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Dear Friends and Colleagues,

Another fiscal year has come to a close, and with it, a new slate of officers 
have been elected. Thank you to all the members present at our last March 
meeting for making a successful election possible. I am pleased to be passing 
on the Presidential baton, so to speak, to an esteemed and very capable EPITA 
member, Mr. Rafael Carrillo.

Ms. Josefina Font, Ms. Mara Villanueva, and Ms. Fabiola Tortajada will continue 
to serve in their posts of Vice-President, Treasurer, and Corresponding 
Secretary, respectively. I, along with Margarita Armijo’s help, will serve as 
Recording Secretary.

I think I can speak on behalf of the recently elected Executive Committee that 
we are eager to continue to move EPITA in a positive direction. Please join us at 
our April meeting as we formally install all the elected officials.

Happy translating and interpreting, 
Valeria B. Delmar

President’s Message
By Valeria Delmar
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Migrants often speak languages that are little 
known in the U.S. (except maybe in New York 
City): K’iche’ from Central America, Urdu 
from Pakistan, Creole from Haiti. American 
immigration judges have a hard time finding 
enough interpreters to show up in courtrooms

Now the Justice Department has ordered the 
judges to use more translators who work over 
the phone because of what the agency says are 
budget problems. But judges and lawyers say the 
quality of the telephone translations suffers and 
may be leading to unfair deportation trials

The head of the immigration-court system 
emailed judges Dec. 11, telling them to use 
phone interpreters for languages except Spanish, 
according to leaders of the National Association 
of Immigration Judges.

The spokeswoman for Chief Immigration Judge 
MaryBeth Keller did not respond to repeated 
requests for comment on the email.

Federal law requires an interpreter be present 
for an immigration hearing whenever a 
defendant does not speak English. The courts 
typically have staff translators for Spanish 
and Mandarin, the two most common foreign 
languages they deal with.

But in the past five years, more and more 
immigrants have been coming to the U.S. 
from Central America speaking uncommon 
languages such as K’iche’, used by Mayan people 
in Guatemala. Last year it was the 12th most 
frequent language spoken in immigration court, 
just behind French.

“There might only be literally a couple dozen 
of people anywhere in the U.S. who speak this 

Immigration Courts Getting Lost in Translation
Dial-an-interpreter services rankle judges who want in-person translators.

People line up outside the building that houses the immigration courts in Los Angeles in 2018. AMY TAXIN/ASSOCIATED PRESS

By JOSEPH DARIUS JAAFARI
Published March 20, 2019.
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language that 20,000 people in the world 
speak,” said Scott Shuchart, co-author of a 
report by the left-leaning Center for American 
Progress on language access for migrants.

Because there are so few translators for these 
languages, interpreters are hard to find and 
mostly available only over the phone. But dial-in 
interpretation is often inadequate, because the 
translation services are hard to schedule and 
the quality of the telephone connections can 
be poor, critics say, adding that these problems 
are worsening backlogs in immigration courts 
across the country.

“The bottom line is that we are supposed to be 
resolving immigration cases, and part of that is 
providing interpreters,” said Mimi Tsankov, an 
immigration judge in New York who is a leader 
of the judges’ association. “To micromanage the 
use of interpreters truly affects the ability of the 
judge to reduce this backlog and also meet their 
performance goals.”

A 2004 memo issued by the Department of 
Justice said that to keep costs low, no in-person 
interpreters should be used for short pre-trial 
hearings unless more than five cases required 
the same language. Judges say that directive has 
never been enforced, until now. And in a time 
where rare-language speakers are needed more 
often, they say, the email from the chief judge 
improperly forces judges to be budget hawks 
rather than adjudicators.

The Department of Justice has translation 
contracts with three organizations for both in-
person and phone interpreters, whose services 
can be scheduled, according to a statement 
from Kathryn Mattingly, press secretary for the 
agency’s Executive Office for Immigration Review.

In-person interpreters show up in court at a 
specific time. For a phone interpreter, a judge 
must first call a translation company at the 
beginning of a hearing and then wait to see if 
someone is available. Many times, no one is. So 
what should be a five-minute hearing can take 
much longer or can be delayed for weeks.

“These language issues mean people are 
detained for longer amounts of time without a 
full and fair hearing,” said Erin Quinn, a senior 
staff attorney at the Immigrant Legal Resource 
Center in Washington, D.C.

SOS International, which provides in-
person interpreters to the agency, did not 
respond to emails requesting information. 
Lionbridge Global Solutions and Language 
Services Associates, which provide only phone 
interpreters, declined to comment.

When translators are available over the phone, 
the call quality can affect the outcome of a 
hearing, especially if the interpreter is in a 
region with limited cell service.

Court stenographers write down only what’s 
translated by the interpreter. If that person 
mistranslates or if portions of the call get 
dropped, what’s actually said in the original 
language isn’t legally part of the record.

In one case, a Spanish-language translator 
working by phone managed to handle only 
about half of what was said in the course of the 
hearing, said Swapna Reddy, co-director of the 
Asylum Seeker Advocacy Project at the Urban 
Justice Center, a social justice advocacy center in 
New York.

The judge replaced the interpreter midway 
through the hearing, Reddy said. “But that was 
good fortune that she spoke both languages.”

Correction: A previous version of this article 
misstated the name of the Asylum Seeker Advocacy 
Project and identified a female judge as male.
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10 Fascinating Interpreters Who Changed History
By DAVID TORMSEN I istverse.com
Published: May 11, 2015

Born on the island of Puna off the coast of the 
Inca Empire, the young man known as Felipe 
was captured by the Spanish and employed as 
an interpreter for the conquest of Peru. This 
was unfortunate, as Felipe was not fluent in the 
Quechua language of the Incas nor in Spanish, 
though he picked up both languages rather 
impressively without any formal instruction by 
listening to people speak.

He made frequent mistakes, including botching 
a description of the Holy Trinity by translating 
“God is three in one” as “God said ‘three and one 
is four,’ ” which is true but rather less profound. 
What’s worse, the only way he knew how to 
express the concept was by reference to quipu, 
Inca knot record-keeping, as there were no 
Quechua words for Christian concepts like trinity, 
faith, or holy spirit, or if there were, Felipe wasn’t 
likely to pick them up from listening to traders 
haggling in port markets. His confusion is even 
more understandable considering that while he 
was baptized into the Christian faith, he was never 

actually instructed in its finer details. Felipe was 
said to be such a bad interpreter that the Inca 
Atahualpa was said to have needed to speak slowly 
and in short sentences in order to be understood, 
using the Chinchasuyu dialect, rather than the 
Cuzco dialect, which Felipe was less familiar with.

This consideration didn’t make any impressions; 
Felipe is said to have arranged the death of 
Atahualpa, after falling in love with one of the 
women from his harem, Cuxirimay, whose name 
meant “very fair skinned and beautiful.” When 
Atahualpa complained of not being set free by the 
Spanish even after paying a ransom, and that he 
should at least be able to eat and drink with his 
subjects, Felipe told the Spanish that Atahualpa 
was planning to escape and join forces with his 
last remaining general, Ruminavi, at Quito to lead 
a new campaign against the foreign occupiers. 
Pizarro, fearful of rebellion, had Atahualpa 
baptized, garroted, burned at the stake, and then 
given a solemn funeral. Whether Felipe made off 
with the fair Cuxirimay is unknown.
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APRIL BIRTHDAYS 
18 Roberto Perez-Diaz

EPITA PINWALL

NEXT MEETING
Hope to see you at our next meeting Thursday, April 18, 2018 

at the Community Room of the El Paso Police Department 
West Side Regional Command Center at 6:00 PM.

HAPPY
TO

YOU
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Annual CE Courses:
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Rosa Alva Garcia 
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Membership:
Keila Reyes 
Public Relations:
Margarita Lozano 

ECHOES is published monthly by the El Paso Interpreters and 
Translators Association (EPITA). For information regarding 
membership contact the Membership Chair. For newsletter 
contributions, contact the Editor, Rosa Alva Garcia. Deadline for 
submission of articles and news is the last Saturday of the month.

EPITA is an association that promotes ongoing education and 
development of translators and interpreters.

EPITA, through its meetings and workshops, supports accreditation 
and certification programs, and engages in outreach.

Individual annual membership: $30.00

President:
Rafael Carrillo 
Vice President: 
Josefina Font 
Recording Secretary:
Valeria Delmar 
Corresponding Secretary:
Fabiola Tortajada  
Treasurer:
Mara Villanueva 

Mission:

P.O. BOX:

Contact Us:

El Paso Interpreters and 
Translators Association
P.O. Box 12545
El Paso, TX 79912

WHAT IS EPITA? 
The goals and objectives of this 
professional association are: 
The advancement, protection 
and benefit of its members. 
To elevate the status of its 
members and to advance 
their interest. EPITA, since 
its inception, has found that 
interest in interpreting and 
translating has increased along 
with the need for continuing 
education. We offer monthly 
mini-workshops on current 
topics of interest and an annual 
conference. Participants come 
from a wide area surrounding 
El Paso, TX.

Josefina Font
915 203-5633

info@epitanet.org

For More Information
Visit Us at:

epitanet.org

2019-2020 EPITA OFFICERS

2019-2020 EPITA COMMITTEE CHAIRS

ABOUT ECHOES

EPITA INFO


