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Changes in language needs and language policies have had an impact
on the provision of services which require access to interpreting. It  is
perhaps inevitable that new professional areas such as community inter-
preting1 should look to new technologies in the search for solutions to
particular problems or (on a more positive note) to provide more effi-
cient services. This article suggests that there is ample scope for the ex-
tension of such services by the application of new technologies. Such a
process will, however, have an impact on both the practical and ethical
aspects of the interpreter’s work.

0. Introduction

Remote interpreting is not a recent phenomenon (Moser-Mercer  2003).
Experiments in remote interpreting began in the 1970s and have contin-
ued to the present day with varying success. Both UNESCO and the EU
have been involved in experiments, and more recently the International
Telecommunication Union has been involved in projects with the Uni-
versity of Geneva.2 Australia has a full-scale telephone interpreting ser-
vice, the TIS3, funded at federal level, which dates back to 1973. So do
other countries, such as South Africa with its eleven official languages.4

Commercial services using satellite technology, based particularly in
the USA, have been active for a long time and in recent years have begun to
establish themselves in other countries, either by merger and acquisition or
as start-up activities.

In  recent  years  there  has  been  massive  growth  not  only  in  the
demand for interpreting, but also the types of interpreting that are needed –
Holly Mikkelson has listed over a dozen.5 Factors such as distance, security,
access to less used languages and cost have all contributed to the growth of
modes  of  delivery  that  take  advantage  of  the  latest  developments  in
technology,  ranging  from  conference  calls  to  video  link-ups.  Satellite
communications have also led to the proliferation of international service
providers,  and  new  types  of  technology  open  different  possibilities.
Mouzourakis (1996), for example, breaks videoconferencing down into a
number of activities: videophony (or videotelephony) where a facial image
is transmitted with a telephone call; whiteboarding, where documents are
exchanged by computer and commented upon; desktop videoconferencing,
using a  camera attached to PCs;  and studio  or  room videoconferencing,
where two or more studios can be linked up by video or audio. 
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All of this raises interesting questions with regard to the provision of
proper levels of service and ensuring that both clients and end-users receive
an  equivalent  level  of  support  to  what  they  would  receive  in  remote
interpreting  if  traditional  face-to-face interpreting  were available.  In the
area of conference interpreting, the expansion of the EU, and the cost of
providing multi-lingual interpreting services for international meetings or
other organisations such as the UN, has led to research into other aspects of
such activities, including wear and tear on the interpreters themselves, and
whether  remote  provision  can  provide  equivalent  standards  of  quality
(Moser-Mercer 2005a). Ko (2006) has also rightly raised the question and
potential  of  using  distance  methods  for  both  training  and  continuous
professional development.

The major impact of remote interpreting, however, can be seen most
clearly in the public services. The way has been led, logically enough, by
organisations  offering  sign  language  interpreting  by  video  link.  The
recognition of interpreting services as an important element within public
services such as health, local government and the law has created an all-
too-often urgent need to set up and maintain a proper interpreting service.
The emphasis has been on face-to-face liaison interpreting,  either in 1:1
situations ranging from doctors’ surgeries to police stations, or in the more
formal context of tribunals or courts of law. Problems encountered range
from the purely logistical and financial through to the question of locating
suitably  qualified  interpreters  in  a  particular  language  in  a  specific
geographical area. The need and demand for interpreting services has arisen
in  recent  years  as  a  logical  consequence  of  globalisation,  changes  in
international  legislation  with  regard  to  human  rights,  and  the  massive
increase  in  population  movements  around  the  globe.  Changes  as  a
consequence of political events such as the break-up of the USSR have led
to the re-emergence of languages that had not been used to any extent in the
international arena for several generations. The gradual realisation that it is
important to recognise the importance of the languages that other people
speak (let alone their linguistic preferences) is a process which has received
significant  impetus  from  EU  language  policies  and  can  have  serious
implications  in  terms  of  government  policy  and  the  response  of
organisations that have to deal with the general public.

All  this  means  that  even  countries  with  a  history  of  widespread
immigration can find themselves receiving communities with no historical
connection to that country (and hence no established community to help
them settle), so that there is a pressing need for support in languages which
are not widely spoken and rarely studied. Procedures such as the dispersal
of  asylum  seekers  from  the  capital  city  to  provincial  towns  (as  has
happened in the case of London) can exacerbate the situation and create
additional  pressure  on  local  services.  It  is  not  surprising  therefore  that
remote interpreting should come to be seen as part of the solution as policy
makers and managers will inevitably wish to explore any avenue that could
deliver a cheaper interpreting service. However, it will be seen that this also
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gives rise to a number of problems and concerns, ranging from the cost of
provision to questions of quality assurance and accountability.

1. Current situation and developments

An increasing number of government services and public service providers
in the UK have signed up with American companies for a variety of ser-
vices which may include translation and face-to-face as well as telephone
interpreting. A random search on the Internet will throw up a large number
of service providers, many of whom will  include public service areas as
part of a wider range of provision as diverse  as voice-over and cultural
briefings. Kwintessential offers interpreting as only one of a wide range of
language-related activities. These include editing and proofreading, cross-
cultural courses, on-line language tuition and recruitment services. It also
provides useful supplementary information with lists of articles on subjects
related to their many language activities and there is a handy ten-point list
on how to work with an interpreter.6 The Bridge-World Language Center
Inc. offers community interpreting within its range of activities, and for the
client it provides training courses on how to work with interpreters. New in-
terpreters have to attend an orientation programme and pass an oral screen-
ing besides a test on a Code of Ethics. Whose is not specified, but the logo
of the American Translators Association is displayed on the front screen. 

This placing of community interpreting within a number of services
indicates  that  to  a  great  extent  the  same  concerns  arise  in  remote
interpreting as in other  language activities. Interpreters will  still  have to
focus on the traditional concerns of consistency, cohesion, completeness of
interpretation, fluency of delivery, correct grammatical usage, native accent,
and a pleasant voice (Kahane 2000). Quality and efficiency will always be
paramount. But a number of new factors intrude and ways have to be found
of resolving them.

2. Procedures and issues

Faced with new technologies, new practices and new methods of working,
there has inevitably been some resistance from interpreters. Many of their
concerns appear to be justified and solutions will need to be found, arising
from the oral and immediate nature of the exercise. Traditionally, the inter-
preter expects to see the speakers. This is evidently not possible over the
telephone (although videophone has scope for development here) and there
can  be  practical  difficulties  with  videoconferencing  and  link-ups.  Non-
verbal cues constitute a very high percentage of communication in normal
speech. The interpreter may therefore not be able to gauge facial expres-
sion, irony, emotion or the response to the message in either direction. Dif-
ficulties may be encountered with the technology. Interpreters complain that
the screen may glitter or be less than sharp; the camera may not be pointing
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at a given moment in the right direction, or someone could move their chair
and go out of shot for a key moment. The interpreter may not be in contact
with camera, sound crew or producer, and there may be no opportunity for
querying or repeating questions. In a conference environment, there may be
references to a screen or display board which is out of sight for the inter-
preter. For both sound and vision, conditions may be cramped and below
the accepted norms and there is concern that interpreters will suffer from
burn-out  more  quickly  than  in  conventional  situations.  (Moser-Mercer
2005b)

A number  of  key  organisations,  including  AIIC  and  JISC7,  have
combined to produce a code of practice. They insist that the interpreters
must be consulted over both feasibility and detailed planning, and should
also have access to the same information as delegates at the meeting, which
may require full connectivity with both computer and video screens. They
specify international standards which must be  complied with: ISO 2603;
ISO 4043  and  CEI  60914.  These  cover  aspects  such  as  sound  quality,
picture  definition  and  health  factors  such  as  screen  breaks,  working  in
artificial  light  and  a  possibly  stressful  environment.  Tele-interpreting  is
deemed  to  be  unacceptable.8 Two  hours  per  day  is  the  recommended
maximum working time, though the guidelines produced in 2003 concede
that three hours is acceptable. (AIICb January 2003.)

Clearly  these  codes  are  directed  principally  towards  conference
interpreting,  but  there  is  no  way  of  saying  which  mode  of  remote
interpreting is going to be used in a public service context. Sign language
interpreting,  for  example,  could  benefit  from  a  more  widely  available
service  using  videoconferencing  or  video  link  facilities.  And  the  same
factors still apply, ranging from the impact on the interpreting process of
not being a direct part of the proceedings to health and safety factors for the
interpreter, which might include the lack of proper ventilation and light or
matters such as having to work anti-social hours. The latter may prove to be
a  key  factor  in  the  provision  of  interpreting  facilities  by  satellite  as  a
consequence of working across time zones. Sheer distance is another factor
that needs to be taken into account, plus the needs of remote communities.

Again, the questions that arise are not exclusive to the introduction
of new technology in the context of interpreting. There is ample scope for
the development of teleworking for interpreters as well as translators who
are quite accustomed nowadays to producing the bulk of their work on-line
with the  fax as a back-up for  clients who may well not be in the same
country.  This,  however,  is  also a  fairly  new system of  working and the
ramifications  need  to  be  considered.  There  are  benefits  to  all  parties  –
individuals,  employers and society as a  whole.  Less  time and money  is
spent  on  commuting;  it  is  possibly  easier  to  fit  work  in  with  family
commitments;  there  are  no  geographical  limitations  (which  includes
hazardous travel in mid-winter); individuals can create their own working
environment  and this  could  make  life  easier  for  the  disabled;  there  are
benefits  to  independent working  away  from an office  environment.  Set
against all  that,  individuals  could  find themselves isolated with impacts
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ranging from the quality of social life to the ability to negotiate better terms
with their employer; hours, although more flexible, could also be anti-social
(though this may be a factor when providing 24-hour cover for health or
emergency services, for example); it can be difficult to concentrate at home,
and there may be health and safety factors which would not be permitted in
the workplace. For employers, office space is reduced, it may be possible to
get staff to work more flexibly, and work can be transferred to areas which
are remote and where regional authorities may even offer incentives for job
creation. However, setting-up and running costs can be higher as there are
fewer chances of sharing facilities or some equipment; IT support may be a
problem; and there is less control over elements such as enforcing company
procedures  or  guaranteeing  confidentiality  or  security.  Social  benefits
include work-life balance, supporting communities and reducing pressure
on such facilities as public travel.9 

2.1. Interpreter service provider issues

The above items are by no means exclusive to interpreting, but they include
factors that any service provider will need to take into account if setting up
remote provision. And there may be incentives to do so. It could be possible
to pay people a retainer to be available on duty, but pay them a full rate only
for calls that they take. It would be possible to reduce the number of staff
interpreters by directing less used languages either to a teleworker or even
by satellite link to the country of origin. It would be easier to provide for
out-of-hours cover without having to maintain expensive offices. As the de-
velopment of new technology becomes more sophisticated and as costs fall
(Broadband is a case in point) the efficiency of the service is likely to im-
prove.

2.2. Service commissioning issues

For the people who require the interpreter service, quality and reliability
must be a key issue. There is something fixed about an organisation with a
set of offices and a nameplate outside a building. Being assured of the qual-
ity of provision by staff who are in the next county is rather more difficult,
and could become even more so if  those staff  are not even in the same
country. Issues can then arise in case of disputes over legal jurisdiction and
where liability can be placed if things go wrong. Recording telephone inter-
preted sessions can be a way to monitor and keep records but has to be se-
cure. There may also be questions over acceptable standards or the relev-
ance of training or experience if the interpreter who is being contacted be-
longs to a professional body in their own country which offers a different
set of codes of conduct or guidelines to good practice. On the other hand,
there are the benefits mentioned above of the range of languages, the times
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at which services can be offered, and savings could be a factor to add to
flexibility.

2.3. Service user issues

For the service user, there is the additional question of knowing precisely
what’s on offer as well as who precisely is offering it.  In the case of the
Lothian Out-of-Hours Service, there is a note on the website that NHS24
has access to interpreting services for over 100 languages but the telephone
number is not given and the flowchart showing how the system works omits
any reference to interpreters.10 Apart from the matter of cost (and knowing
who precisely is going to pay for the service)11 there may well be the need
for additional assurances on confidentiality and quality. If the service pro-
vider is a commercial company, there is also the possibility that they could
be taken over by another organisation which does not offer the same quality
or it might go out of business altogether.

2.4. Service delivery issues 

Apart from the question of the credit status of the service provider, there is
the broader quality issue of who is providing what and to whose standard. It
is striking that in the speed of development over the last ten to fifteen years
there has been a rapid growth in the number of associations offering a range
of membership services to interpreters.12 Some may be international and
have chapters in more than one country. Others may be at country level, but
may also be found at regional and even county level (that is counties of US
size). Some only focus on part of an American state, such as North-East
Ohio. A significant number of these relate to sign language interpreting and
of course there are membership bodies with a specialist slant, such as Eu-
skal  Itzultzaile,  Zuzentzaile  eta  Interpretarien  Elkartea,  which  covers
Basque. Some organisations cover one particular skill (typically translation
or conference interpreting) whilst others cover a larger number of language
activities including things like voice-over or localization. Whilst it is im-
portant for practitioners to have support to which they can have access, it is
perhaps unfortunate that the level of provision is often quite so diverse. This
leads to a danger of it being either fragmented or unable to present a united
front when dealing with other large organisations,  such as multi-national
companies or European community institutions, let alone when negotiating
with governments.

3. Quality assurance procedures

The other major issue which derives from the fragmentation of professional
activities is quality  assurance.  A significant number of organisations,  in-
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cluding commercial firms and small-scale providers of local services, will
publish information on their quality assurance procedures. Some of these
are quite bland, stating that these are in place or are taken seriously by the
organisations; others are more detailed. It is common to state that quality
control is rigorous and ongoing (even though specifics rarely follow). Many
companies have their own recruitment process which includes an assess-
ment test. Some, like Bridge-World, will refer to membership of profession-
al bodies, and others will indicate broadly the kind of procedures that are
followed. This may or may not include specific reference to customer parti-
cipation. By way of illustration, Language Line is a major provider for pub-
lic services. It offers 150 language combinations and will also provide an
over-the-phone  service  for  limited-English-speaking  customers.  It  will
screen new interpreters and carry out in-house language audits.13 The web-
site assures customers that interpreters are professionally trained and tested.
In practice this means that most of them will be graduates and should have
a relevant post-graduate qualification, such as the Diploma in Public Ser-
vice Interpreting. Staff must also pass internal assessments which are ex-
ternally validated. Language Service Associates claim to be pioneers in tele-
phonic interpreting and offer a 24-hour service. Quality Assurance appears
on the front page of their website, but only assures potential users that qual-
ity is a number one priority, and that they recruit top staff. Linguists are
trained, tested and re-evaluated as part of the process. However, it is unusu-
al for any company to specify precisely what qualifications they look for in
staff, or to give details of the kind of training that staff undertake.14 Similar
assurances are given by most of the sites that have been visited.
It  is  refreshing  how often it  is  stated  that  a  bi-lingual  person  does  not
necessarily make a good interpreter, and there is a general awareness that
people will have a different range of specialisation, although one Chinese
website does rather hopefully offer a full range of service from conference
activities through to visiting the local shopping mall to get a guaranteed
good price. Interpreting seems to be at a slight disadvantage in that there are
more opportunities for translating to be tested. Apparently there is no single
certification process for interpreters in the USA, but that may simply be a
reflection of the federal structure of that country.15 There has undoubtedly
been a proliferation of tests, registers and standards in different countries,
which gives rise to concerns about levels and equivalences, not only when
people  move  across  borders  but  also  when  organisations  offer  services
worldwide. There are, however, some key examples, such as  NAJIT (The
National  Association  of  Judiciary  Interpreters  and  Translators)  in  the
USA,16 NAATI (National  Accreditation  Authority  for  Translators  &
Interpreter) in Australia,17 and the  Chartered Institute  of Linguists in the
UK. Masters’ degrees in language skills are on the increase in the UK, but
most of these are in translation rather than interpreting, and tend to be based
on academic rather than professional or vocational criteria.
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4. Codes of ethics

There tends  to  be an overlap between quality assurance procedures and
statements regarding codes of conduct, practice, responsibility or standards
versus guides to good practice or just plain guidelines.  (Bancroft 2005)18

Terms of business, whilst covering specifics such as dates for payment, also
tend to touch on matters of proper procedure and what can be considered as
acceptable (and indeed unacceptable) behaviour. Some codes take an un-
equivocal moral stance: “Do no harm” (…) “Strive to do good”.19 It should
be  noted  that  items  such  as  confidentiality  may  then  appear  in  the
Guidelines for Professional Practice, whereas such a central requirement for
interpreters ought to appear in the code.

Although translation and interpreting tend to be separated out (and
sometimes the different types of interpreting as well) no code of ethics seen
to  date  refers  specifically  to  remote  interpreting.  At-sight  translation
(traduction à vue, which may concern health or court interpreters) does not
figure  either,  although  a  section  will  appear  in the  forthcoming updated
version of the Code of Professional Conduct of the  Chartered Institute of
Linguists in  London.  However,  consideration  does  need to  be  given  to
remote interpreting, given that it will involve different methods of working
(no  verbal  cues,  different  physical  location,  reliance  on  technology  for
communication to be maintained, etc.) and may well operate across borders.

In such circumstances, more global features will  need to be taken
into  account,  such  as  local  legislation,  since  commercial  and  state-
controlled providers may operate under different terms of  reference. The
professional  standing  of  interpreters  may  vary  between  countries,  the
dangers run by interpreters in  Iraq and other war  zones being a case in
point.20 Interpreting may even appear as a sub-set of another professional
group  –  one  translating  and  interpreting  body  in  the  USA is  actually
affiliated to the Newspaper Guild-Communications Workers of America.21

Standard procedures for registration and annual operating may also vary.
Then  there  are  variants  in  what  is  considered to  be  proper  practice.  In
Britain any gift beyond a box of chocolates may be viewed with suspicion,
and interpreters are expressly forbidden to accept gifts of any sort in order
to avoid any charge at a later date of collusion or improper behaviour. In
other  countries,  gift-giving is perfectly normal and not considered to be
evidence  of  malpractice.  So  cultural  sensitivity  and  respect  for  local
practice need to be worked in somehow. Courteous forms of address and
standard honorifics may be a case in point for a telephone interpreter where
the rather brusque enquiries which pass off as normal in one society could
cause serious offence in another. And there are terms which may not exist in
one  legal system but  which are  crucial  to an understanding of  another:
“remand”, “suspended sentence”, “probation” and “release on licence” may
all need to be paraphrased when moving out of the context of UK Law.

Any guide to good practice for remote interpreting will need to take
into account the specific means of establishing contact between parties. It
will be important not to dial the wrong number; the right person must be
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available  at the  other  end  of  the  phone; time  zones  must  be  taken into
account, etc.. Therefore, procedures in standard interpreting may need to be
amended.

• How is the interpreter to be briefed about the topic of the call?
• What preparation time will the interpreter have?
• What needs to be done about acronyms, job titles of individuals or

other items specific to a particular call?
• Will the interpreter have the chance to speak briefly to the client to

make sure that they speak the same variety of a particular language?
• How to deal politely with interruptions? 
• How to stop the flow of conversation in order to double-check a date

or a figure?
• How to ensure that the parties have really understood the message if

the interpreter cannot see how it has been received?
• What to do about a pause where someone is considering their  re-

sponse, as opposed to a gap as no-one knows quite whose turn it is to
speak next?

• How to deal with cultures that have varying views on turn-taking?
• How to deal with emotions ranging from bewilderment to rage?

All of this may be taking place with people fully aware that they are being
charged by the second for the service, which may also make them unduly
nervous. And the distance environment will also have other spin-offs: the
interpreter might feel more secure than would be the case in a courtroom
with irate family members in the public gallery. On the other hand, can the
service provider guarantee that the line is electronically secure?

5. Identifying and measuring good practice

Again, it is necessary to separate out what is considered to be good practice
in  community  interpreting  from what may be taken  as  a  benchmark or
beacon in this novel area for other organisations to follow. There are a num-
ber of areas where equal opportunity may be enhanced (and this is a key
area of legislation in the UK). A service provider may be able to provide an
interpreter in a rare language by using the phone; remand cases can be dealt
with more quickly by video link if  time is not lost moving the prisoner
between prison and court.
But  pitfalls  abound.  In  2005  the  Board  of  Directors  of  the  National
Association  of  Judiciary  Interpreters  and  Translators  (NAJIT)  in  Texas
wrote  to  the  governor  to  protest  against  House  Bill  1642,  which  was
intended to authorise counties with a population of over 50,000 people not
to use a licensed interpreter if one was not available within a distance of 75
miles.22 In countries where populations can be sparse, distances enormous
and winters unkind, there would seem to be ample scope for the use of
interpreters by telephone or video link.
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It may of course be premature to be looking for examples of good
practice in an area of professional endeavour which has only been recently
established, and which is in a constant state of development given current
technological advances.  However,  professional  bodies  should be able  to
pick up on situations encountered by their members, and the example above
shows  how  an  alert  organisation  can  exert  pressure  to  ensure  that  fair
procedures are followed. There is perhaps a difficulty in that only those
interpreters that wish to adhere to a code of conduct will actually join the
organisation  and  so  it  may  be  difficult  to  identify  easily  areas  where
procedures are inadequate. Individual interpreters, without offending their
own codes of confidentiality of course, may also be able to reflect on what
they see. And even if they are not able to act on procedures which are less
than perfect, they may well be able to contribute by praising examples of
good practice which can be disseminated by the many discussion groups
that exist on-line.  It is  also possible to scan the websites of the growing
number of organisations that offer language services. It can only be said,
however, that mistakes in the English on some of those websites will not
inspire customer confidence!

6. Training & Assessment

In a perceptive article, Holly Mikkelson looks at the emergence of a profes-
sion and the gradual professionalisation of a given area, identified by an ini-
tial element of disorder as the need for a service emerges and individuals re-
spond to a particular need in the absence of any formal organisation. This is
marked by an absence of quality control, low wage rates and hence an am-
biguous view on the part of other professionals of that particular activity.
Over a period of time, formal training emerges though neither practitioners
nor service providers have a great deal of incentive to make use of it, as the
former resents the cost in terms of time and money, and the latter would
bluntly  prefer  to  employ  unqualified  occasional  staff  in  order  to  save
money. A period of  consolidation,  led by the  emergence of  professional
bodies, will follow, and at this stage codes of conduct and a formal set of
standards will emerge. (Mikkelson 2004: 1-4.)

Probably the  longest-established awarding body for  interpreting is
the  National  Accreditation  Authority  for  Translators  and  Interpreters,
which was established in 1977.23 It  offers accreditation from paraprofes-
sional interpreter through to conference interpreter (senior) and maintains a
register.

In  the  UK,  the  Certificate  in  Public  Service  Interpreting  of  the
Institute of Linguists became a Diploma, was recognised by the government
through  the  Qualifications  and  Curriculum  Authority  and  established  at
Level 6 in the  National Qualifications Framework, placing it  in  level at
honours degree standard.24 This is used at national level and is the main
gateway to the National Register of Public Service Interpreters. 
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Private companies frequently state on their websites that they only
use  qualified  and  experienced  interpreters,  without  necessarily  defining
what this means. Reference is often made to membership of professional
bodies. Some do screen their interpreters through tests on such things as
codes of ethics and conduct oral tests and arrange for re-evaluation year on
year. One (Language Line) has gone so far as to set up its own University
(presumably  along  American  corporate  lines  of  the  sort  which  is  just
beginning to appear in the UK). It offers to test and train bi-lingual staff to
be better interpreters, and evaluate freelancers’ knowledge of professional
ethics,  interpreting  protocols  and  industry  terminology.  (Telephone
interpreting is mentioned specifically on the  site.)25 The extent to which
language companies refer to quality and training procedures is re-assuring.
However, evidence based on objective and measurable criteria will also be
needed, not only in terms of linguistic competence but also knowledge of
the  domain.  As  international  suppliers  become  more  commonplace,
evidence of  familiarity with local structures and procedures will  also be
required.  Methods  need to  be established in  order  for  individuals to  be
vetted for  security  or  criminal records,  quite  possibly in more than one
jurisdiction.

As borders become increasingly meaningless, the need will emerge
for  objective  portable  external  criteria  which  are  recognised  by  the
international community. As more people travel, and national communities
(like the British in Aquitaine or the Germans in Mallorca) become more
established  in  the  country  of  their  choice,  so  expectation  will  be  for
recognisable standards to emerge in the treatment of them by the services
which they are entitled to expect, for example, under EU legislation. 

7. Further developments

The high speed of development in technology is inevitably going to have an
impact on all walks of professional life, and interpreting is no exception.
Other processes taking place (like the outsourcing of translators from the
EU and recent suggestions of the same at the UN) are indicative of new
ways of viewing the provision of services which are clearly essential and
yet which constitute an increasing proportion of many public budgets. 

Interpreting  on  the  Internet  is  quite  feasible  and  a  button  for
interpreting alongside the one for translation is now a distinct possibility
(although  the  sometimes  erratic  output  of  automated  translation  is
something of a warning to check that the output is of sufficient quality and
fit for purpose). Chat Interpreting is already with us:  Today Translations
(appropriately  enough)  offers  interpreting via  instant  messaging systems
such as MSN Messenger.26 Interpreting linked to activities on the Internet
has  been  tried  in  Canada  via  the  webcasting  of  conferences or  linking
language services to a previously recorded conference. Interpreting support
can be added via a telephone link which will be free if set up by computer
(Selhi 2000).
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It is probably only a matter of time before mobile phones can be used
for interpreting for both sight and sound. But the needs of the end users are
paramount.  New technology  already  offers  opportunities  for  supporting
minority languages and sign language with its reliance on a visual prompt.
There is no doubt  that major  changes lie  ahead and the standing  of  the
whole languages profession could be enhanced if its members are seen to
keep up with the speed of change and then harness it for the good of the
people they serve. Quality is vital and ways need to be investigated to see
how  the  high  standards  achieved  elsewhere  by  the  profession  can  be
maintained in the face of new challenges. It should be noted, however, that
research in this area can be difficult because of confidentiality, commercial
for the companies on the one hand, and ethical for the interpreters on the
other.  Even  so,  the  speed  of  development  in  the  technology  calls  for
additional research into how services can best be provided, especially in
those areas where the more traditional modes of delivery are inappropriate
or prohibitively expensive. There is scope for additional work looking at the
impact  that  these  new  methods  of  working  will  have  not  only  on  the
training of interpreters but also on ways in which working practices will
have to change in terms of  accuracy and efficiency, let alone health and
safety. Any such research needs to include a wide variety of stakeholders,
ranging  from  the  designers  of  the  technology  through  to  the  service
providers and users, not to mention the interpreters who will have to absorb
and respond with their customary dedication and professionalism to major
changes in their future working lives.

8. Conclusion

In some respects,  the needs of remote interpreting are no different from
those of any other form of interpreting. However, current practice needs to
be evaluated against the quality standards, mission statements and codes of
practice which abound. Common areas of interest need to be identified, per-
haps with funding from international bodies, and common standards fixed.
Ways have to be found to ensure that best practice becomes the norm. Aca-
demic institutions, professional bodies, service providers and individuals all
have a role to play.

Finally,  it  is  worth noting the mission statement drawn up by the
China  Satellite  Communications  Corporation,  which  offers  a  satellite
interpreting service  between Chinese and English,  French, Japanese plus
other languages:

In the face of intensifying competition both at home and from
abroad, our mission is to be more strenuous and work more ar-
duously,  adhering  to  the  principle  of  “Two Highs  &  Four
News”(namely  high  starting  point,  high  positioning;  new
mode, new operation, new product and new management). We
will  carry  out  the  spirit  of  laborious  work,  and  cooperate
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widely and honestly with our friends to build a brilliant satel-
lite communications enterprise.27

We could all do worse than that.
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