information.

•	 agree	to	the	interpreter	taking	notes	to	aid	their	memory.
•	 ensure	the	interpreter	has	adequate	breaks.	Interpreting	requires	intense	

concentration.
•	 be	aware	of	the	pressure	the	interpreter	is	under.
•	 ask	the	interpreter	to	repeat	or	clarify	what	is	being	said.
•	 maintain	eye	contact	with	your	client	and	talk	directly	to	them.	

Don’t
•	 talk	to	the	interpreter	about	the	client.	
•	 talk	to	the	interpreter	instead	of	speaking	to	your	client.
•	 talk	at	the	same	time	as	your	client.
•	 rush	the	interview	because	interpreting	accurately	takes	time.
•	 forget	to	pause.
•	 forget	to	take	into	account	the	fact	that	some	languages	take	longer	than	

English to say the same thing.

 



18

Hrvatski Croatian 
 č 
   

Croatian

HOW TO REQUEST A LANGUAGE LINE TELEPHONE 

INTERPRETER

Often, your client will request interpreting or indicate a language to you 
on a card or poster. You can call on the confidential 0800 number assigned 
to your agency and an interpreter will be provided. If you don’t know this 
number call 0800 656 656. There is also a 0900 number provided for the 
educational sector: call 0800 656 656 for more information.

Usually, no booking is necessary and you can specify the gender of the 
interpreter, if required.

Tip: There’s a demonstration you can watch at: www.languageline.govt.nz

ßkoC     Urdu 
.}ç Moßp¨ íÆ ÙD×VpN }åWÖ 

 

.Ýàç íOÎàF / DOÎàF ßkoC ÞìÖ 

Urdu

p^jAbI  Punjabi 
m>n<* iec anUvAd crn vAlE dI l~R h>. 
m>: p^jAbI b~ldA/b~ldI h;. 

Punjabi

 

 

 

 

 

中文[粵語]Cantonese 
 

我需要一位翻譯員﹐ 

我說粵語。 

Cantonese

I need an interpreter I speak...
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INFORMATION FOR INTERPRETERS
This section provides tips and advice for professional interpreters or people 
who want to be trained as professional interpreters.

WHAT IS YOUR ROLE AS AN INTERPRETER?

Communication difficulties are about more than vocabulary, grammar, 
syntax, and pronunciation. 

You must also:
•	 recognise	different	ways	of	conveying	meaning
•	 ensure	that	you	explain	the	full	meaning	of	what	is	said	to	the	client	and	

the provider by expressing it appropriately in the other language without 
adding, omitting or altering the meaning

•	 intervene	only	to	increase	the	participation	and	direct	communication	
of both sides

•	 respect	the	confidentiality	and	integrity	of	both	parties
•	 abide	by	a	Code	of	Ethics.	

WHERE TO ACCESS INFORMATION ABOUT INTERPRETING

To find useful information about interpreting, you can use the following 
resources.
•	 Check	the	Language	Line	website	for	links	to	material	such	as	

Interpreting in New Zealand, the pathway forward. 
•	 Visit	the	web	page	of	the	membership	group	New	Zealand	Society	of	

Translators	and	Interpreters	(NZSTI)	at	www.nzsti.org
•	 Visit	the	Australian	interpreting	website:	National	Accreditation	

Authority	for	Translators	and	Interpreters	(NAATI)	www.naati.com.au
•	 Attend	seminars.	From	time	to	time,	Language	Line	and	the	Office	

of Ethnic Affairs hold seminars or workshops that bring professional 
interpreters together with experts in a particular field. Notify Language 
Line if you would like to be informed of similar events when they are 
publicised on www.languageline.govt.nz
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DURING AN INTERPRETING SESSION 

Do
•	 ensure	that	the	two	parties	address	each	other	directly	instead	of	 

talking to you.
•	 speak	the	same	way	as	the	speaker.	For	example	if	the	client	says,	 

‘I saw …’ you should say, in the other language, ‘I saw...’
•	 interpret	everything	the	client	says,	even	if	it	seems	silly	or	

embarrassing.
•	 allow	the	client	to	make	their	own	decisions	and	communicate	

effectively in their own language.
•	 interrupt	only	if	you:

•	 need	the	speaker	to	repeat	what	they	have	said
•	 do	not	understand	the	words	or	concepts	they	have	used
•	 need	the	speaker	to	pause	for	you	to	interpret	what	they	have	said
•	 hear both parties talk at once.

Don’t
•	 make	any	decisions	for	the	client.	Just	interpret	what	they	say.
•	 advocate	or	step	outside	the	bounds	of	your	role.
 

Myanmar
(Burmese)`ref r| Burmese

usGmfkyf p u|; `yef vdk tyf yg onf??

usGmfkyf `ref r| p u|; a`y| yg onf??

I need an interpreter I speak...

Reo Māori  
Kei te hiahia kaiwhakamāori au.
He kŌrero Māori kē au.
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PAYING FOR THE INTERPRETER’S SERVICE

Agencies, businesses, service providers and government agencies should 
have a policy about using qualified interpreters. This policy should include 
provisions concerning payment.

Professionally qualified interpreters need to be recognised for the skills, 
ethics, and the impartiality they bring to their work. Part of this includes 
paying for the interpreter’s services.

Wharariki –  
the Four Seasons –  
Sue Lill
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OTHER USEFUL INFORMATION 

OVERVIEW

Interpreting in New Zealand is a changing and developing area. As an 
interpreter or a service provider exploring the use of interpreting services, 
there are various sources of information available to you, many of them on 
our web site www.languageline.co.nz

This section includes these three pieces of additional information about 
interpreting that are commonly sought after.

1 Interpreters and translators: cut from the same cloth? You can use 
this to distinguish between the key skill sets and habitual activities 
undertaken by translators and interpreters. 

2 Code of Ethics and Conduct: You can use this for quick reference about 
the Code of Ethics and Conduct for interpreting.

3 The practice of interpreting in New Zealand: You can use this 
environmental scan to get some perspective about the interpreting 
environment in New Zealand. Please note that this scan was made at a 
certain point in time and will be followed by others as the interpreting 
sector grows and changes. 

Russian

 
 
ihndI  Hindi 
 

mauJao duBaaiYae kI ja,$rt hO. 
 

maOM ihndI baaolataÀbaaolatI hU*. 

Hindi

I need an interpreter I speak...
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INTERPRETERS AND TRANSLATORS: CUT FROM THE  

SAME CLOTH?

This chart summarises some of the differences in skill sets and 
habitual activities undertaken by translators and interpreters. National 
Association	of	Judiciary	Interpreters	and	Translators	(NAJIT)	members	
may find it useful for client education.

Translators Interpreters

Translators must have excellent knowledge 
of at least two languages but they often 
work in only one direction, that is, they often 
translate only from their acquired language into 
their native language, but not the other way 
around.

Interpreters must have excellent knowledge 
of at least two languages and usually must 
be able to work in both directions. Court, 
medical and community interpreters work in 
both directions; some conference and all UN 
interpreters work only in one direction. 

Translators translating into their acquired 
language must employ an editor to check 
for errors in grammar and usage. Many 
overconfident practitioners omit this step but to do 
so is risky since errors and omissions may lead to 
lawsuits.

Interpreters must self-monitor their 
performance. In lengthy or complex interpreting 
assignments, they benefit from the presence of a 
team partner who can help with terminology and 
correction of any errors.

Translators are certified separately in each 
direction of their language combination. 
For example, there are separate exams and 
certifications for translating from language A to B, 
and from B to A. Most translators translate only 
into their native language(s).

Interpreters are certified in both directions 
at the same time. Most certifications exams 
consist of two separate exams, one written and 
one oral. Written exams may test proficiency only 
in English (as in state court exams) or in both 
languages (as for Federal, NAJIT and conference 
interpreting exams). Oral exams test interpreting 
skills into and out of both languages.

Certification is desirable but not required 
by all clients. However, a valid and nationally 
recognised credential gives the translator an edge 
in the marketplace, and helps with potential clients 
who don’t know how to evaluate a translator’s 
skills. Translators’ and interpreters’ associations 
often have directories where potential clients 
can look up a translator’s credentials and obtain 
contact information.

Certification is required by law or local 
rules in some state courts and in all 
federal courts. It is not required by law 
for conference, medical and community 
interpreting (Oregon and Washington 
states excepted). Nevertheless, having a valid 
credential is a sign of competence and being on a 
roster of certified interpreters can provide a source 
of work in other interpreting settings.

1 
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This paper is reproduced in full in Interpreting in New Zealand, the 
pathway forward which is available at your local library and from 
www.languageline.govt.nz

Judith Kenigson Kristy, © 2006. Reproduction permitted with permission 
of author for educational purposes. judithk@bellsouth.net first 
published in ‘Proteus’ the journal of the National Association of Judiciary 
Interpreters and Translators.

CODE OF ETHICS AND CONDUCT

The New Zealand Society of Translators and Interpreters is developing a 
Code of Ethics which will be available on its website at www.nzsti.org 

Another version of an interpreting Code of Ethics comes from an 
English interpreting expert, Ann Corsellis and Leandro Felix Fernández. 

Code of Ethics and Conduct 

A profession is defined as a group of people who share a common 
expertise and ‘profess’ to a code of ethics and conduct, which is in the 
interest of their clients, colleagues and body of knowledge and which 
goes beyond the self-interest of the individual practitioner.

Professions come into being where trust is required, primarily because 
the clients are not in a position to judge for themselves the quality of 
service being given at the point of delivery. Doctors are an example. 
Likewise, by definition, clients cannot judge for themselves the quality of 
the work of interpreters and translators, because the clients do not speak 
both the languages in question.

In order to fulfil what is required of them by their professional code, 
professions establish:
•	 selection criteria
•	 initial training and in-service training

2
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•	 nationally recognised assessments at all levels
•	 guidelines to good practice
•	 disciplinary procedures.

All five of the above should be:
•	 transparent
•	 nationally/internationally	recognised
•	 consistent
•	 accountable	to	the	public	and	to	the	profession.

In some countries all practising interpreters and translators must belong 
to a regulated profession and may even have protection of title. In other 
countries only interpreters and translators working in certain contexts 
are required to do so. It is recommended that legal interpreting and 
translation should be regulated. A code of conduct is central to this.

In this way, clients from all language groups can be in a position to 
trust the legal interpreter and translator; to know that, for example, 
confidentiality and impartiality will be observed and that there are clear 
professional procedures for identifying and dealing with any breaches of 
that trust.

Lawyers, police officers, probation officers, prison officers and other 
members of the legal disciplines have their own professional codes 
and guidelines and their own disciplinary procedures to preserve and 
maintain the integrity and probity of the legal system, and to be seen 
to	do	so.	The	code	of	the	legal	interpreter	and	translator	reflects	that	
common purpose and supports proper professional inter-disciplinary 
relationships.

Status cannot be given. It can only be earned through the diligent 
application by the individual practitioner and professional codes, values 
and standards agreed by the profession as a whole.
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Code of Ethics and Conduct

The following list comprises the core code of ethics and conduct, which 
it is recommended should govern the practice of legal interpreters and 
translators. The code may vary in detail between member states and 
(where	they	exist)	should	be	obtainable	from	the	professional	bodies	in	
each country in hard copy or on web-sites.

The core code requires that legal interpreters and translators:

1 Interpret and translate truly and faithfully, to the best of their 
ability, without anything being added or omitted; summarising 
only when requested and with the knowledge and consent of all 
parties.

Levels of speech must always be respected. That is to say, interpreters 
must maintain the type of language used by the parties, such as 
simple, formal and colloquial. Note that, as set out in the guidelines 
to good practice, the interpreter may intervene to alert the parties 
to possible misunderstandings and then interpret any subsequent 
explanations where, for example, one party has not understood the 
formal language of another.

If abusive or obscene language is used in the source language, target 
language equivalents must be used. Under such circumstances, 
personal inhibitions must be overridden in the interests of an 
accurate record of interview.

It should be noted that the relatively few occasions when 
summarising is acceptable have to be carefully considered. 
Summarising causes serious concern even to experienced interpreters 
and translators because it requires them to make decisions on matters 
which they may not be qualified to judge, namely what to include or 
leave out. There is a difference, for example, between summarising 
the information given by a distressed mother to a police officer about 
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a lost child by the river, to enable the child to be found quickly, and 
summarising legal argument in court or evidence in a police station.

2 Only undertake assignments for which they are competent.

This means that interpreters and translators must be clear about 
what an assignment involves before they accept it. They have to be as 
sure as they can be that it is within their existing competence, or that 
they have the time and facilities to make satisfactory preparations or 
research.

If they judge the assignment to be beyond their competence, they 
must decline it.

3 Disclose any professional limitations which may arise during an 
assignment and take steps to remedy them or withdraw.

It is not always possible to predict what may arise during an 
assignment, despite the most careful preliminary enquiries and 
preparations. Recognition and admission of limitations are 
acceptable in all professions, and always preferable to the alternative.

4 Do not delegate accepted assignments, or accept delegated 
assignments, without the consent of the parties concerned.

Good practice requires that accepted assignments are always 
honoured, except where there are real emergencies. On these 
occasions,	the	employer/client	should	be	contacted	at	once.	An	
appropriately qualified substitute can be suggested where the 
client is not aware of one. Contracts or letters of agreement for the 
assignments should be revised accordingly. Accepting delegated 
assignments without consent is bad practice and risks placing all 
parties in legal and professional difficulties.
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5 Declare a conflict of interest arising from an assignment and 
withdraw if any of the parties so require.

The following are examples of such a situation:
•	 A	client	is	known	personally:		For	example,	a	relative	or	close	

neighbour. It is considered bad practice to accept assignments 
involving a relative. Given that linguists may at least be aware 
of individuals in their own local language community, where 
clients are known personally to them has to be declared, and the 
potential	for	conflict	of	interest	assessed	by	others	involved	(for	
example, by the court) and agreed by all parties.

•	 A	client	is	known	from	a	previous	assignment.	It	would	be	
difficult to be seen to be preserving the necessary impartiality 
where a previous assignment allowed the interpreter to be privy to 
information that was not appropriate to the current assignment. 
In some countries it is not acceptable, where separation of 
stages	of	legal	process	is	required	(for	example,	preserving	the	
separation between the investigative and judicial stages), for the 
same interpreter to act in more than one.

•	 The	interpreter	has	shares	in,	or	close	relatives	employed	by,	a	
company that has become involved in a legal process.

•	 There	may	be	risks	to	personal	security	or	embarrassment	where	
a case involves a matter which gives rise to unusually heated local 
feelings	(for	example,	child	abuse,	contested	domestic	disputes,	
and racial disputes). In such matters it may be wiser for an 
interpreter from outside the area to be called in and not publicly 
identified.

6 Observe Confidentiality

Interpreters and translators must treat as confidential any 
information, which may come to them in the course of their work 
including the fact that they have undertaken a particular assignment. 
This does not preclude them from making use of their experiences, 
on an anonymous and strictly confidential basis, within recognised 
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structures of professional support and training where colleagues are 
bound to observe the same codes.

It should be reported to the proper authorities immediately if any 
significant approach is made to legal interpreters and translators 
which attempts to breach their confidentiality; if, for example, they 
are approached by the press or parties related to the case who are not 
entitled to information.

7 Observe, and be seen to observe, impartiality.

The role of legal interpreters and translators has to be one of complete 
impartiality, whatever their personal feelings might be. They have to 
be scrupulous in avoiding the appearance of partiality. This involves, 
for example, interpreters avoiding:
•	 appearing	to	be	over-friendly	with	any	of	the	parties	for	the	

defence or the prosecution
•	 involving	themselves	in	discussions	with	one	party	which	are	not	

known to the other party
•	 being	seen	alone	with	a	party	during	breaks	(for	example,	during	

court hearings)
•	 demonstrating,	even	non-verbally,	their	own	feelings	or	views
•	 giving	advice	or	opinions.

If their impartiality is at risk, they must declare themselves 
professionally embarrassed and withdraw.

8 Do not use any information gained during the course of their work 
for the benefit of themselves or anyone else.

9 Decline any reward arising from an assignment other than the 
agreed fees and expenses.

Individuals often wish to show their appreciation of the legal 
interpreter or translator by offering gifts. In some cultures, this is a 
polite convention.
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Sometimes gifts are offered for other motives. It is therefore 
required that all gifts, or any other type of reward, are declined. If 
this is known to be an absolute requirement, then any appearance 
of discourtesy is avoided. Any approach that is thought to be an 
inducement to corruption should be reported at once to the proper 
authorities.

10 Seek to increase their professional skills and knowledge.

Languages, language usage and legal procedures change and move 
on. Legal interpreters and translators are constantly challenged by 
new subject matter, terminology, jargon and procedures.

11 Safeguard professional standards and offer assistance to other 
interpreters and translators whenever reasonable, practical and 
appropriate.

This	item	of	the	code	reflects	the	individual	interpreter’s	and	
translator’s responsibility to their profession as a whole.

Legal interpreters and translators are under a duty to do what they 
can to contribute to overall standards and, as part of that, to give 
assistance to one another wherever practicable.

This paper by Ann Corsellis and Leandro Felix Fernández was first 
published by Lessius Hogeschool/Lessius University College, Antwerp 
Belgium and edited by Professor Erik Hertog of that institution. It is in 
Interpreting in New Zealand, the pathway forward which is available at 
your local library and from www.languageline.govt.nz
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THE PRACTICE OF INTERPRETING IN NEW ZEALAND

Prepared by the Office of Ethnic Affairs July 2012

Summary

The objectives of this environmental scan are to provide a better 
understanding of the interpreting sector and the true supporting 
mechanisms available to the sector.

In New Zealand the need for qualified interpreters in public services 
is critical. Language Line telephone interpreting service has over 80 
participating agencies using the service and has carried out over 300,000 
interpreting since starting the service in 2003. The professionalisation 
of the industry has not been achieved. This is partly due to the lack of 
national codes of ethics and standards of practice to direct the sector.

An increasing level of migration1 from non-English speaking countries 
combined with a shortage of professionally trained interpreters has led to 
ongoing challenges in the provision of services to those with English as a 
second language in health care, legal and public services.

There have always been the ‘bilingual experts’. Often these are people 
who grew up speaking their heritage language, but never trained as an 
interpreter. It is frequently assumed that a person familiar with two 
languages is able to take on the role of interpreter 2. 

1  Migration Trends and Outlook: International Migration, Settlement and Employment  
Dynamics, Department of Labour (2007 – 2012).

2  Interpreting in New Zealand: the pathway forward (2009) Passage to Professionalism p.23: 
Department of Internal Affairs.

3
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The development of the industry in New Zealand has been set around 
the use of bilingual practitioners as well as community trained 
interpreters.	Conference	interpreting	(as	used	by	the	United	Nations	
and more recently at the European Union) has not been established in 
New Zealand as it has in some European countries. Interpreting services 
appear to be driven by an increase in migration from countries where 
English is not the heritage language. This has also been driven by an 
emphasis on increased world trade and, in part, by the existence of laws 
in New Zealand which provide for the right to an interpreter 3.  

In New Zealand, under the Human Rights Act 19934 and the Bill of 
Rights Act 1990, individuals who have limited English have the right 
to	an	interpreter	when	dealing	with	the	law	(Police	and	Courts),	health	
service providers, during elections and elsewhere. See  
www.legislation.govt.nz for more details.

The health sector has been very proactive in demonstrating its awareness 
of the importance of interpreting. A number of District Health Boards 
have their own interpreting services5. The largest use of interpreters in 
the health sector is on-site interpreting. 

The professional development of interpreters and translators worldwide 
is emerging slowly. Educational institutions providing professional 
qualification or development programmes are not common. In New 
Zealand, Auckland’s AUT, Auckland University, UNITEC and in 
Christchurch, CPIT, are the only ones actively working in the area. 
Waikato has captured the Māori linguistic disciplines.

3  Let’s Talk: Guidelines for Government Agencies Hiring Interpreters (1995) Department of 
Internal Affairs

4  Let’s Talk: Guidelines for Government Agencies Hiring Interpreters (1995) Department of 
Internal Affairs

5  Currently several District Health Boards have their own interpreting organisation and have also 
signed up to Language Line.
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About this scan

Purpose

The purpose of this scan is to collect a description of documents about 
interpreting practice within New Zealand. 

The opportunity will also be taken to collect information on New Zealand’s 
current services and stakeholders and to identify where gaps are to be 
found. It is also a chance to look at trends in the industry and how they 
might	influence	the	development	of	standards	of	practice.	

Background

An environmental scan is an overview of a particular field that helps to 
reveal important trends, issues and developments that may determine or 
shape the future of the industry.

This	scan	has	been	conducted	for	the	Office	of	Ethnic	Affairs	(OEA)	on	
interpreting in New Zealand. OEA has taken a leadership role in shaping a 
culture of professional interpreting services. 

Need for qualified interpreters 

New Zealand is a nation of migrants. In the 2006 Census, almost 23 per 
cent of the New Zealand population identified as being born overseas 6. 
Although the majority of migrants entering New Zealand are required to 
have a reasonable English language skill, there are a number of immigration 
categories which do not require migrants to have such skills. One of those is 
the ‘Family-Sponsored Migrants’ as well as those who come in through the 
‘Humanitarian’ stream, which includes refugees and asylum seekers.

6 Statistics NZ: Census 2006.



34

New Zealand is a signatory to the 1951 United Nations Convention and the 
1967 Protocol Relating to the Status of Refugees, and accepts an annual 
quota of refugees of around 750. In the last decade, people from over 50 
different countries have been accepted through the quota7.   

There is also an annual Pacific quota. The Samoan Quota was formally 
established in 1970. Under the Samoan Quota and Pacific Access Category, 
the quota allows up to 1,100 Samoans, including their partners and 
dependent children, to be granted residence in New Zealand each year. The 
Pacific Access Category was established in 2002 for Pacific countries with 
which New Zealand has close ties 8.  

Methodology

Documents were collected from articles in books and journals, as well as 
being gathered from websites. No attempt was made to compare code of 
ethics/conduct	for	standardisation	of	any	services.	

One element of the scan focused on the different types of membership 
of	New	Zealand	Society	of	Translators	and	Interpreters	(NZSTI)	and	the	
languages listed, in order to understand current interpreting availability, 
the	individual	provider	and	Non-Governmental	Organisations	(NGOs),	as	
well as services provided by the major District Health Boards. 

Limitation of this scan

This scan is a snapshot of the position at the moment in a fast-growing and 
ever-changing field. The effects of the Canterbury earthquakes continue. 
It has not been possible to contact some of the people and businesses listed 
in directories. More knowledge and information will strengthen future 
snapshots.
 

7 Migration Trends and Outlook Reports. Immigration New Zealand. 
8 Pacific countries includes, Fiji, (although removed from eligibility for the PAC since 2007, 

applications were made before this date are valid) Tonga, Samoa, Tuvalu, and Kiribati.
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Support services 

Citizens Advice Bureau (CAB) offer support, advocacy and advice in a 
range	of	languages	(26),	on	the	following	topics:		Immigration,	Income	
Support and Benefits, Taxes, Housing and Tenancy, Employment issues, 
Education and Training and Health. The majority of those providing this 
advice and advocacy are not qualified interpreters but are bilingual. They 
offer an information service in a number of languages. 

New Zealand Society of Translators and Interpreters (NZSTI) is a 
nationally representative body of translators and interpreters that provides 
a networking forum for its members. It should be noted that NZSTI is a 
membership organisation and not all those who work as interpreters and 
translators are members of this society. 

Membership of NZSTI is made up of three categories: full membership, 
associates	and	affiliates	(persons	who	are	not	qualified	to	be	members	or	
fellows of the society; persons who work as translators and interpreters, but 
do not hold a recognised interpreting or translation qualification). By far, 
the greatest majority of members are ‘affiliates’. 

Māori and New Zealand Sign Language interpreters make up approximately 
a	third	of	full	members.	Another	third	are	French	and	German	translators/
interpreters. There are far fewer full NZSTI members who provide support 
in the top ten languages requested by users of Language Line.

Interpreting New Zealand is an independent, not-for-profit incorporated 
society established in 1993. There are two branches, Interpreting Wellington 
and Interpreting Canterbury. They provide interpreting services to support 
effective communications between those who speak little or no English and 
government agencies or private businesses. Interpreting NZ has an in-house 
training programme which provides a predominantly ‘face to face’ service 
with some telephone interpreting support.
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District Health Boards, in some instances, have their own in-house 
interpreting services. This is used by hospital clinics and outpatient 
services. Language Line supports interpreting in a growing number of 
DHBs	(see	www.languageline.govt.nz)

In conclusion, this environmental scan is the first. It will be followed by 
others as the interpreting sector grows and changes. In the meantime, it is 
appropriate for everybody involved in interpreting to make our sector as 
professional and as consistently excellent as we can. I welcome feedback.

Diana Clark
Manager, Language line
Office of Ethnic Affairs, 
Wellington
diana.clark@dia.govt.nz

New Zealand Beach Scene – 
Wendy Randall
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