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THE TROUBLE WITH TRANSLATION 

OR 

CAN TECHNOLOGY ANSWER LAW ENFORCEMENT’S TRANSLATION 

PROBLEMS? 

By  

Don Hutchinson 

 

I remember as a kid growing up in the 1960s marveling at how Captain Kirk and 

the crew of the Enterprise were able to communicate with the various life forms they 

encountered when, in reality, we had so many different languages we couldn’t even 

effectively communicate with other people here on Earth.  Kirk and his crew used the 

“Universal Translator” to bridge the gap and instantly translate one language to another 

so all could be understood.  Can the science fiction of the 1960’s provide us with the 

answer to one of today’s law enforcement problems: communicating with our citizens 

who speak no or limited English?  Is today’s technology ready to take us where “No one 

has gone before?”    

California is becoming more culturally diverse than ever before in both its urban 

and rural areas.  According to a Migration Policy Institute (MPI) 2009 study, California 

ranked highest in all 50 states in the number of foreign born immigrants with limited 

English proficiency (LEP).  In the MPI study, limited English proficiency refers to any 

person age 5 and older who reports to speak English “not at all”, “not well” or “well” on 

their survey questionnaire.  In 2009, almost 60% of California’s total foreign-born 

population, age 5 and older, were LEP; and nearly 20% of California’s total population is 

LEP. 
1
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What effect is this growing LEP population having on the law enforcement 

industry? Sir Robert Peel, considered by most to be the father of modern policing, stated 

as one of his tenets of policing, “Police, at all times, should maintain a relationship with 

the public that gives reality to the historic tradition that the police are the public and the 

public are the police; the police being only members of the public who are paid to give 

full-time attention to duties which are incumbent on every citizen in the interests of 

community welfare and existence. It is difficult, if not impossible; to maintain a 

relationship between LE and the County if even the basics of communication are 

missing.
2
   

Carl R. Peed, Director, U.S. Department of Justice Office of Community Oriented 

Policing Services stated, “At the core of community policing are partnerships and 

problem solving, but those essential elements can be hindered if law enforcement is not 

able to communicate with the growing diverse population in the country.  Recognizing 

the need to improve communications and interaction with limited English proficient 

individuals is among the next steps in advancing community policing.  By developing 

and implementing a language access plan, law enforcement agencies will be able to 

strengthen their police community relations, increase trust, and be better positioned to 

address public safety problems.”
3
 But good policing strategies are not the only reason for 

law enforcement agencies to address the issue of translation for LEP in their 

communities: it’s also the law.   

Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, provides that no person can be denied 

benefits or be subjected to discrimination because of his or her race, color, or national 

origin under any program or activity receiving federal financial assistance.
4
   Further 
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emphasis was placed on this issue in 2000 by an Executive Order issued by President 

Clinton.  Executive Order 13166 directs federal agencies to take reasonable steps to 

ensure that their programs are accessible to LEP individuals in compliance with Title VI 

of the Civil Rights Act
5
. Executive Order 13166 also requires that federal agencies ensure 

recipients of federal financial assistance take reasonable steps to ensure meaningful 

access for LEP individuals.
6
   

Federal assistance can include grants, awards and training provided to state and 

local government agencies.  Agencies affected include state and local police, courts, 

prisons, juvenile justice agencies and other law enforcement programs.
7
  In 2002 the U.S. 

Department of Justice adopted LEP guidelines for recipient organizations of federal 

funding.  These guidelines discuss factors that agencies must use to assess the need for 

interpretation assistance for a particular language group or groups.
 8

  California, like four 

other states; Minnesota, Maryland, Hawaii and Illinois,
9
 established its own law 

regarding service to the LEP population in 1973.  California’s Dymally-Alatorre 

Bilingual Service Act requires state and local public agency programs and services be 

accessible to limited–English proficient (LEP) persons.
10

 

Traditionally, these laws have been directed at urban areas with large populations 

of LEP person.  As immigrant and minority populations continue to migrate to more rural 

areas, rural law enforcement agencies need to enhance their capacity to both comply with 

the law and to effectively provide quality law enforcement services without alienating 

culturally diverse populations in their community. 

Cultural Diversity Growth in Rural California 
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California has continued to grow in population and cultural diversity over the last 

several decades. In the 2000 census, California’s white, non Hispanic population made up 

a decreasing 41.7% of the state’s total population.
11

  Currently, one in four California 

residents were born outside of the United States: More than twice the national average.
12

  

In 2009, foreign born immigrants made up 26.9% of California’s total population and the 

number is increasing.
13

  

In general, U.S. rural communities are experiencing an increase in more diverse 

ethnic populations than ever before.  Technology has provided the ability, and financial 

pressures have provided the impetus, for many corporations to move their operations to 

less costly rural locations. And with corporations moving to rural areas, a less expensive 

workforce has followed.
14

  In the rural community of Fairfield, Iowa, for instance, two 

international telephone services (Telegroup and Global Link) make their home using both 

an immigrant and local work force.
15

        

California has additional trends affecting the cultural diversity of its rural areas.  

Since the 1970’s a steadily increasing number of retirees from sprawling urban and 

suburban areas are seeking more natural amenities and the growing number of rural 

retirement destinations.
16

 Additionally, California is experiencing an outward migration 

of young adults from rural California to more urban areas for better education and 

employment opportunities.
17

   This aging of California’s rural areas has created a 

vacuum, opening the doors to an immigrant work force willing to work for low wages in 

the agricultural and an increasing number of service industry jobs serving retirement 

communities.
18

  These immigrating work forces tend to be of child bearing age, creating 

even greater numbers of minority ethnic groups.
19

  As a result of these migration trends, 
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California’s rural areas are now made up of some of the richest and some of the poorest 

populations in the country.    

The social and economic dichotomy in rural areas throughout the U.S. is 

presenting a challenge for all government services including the criminal justice system.    

 In Greeley, Colorado a rape suspect’s confession was quashed by the Colorado 

Supreme Court when a Greeley police officer inaccurately used his high school 

Spanish to administer the suspect’s Miranda rights. As a result, the confession of 

the suspect was thrown out.
20

  The case was also extended due to difficulty hiring 

an interpreter who speaks Kanjobal, a Guatemalan language.
21

    

 In 2008 in Hamtramck, Michigan, the 2 year old daughter of a Muslim immigrant 

woman from Bangledesh went missing.  The Hamtramck Police Chief reported 

that both language and cultural barriers interfered with the investigation.  A 

Hamtramck Police Detective, George Voight, told reporters, “A lot of times, the 

only people we can interview are children, because they’re the only ones in the 

family who speak English.”
22

 

 In Escondido, California a Vietnamese murder suspect’s interrogation was tossed 

when Escondido Police Department used a jail nurse to assist with a follow-up 

interrogation of the suspect.  Partially through the interrogation the suspect said in 

Vietnamese, “I want to go back to jail,” and “I don’t want to say anymore.”  The 

statements were not translated and the interrogation continued.  The Judge ruled 

the suspect had invoked his right to silence invalidating the rest of the 

interrogation.  Prosecutors stated the interrogation was “crucial” to their case. 
23
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 In Cleveland, Ohio, an attempt to investigate the murder of a Hispanic man was 

hampered when many of his many friends and family could not speak English and 

were untrusting of Police.  Reverend Mike Freeley, who works with the Hispanic 

families in the area stated, “You can have a bilingual operator waiting for the call 

but if the person is a little afraid or unsure you’ve got to have that trust level as 

well.”
24

 

 In Redding, California, officers responded to domestic violence call involving a 

Hispanic husband and wife and neither spoke English.  The officers recruited a 

bilingual neighbor to help translate.  Based on the translation provided, the 

officers arrested the wife for domestic violence.  Later, the Redding Police 

Department was informed by a local Hispanic Organization that they did not have 

the correct story.  A new investigation by a department bilingual officer 

determined that the husband was actually the primary aggressor.  The husband 

subsequently arrested and the wife was released from custody.
25

  

 In 2008, Jong Yeol Lee was arrested at his home in Virginia on a warrant.   Lee is 

a Korean-speaking permanent U.S. resident with limited English skills.  He 

attempted to communicate with the arresting officers but was unable and was not 

provided an interpreter.  He was released from custody after four days when it 

was determined his arrest had been a mistake.  The Washington D.C. Office of 

Human Rights performed an investigation into complaint by Lee and found the 

Metropolitan Police Department to be noncompliant with the D.C. Language 

Access Act of 2004 requiring District agencies with major public contact to 

provide interpretation and translation services.
26
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There is a growing need for translation services throughout the criminal justice 

system.  From the first contact with an officer on the street, through the courts and on into 

the corrections system, the need for accurate, timely and viable translation services is 

critical to working with increasing number of LEP persons and communities.  Current 

translation methods, though, are insufficient to serve this need.  

What’s The Answer for Rural Agencies? 

Is hiring more bilingual staff or contracting with interpreters the answer to the 

problem of language translation?  According to a recent informal survey by the National 

Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators (NAJIT) there are only about 3,000 

certified judicial interpreters in the country, 2,500 of which speak Spanish.
27

  Suzan 

Kern, immigration lawyer at Hunton & Williams LLP and former freelance interpreter, 

says the shortage partly can be attributed to low pay and the job’s high-stress 

environment.  “Most people think of interpretation as just word substitution, but it’s so 

much more that that because you’re not translating words, you’re translating meaning.  It 

takes a lot of skills to be an interpreter, and that takes training and technique.”
28

   

Most public safety dispatch centers in California either hire bilingual dispatchers 

when available or contract with telephone interpreter companies to provide language 

translation.  Telephone interpreter companies can usually provide language translation in 

over 150 languages 24/7/365.  Dispatchers, working with the phone interpreter, can 

monitor the conversation and translation and as a result, provide adequate dispatch 

services for the LEP community.  However there is still a built in error factor as well as 

delay when a third party is used for translation. Even with these steps, the most 

significant gap remains: in-field translation at the point of contact. 
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As any patrol officer knows, communicating with victims, witnesses and suspects 

that speak little-to-no English can be both frustrating and debilitating.  Police officers 

cannot perform their duties well when they cannot communicate with the people they 

serve.  When language barriers prevent individuals from reporting a crime or describing a 

suspect, for example, it becomes that much harder for police to gather evidence or 

provide protection.
29

  

Law enforcement officers in the field have used various methods of translation 

when working with LEP subjects.  Traditionally, officers have used the assistance of 

other bilingual officers or agency interpreters to assist when available and if the agency is 

fortunate enough to have such personnel.  It is also not uncommon to use family 

members, friends or neighbors with language proficiency to interpret. This practice has 

become more and more frowned upon as errors in arrests and prosecutions continue to 

stack up as a result.  Sometimes officers have been left to draw from their high school 

Spanish or limited department language training.  As Michael Jacobson, Director of the 

Vera Institute of Justice states, “When language barriers prevent immigrants from, say, 

reporting a crime or describing a suspect, it becomes harder for officers to provide 

protection or gather evidence.  And police often work in high pressure situations where 

communication needs to happen quickly.”
30

   

 The use of phone interpretation companies in the field has become more 

available with technology as many officers now carry cell phones with speakers.  Having 

a cell phone with a speaker enables an officer to monitor the conversations between the 

translator and subjects in the field.  While this method is typically preferred to the use of 

family, friends or bystanders, it is both cumbersome and provides a higher level of risk to 
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officers at the scene increasing distractions and reducing situational awareness.  

Fortunately, though, technology is maturing to a point where we can consider what used 

to be only seen in Star Trek.         

   

Is Technology the Answer? 

So, can technology build the bridge for effective law enforcement translation? 

Law enforcement has always used technology of some sort to help accomplish its 

mission; why not with translation?  Currently several law enforcement agencies are 

testing one-way translation technology originally developed by the Defense Advanced 

Research Projects Agency (DARPA) and used by the U.S. military.
31

   

In 2007, the Los Angeles Police Department bought four Phraselators similar to 

hand-held translating devices used successfully by the US military in Iran and 

Afghanistan.
32

  The current version of the Phraselator produced by VoxTec International 

uses MP3 technology to store thousands of prerecorded messages in hundreds of selected 

languages.  The operator can then select the desired phrase on a screen or by voice 

command.  For example, an officer could say, “Show me your driver’s license”, “Keep 

your hands where I can see them” or “Point to where it hurts”.  The English phrase is 

then re-broadcast in a selected language.
33

   

The newest versions of the device allows the operator to record responses from a 

subject to be translated at a later time.  The Phraselator resembles an old style cell phone 

or heavy duty PalmPilot and costs about $1200 or $3200.
34

   Several law enforcement 

agencies are using or testing the Phraselator including the Los Angeles Police 

Department (LAPD), the Las Vegas Police Department, the Delphi (Indiana) Police 
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Department and the Clark County Sheriff’s Office in Springfield, Ohio.
35

  The LAPD has 

reported that the Phraselator has worked very well for them in crowd control and medical 

emergency situations.
36

  

Another hand-held field translation device being marketed to law enforcement is 

the ECTACO SpeechGuard PD-4.  Similar to the Phraselator, the SpeechGuard PD-4 also 

stores prerecorded phrases that can be selected from a screen or by voice command.  It 

can easily provide Miranda rights or field sobriety test commands to LEP persons. The 

cost of the SpeechGuard PD-4 is about $450.
37

  

So what about two-way real-time language translation?  It appears to be not as far 

off as one might think.  While accurate voice-to-voice translation isn’t likely to be 

available in the next few years, text-to-text translation in real-time is available now.  

VoxOx by TelCentris is a free service that allows one person to enter text in one language 

into any one of four major communications channels – text(SMS), chat (IM), email and 

select social media networks -- and have it translated to another language instantaneously 

by the receiver.  There have been previous text translation devices, but this system 

integrates with new and emerging media networks and software to do the translation 

instantaneously.
38

 (cite)  Google has also launched text-to-text translation software 

application for cell phones.
39

     

Significant advances in near real-time voice-to-voice translation are in the works.  

Google has combined ever its improving voice recognition software with automatic (text) 

translation software technology to produce nearly instantaneous voice translation.
40

  It’s 

not quite ready for release, but Google’s head of translation services, Franz Och, told the 

Times Online in February of 2010, “We think speech-to-speech translation should be 
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practicable and work reasonably well in a few years’ time.”
41

  The problem with all 

translation software, though, is the wide variety of voice, accent and pitch that have to be 

taken into account. Chief Peter Hansen with the Redding Police Department, in his article 

Speak Easy: Language translation devices make their law enforcement debut, reiterates 

what others have said in warning, “Although word-to-word translation can be achieved 

through such a device, interpretation of the spoken word remains an important issue.  It 

will be some time before a language translator can properly interpret the subtle nuances 

of language and the meaning of tone behind words.”
42

  However, newer translation 

software tends to “learn” and adjusts to the operator’s voice with increased use.  A 

second problem with language translation is the use of slang and clipped speech often 

used in many cultures. There are still many hurdles to overcome, but the future looks 

promising.  

Conclusion 

Rural law enforcement agencies in California are faced with challenge of 

significant growth in little-English or non-English speaking populations in their 

jurisdictions.  With the help of recently developed translation technologies, the answer to 

this problem is not too far off.  Is it likely that officers in the not too distant future will 

have hand-held language translators to assist them in field contacts with the LEP 

communities they serve?  I think the answer is likely to be, “Yes”.   This future 

technology will probably reduce the need for phone translation services, expensive court 

translators, the need to hire bilingual officers and staff and the need to put officers 

through expensive language training.  The cost of this technology will probably be 
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relatively small as it becomes popular with in the private sector as a cell phone 

application.   

While there are still many hurdles to jump with the acceptance and 

implementation of this technology, there certainly are incredible possibilities.  With a 

large population having some sort of wireless communication device on their person, and 

with that number continuing to grow in the future, it is likely law enforcement will find 

powerful uses for translation technology.   
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