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Executive Summary 

Direct Investigation Report 

 

Government’s Arrangements for  

Engaging Outside Interpretation Services  

 

 

Introduction 

 

 The Administrative Guidelines on Promotion of Racial Equality (“the 

Guidelines”) promulgated by the Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau 

(“CMAB”) require that all Government bureaux and departments (“B/Ds”) as well as 

related organisations under their purview have a responsibility to provide appropriate 

interpretation services to public service users where necessary.  This will ensure that 

people who cannot communicate effectively in Chinese or English (i.e. Cantonese, 

Putonghua, spoken English and written Chinese and English) can enjoy equal access to 

public services. 

 

2. At present, a support service centre for ethnic minorities, which is operated by 

a non-governmental organisation commissioned by the Home Affairs Department, 

provides general interpretation services.  Apart from using the services offered by this 

centre, B/Ds and related organisations will by themselves acquire suitable foreign-

language interpretation services in the market depending on their operational needs and 

circumstances. 

 

3. In the past, some law enforcement departments would refer to the registered 

list of non-Government freelance interpreters maintained by the Judiciary 

Administration (“JA”) for judicial purpose (“the List”) when looking for outside 

interpreters who provide legal interpretation services in foreign languages and other 

Chinese dialects (those other than Putonghua and Cantonese).  JA, however, has since 

August 2018, ceased making the List available to other parties and providing updates.  

On the other hand, the Government has not compiled information about outside 

interpreters who provide interpretation services in foreign languages and other Chinese 

dialects for B/Ds and related organisations’ reference.  Nor has it set any uniform 

requirements for qualification of such interpreters.  After JA stopped providing the List 

and its updates to other parties, the law enforcement departments’ arrangements for 

interpretation services would inevitably become less efficient.   
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4. The Government has continued to refine the Guidelines since their 

promulgation in 2010.  We consider the Government has been proactive and positive 

in this regard.  This direct investigation aims to examine how CMAB can improve the 

overall efficiency for engaging outside interpretation services while implementing the 

Guidelines. 

 

 

Our Findings 

 

5. On the Government’s arrangements for engaging outside interpretation 

services, we have the following observations and comments. 

 

(I) To Coordinate the Establishment of a Central Database of Foreign-language 

Interpreters  

 

6. We are aware that since JA ceased making the List available, some 

departments and related organisations still take the old list as reference when acquiring 

outside interpretation services (especially for carrying out law enforcement duties).  As 

B/Ds and related organisations are no longer offered updates on the Judiciary’s list of 

freelance interpreters, it has become more difficult for them to look for experienced 

foreign-language interpreters who are familiar with court proceedings.  This will 

certainly compromise the efficiency of relevant departments in performing duties (in 

particular law-enforcement-related) and providing public services. 

 

7. In our opinion, CMAB can facilitate the compliance with the Guidelines by 

acting as the coordinator and liaise with B/Ds and related organisations on the 

establishment of a central database of foreign-language interpreters.  With such a 

database, B/Ds and related organisations can select and acquire appropriate outside 

interpretation services in a more convenient way.  We understand that the guidance on 

“Language Services” in the revised Guidelines primarily deals with foreign languages 

while other Chinese dialects are not covered.  Therefore, CMAB could start with 

foreign-language interpreters when coordinating the establishment of the database.  

 

8. Although JA no longer makes the List available to other parties, it will issue a 

Service Engagement Letter to its authorised freelance interpreters.  We recommend 

that while coordinating the establishment of a central database, CMAB consider inviting 

the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters to apply for the Government’s central registration 

of outside interpreters and updating the relevant information in a timely manner.  
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Subject to the implementation progress, in the long run the Government can explore the 

possibility of expanding the central database to cater for various needs of B/Ds and 

related organisations by including also interpreters who are not the Judiciary’s freelance 

interpreters but have the right credentials.  The central database will provide very 

useful information for B/Ds and related organisations in acquiring outside interpretation 

services and are complementary with the Guidelines.  It can also help B/Ds and related 

organisations to avoid duplication of resources used in keeping their own lists of outside 

interpreters, thereby enhancing the Government’s overall administrative efficiency. 

 

(II) To Explore Measures for Efficient Selection of Outside Interpreters and 

Service Procurement  

 

(1) Providing Details of Outside Interpreters and Their Areas of Specialisation and 

Service Hours 

 

9. The central database of outside foreign-language interpreters, of which 

establishment will be coordinated by CMAB, could contain details of the interpreters’ 

services (including the languages they can interpret, their academic qualification and 

whether they are the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters), experience, areas of 

specialisation (such as legal, medical, general interpretation, etc.) and their schedule of 

availability.  Providing these details would enable B/Ds and related organisations to 

select quickly suitable interpreters who can provide services and to contact them and 

launch procurement procedures.  

 

(2) Arranging Outside Interpreters to Sign Declaration of Confidentiality and 

Guidance on Code of Practice in Advance 

 

10. Under the Guidelines, B/Ds and related organisations are reminded that though 

there may be family members, friends and acquaintance who are willing to provide 

interpretation for public service users, B/Ds and related organisations should consider 

providing professional interpretation services to the users so as to avoid potential 

breaches of confidentiality, possible misinterpretation or inaccuracy, conflict of interest, 

potential loss of objectivity, etc.   

 

11. We consider that CMAB as the authority enforcing the Guidelines can 

establish uniform confidentiality requirements and guidelines on code of practice for 

outside interpreters engaged by B/Ds and related organisations.  For people of different 

races who speak different languages, this will help strengthen their confidence in the 
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outside interpretation services acquired by the Government.  The overall quality of 

interpretation services can be enhanced as well.   

 

12. Moreover, it will take more time and steps to require outside interpreters to 

make a declaration of confidentiality and sign an agreement on code of practice each 

time they undertake an interpretation job.  In order to save time and streamline the 

procedures for B/Ds and related organisations’ procurement of interpretation services 

and assigning jobs, CMAB can explore the feasibility of having outside interpreters to 

sign a declaration of confidentiality and an agreement on code of practice in advance 

when including them in the central database.   

 

(III) To Monitor Systematically Arrangements for Outside Interpretation Services 

and Document Interpreters’ Performance  

 

13. Currently, B/Ds and related organisations keep their own records of 

unsatisfactory performance of outside interpreters and handle these interpreters.  Such 

practice is not only inefficient but also not helpful to the Government’s overall 

monitoring of interpreters’ performance.   

 

14. In our opinion, upon establishment of a central database of outside interpreters, 

CMAB should establish channels for B/Ds and related organisations to comment on 

outside interpretation services to enable systematic monitoring and documenting of the 

performance of individual outside interpreters.  We recommend that CMAB liaise with 

relevant B/Ds and related organisations to explore the feasibility of collecting and 

documenting information about their uses of services provided by the outside 

interpreters in the database to identify any violation of confidentiality requirement or 

code of practice.  CMAB should also establish a mechanism for follow-up action to 

enhance the quality of outside interpretation services and further safeguard the interests 

of service users. 

 

(IV) To Explore Feasibility of Providing Remote Interpretation Services 

 

15. Our findings reveal that when arranging outside interpretation services, B/Ds 

and related organisations are more willing to use remote interpretation services than 

before. 

 

16. While implementing the Guidelines, CMAB can remind B/Ds and related 

organisations to take the initiative to assess whether remote interpretation services can 
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meet the requirements for the interpretation jobs they are going to assign to outside 

interpreters (including the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters).  The use of remote 

interpretation services allows more flexibility, which can help enhance the 

administrative efficiency of B/Ds and related organisations and meet the needs of people 

of different races and languages more promptly. 

 

(V) To Collate Data on Public Service Users’ Needs for Interpretation Services in 

Other Chinese Dialects  

 

17. The contents regarding language service in the revised Guidelines does not 

cover other Chinese dialects.  There are no standing arrangements in government 

departments for the provision of interpretation support in other Chinese dialects, but 

departments will acquire interpretation services in other Chinese dialects by outside 

interpreters where necessary.     

 

18. For long-term planning, CMAB can consider collating data on the needs of the 

public for interpretation services in other Chinese dialects so that the Government can 

devise the plan for follow-up action.  Subject to the data collated and result of reviews, 

CMAB, in the long run, can consider whether to include in the central database the 

information about interpreters providing interpretation services in other Chinese 

dialects.  Inclusion of these data can assist B/Ds and related organisations in selecting 

interpreters when they need to acquire interpretation services in other Chinese dialects.  

 

 

Recommendations 

 

19. In view of the above, The Ombudsman has made five recommendations to 

CMAB: 

 

(1) coordinate the establishment of a central database of outside foreign-

language interpreters; 

 

(2) explore and formulate measures for efficient selection of outside 

interpreters and service procurement.  For example, the central 

database could contain details of the interpreters such as the languages 

they can interpret, their experience, areas of specialisation and schedule 

of availability.  CMAB should also explore the feasibility of requiring 

the interpreters to sign a uniform declaration of confidentiality and 

agreement on code of practice in advance;  
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(3) explore the feasibility of collecting and documenting information about 

any violation of confidentiality requirement or code of practice by 

outside interpreters in the database when being engaged by B/Ds and 

related organisations.  CMAB should also establish a mechanism for 

follow-up action; 

 

(4) remind B/Ds and related organisations to explore the feasibility of 

providing remote interpretation services; and 

 

(5) collate data on the needs of public service users for interpretation 

services in other Chinese dialects to facilitate the Government’s review 

and planning in this regard.  In the long run, CMAB should consider 

including in the central database the information about interpreters 

providing interpretation services in other Chinese dialects to assist B/Ds 

and related organisations in engaging outside interpreters for such 

services.  

 

 

Office of The Ombudsman 

July 2021 
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INTRODUCTION 
 

 

BACKGROUND 

 

1 .1  The Administrative Guidelines on Promotion of Racial Equality (“the 

Guidelines”) promulgated by the Constitutional and Mainland Affairs Bureau 

(“CMAB”) apply to all Government bureaux and departments (“B/Ds”) as well as 

related organisations under their purview.  The Guidelines provide that B/Ds and 

related organisations have a responsibility to provide appropriate interpretation services 

in foreign languages to people of different races to ensure that those who cannot 

communicate effectively in Chinese or English (i.e. Cantonese, Putonghua and spoken 

and written Chinese and English) can enjoy equal access to public services.  Depending 

on the actual situation, B/Ds and related organisations will arrange the most suitable 

interpretation services based on their scope of service and the needs of people of 

different races.    

 

1 .2  At present, a support service centre for ethnic minorities (“Centre A”), 

which is operated by a non-governmental organisation commissioned by the Home 

Affairs Department (“HAD”), provides general interpretation services in eight foreign 

languages (see para. 3.5).  Apart from using the services offered by this centre, B/Ds 

and related organisations will by themselves procure suitable foreign-language 

interpretation services in the market depending on their operational needs and 

circumstances (such as when interpretation services involving medical and legal aspects 

are required).  

 

1 .3  In the past, some law enforcement departments would refer to the 

registered list of non-Government freelance interpreters for judicial purpose (“the List”) 

maintained by the Judiciary Administrator (“JA”) when looking for outside interpreters 

who provide legal interpretation services in foreign languages and other Chinese 

dialects.  JA, however, has since August 2018, ceased making the List available to 

other parties and providing updates.  
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1 .4  Provision of appropriate and reliable interpretation services in foreign 

languages and other Chinese dialects (those other than Cantonese and Putonghua) is 

crucial to the Government’s delivery of services and support to people of different races 

and speaking different languages.  The interpreters’ qualification and their 

interpretation experience and skills are key factors in protecting the rights and interests 

of people only speaking foreign languages or other Chinese dialects as well as in 

enhancing operational efficiency of the Government.  Nevertheless, the Government 

has not compiled information about outside interpreters who provide interpretation 

services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects that B/Ds and related 

organisations can engage.  Nor has it set any uniform requirements for qualification of 

such interpreters.  After JA stopped providing the List and its updates to other parties, 

the law enforcement departments’ arrangements for interpretation services would 

inevitably become less efficient.  

 

1 .5  In this light, The Ombudsman decided to initiate a direct investigation 

pursuant to section 7(1)(a)(ii) of The Ombudsman Ordinance (Cap. 397) on 8 October 

2020 to examine how CMAB can improve the overall efficiency for engaging outside 

interpretation services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects while 

implementing the Guidelines.   

 

 

SCOPE OF INVESTIGATION  

 

1 .6  This direct investigation covers the following aspects: 

 

⚫ the requirements regarding language services in the Guidelines; 

 

⚫ how B/Ds and related organisations engage outside interpretation 

services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects; 

 

⚫ the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters and arrangements for the List; 

 

⚫ the comments from members of the public, the industry and relevant 

departments using more interpretation services in foreign languages 

and other Chinese dialects; and 

 

⚫ any areas for improvement in the arrangements for outside 

interpretation services. 
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PROCESS OF INVESTIGATION 

 

1 .7  On 12 October 2020, we announced the launch of this direct investigation 

and invited public views on this topic. 

 

1 .8  We issued the draft investigation report to CMAB and related 

organisations for comments on 13 May 2021, and received from the Hospital Authority 

(“HA”), JA and CMAB their replies on 11 June, 15 June and 5 July 2021 respectively.  

Upon considering and incorporating their comments as appropriate, we completed this 

f

 
inal report on 20 July 2021.   
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2 
 

GOVERNMENT’S 

IMPLEMENTATION OF 

GUIDELINES 
 

 

2 .1  Hong Kong is a multicultural society where people who are from different 

parts of the world, of diverse races and speak different languages reside.  According to 

the Population Census/By-census conducted by the Census and Statistics Department 

(“C&SD”) in 2006, 2011 and 2016, the demographics by races in Hong Kong are as 

follows:  

 

 

Table 1: Results of Census/By-census conducted by C&SD in 2006, 2011 and 2016 

 

Ethnicity 

2006 2011 2016 

Population Population Population 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

1. Chinese 6,522,148 (95%) 6,620,393 (93.6%) 6,752,202 (92%) 

2. Filipino 112,453 (1.6%) 133,018 (1.9%) 184,081 (2.5%) 

3. Indonesian 87,840 (1.3%) 133,377 (1.9%) 153,299 (2.1%) 

4. White 36,384 (0.5%) 55,236 (0.8%) 58,209 (0.8%) 

5. Indian 20,444 (0.3%) 28,616 (0.4%) 36,462 (0.5%) 

6. Nepalese 15,950 (0.2%) 16,518 (0.2%) 25,472 (0.3%) 

7. Pakistani 11,111 (0.2%) 18,042 (0.3%) 18,094 (0.2%) 

8. Thai 11,900 (0.2%) 11,213 (0.2%) 10,215 (0.1%) 
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Ethnicity 

2006 2011 2016 

Population Population Population 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

Number of persons 

(Percentage) 

9. Japanese 13,189 (0.2%) 12,580 (0.2%) 9,976 (0.1%) 

10. Other Asian 12,663 (0.2%) 12,247 (0.2%) 19,589 (0.3%) 

11. Others 20,264 (0.3%) 30,336 (0.4%) 68,986 (0.9%) 

Total 6,864,346 (100%) 7,071,576 (100%) 7,336,585 (100%) 

(Source: C&SD’s Website) 

 

2 .2  Table 1 shows that the number of non-Chinese residing in Hong Kong 

increased by more than 70% from 342,198 in 2006 to 584,383 in 2016.  These non-

Chinese residents accounted for 5% of the population of Hong Kong in 2006, and the 

percentage increased gradually to 8% in 2016.  These figures reflect that the number 

of various ethnicities residing in Hong Kong has been increasing.  

 

2 .3  Moreover, in 2006, there were 72,217 persons (1.1% of the population of 

Hong Kong) whose usual spoken language (i.e. the language spoken at home) was not 

Chinese or English (i.e. Cantonese, Putonghua, other Chinese dialects and English).  

After ten years, the same category increased by more than 80% to 131,199 persons, 

making up 1.9% of the population of Hong Kong in 2016.  

 

2 .4  The Government is committed to eliminating racial discrimination and 

promoting equal opportunities for people of diverse race.  The Guidelines issued by 

CMAB in 2010 aim to raise the awareness of B/Ds and related organisations on racial 

diversity and inclusion so that they shall consider the needs of people of different races1 

in formulating, implementing and reviewing relevant policies and services, and all Hong 

Kong people regardless of their races can have equal access to public services.    

 

2 .5  When the Guidelines were introduced, they covered only 14 B/Ds and 

related organisations2.  In the 2018 Policy Address, the Chief Executive announced 

                                                 
1
 In the Guidelines, “race” refers to the race, colour, descent or national or ethnic origin of a person, which is 

the same definition provided in section 8 of the Race Discrimination Ordinance. 
 
2
 They included the Education Bureau, Social Welfare Department, Labour Department, Home Affairs 

Department, Employees Retraining Board, Vocational Training Council, Food and Health Bureau, 

Department of Health, Hospital Authority, Construction Industry Council, Office of the Government Chief 

Information Officer, Innovation and Technology Commission, and the former Office of the 

Telecommunications Authority and Television and Entertainment Licensing Authority.  
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that the Guidelines would be refined to ensure their application to all B/Ds and related 

organisations providing services for people of different races so as to further strengthen 

the support for these people.  Based on the experience in implementing the Guidelines 

and comments from stakeholders, the Government refined the Guidelines and 

implemented the revised version in April 2020.  CMAB is responsible for coordinating 

and maintaining an overview on the overall implementation of the Guidelines.  

 

 

ARRANGEMENTS FOR PROVISION OF FOREIGN-LANGUAGE 

INTERPRETATION SERVICES IN THE GUIDELINES 

 

2 .6  The revised Guidelines include two sets of new guidance on “Language 

Services” and “Data Collection on Service Users of Diverse Race”, and also require that 

B/Ds and related organisations arrange training to staff members to enhance their 

sensitivity and understanding of different races.     

 

Guidance on “Language Services” 

 

2 .7  People who are of different races, speak different languages and cannot 

communicate effectively in Chinese or English (i.e. Cantonese, Putonghua, spoken and 

written English and written Chinese) may experience difficulties in gaining access to 

public services.  The new guidance on “Language Services” (i.e. Annex B of the 

Guidelines, which is Annex I to this Report) specifies the necessary steps that the 

management and front-line levels of B/Ds and related organisations should follow, so as 

to assist them in identifying the language service needs of service users, introducing the 

availability of and proactively offering appropriate language services to service users, 

and properly recording information regarding interpretation services (such as public 

service users’ requests for and use of interpretation services and the relevant services 

provided and arranged).  

 

2 .8  Moreover, staff members of B/Ds and related organisations are reminded 

to take note of the special needs of public service users regarding confidentiality, 

concepts and taboo arising from the cultural difference among different races while 

arranging interpretation services for them.  B/Ds and related organisations should also 

monitor and review regularly the arrangements for provision of language services to 

make improvement as appropriate.  
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Guidance on “Data Collection on Service Users of Diverse Race” 

 

2 .9  The revised Guidelines also include the new guidance on “Data Collection 

on Service Users of Diverse Race” (i.e. Annex C of the Guidelines, which is Annex II 

to this Report), which requires that B/Ds and related organisations collect and compile 

data on public service users of diverse race and using different languages to assess the 

impact of their policies and measures on racial equality, monitor service users’ equal 

access to public services, and enable continuous improvement of service provision.    

 

2 .10  On interpretation services, B/Ds and related organisations should collect 

data from public service users regarding their “language service needs” (including the 

number of requests received by B/Ds and related organisations for language services 

and the number of cases where interpretation services are provided) and “preferred 

languages”.  Each year, B/Ds and related organisations should report to CMAB on the 

situation of “language service needs” and “preferred language” to facilitate overall 

monitoring.   
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3 
 

OVERVIEW OF GOVERNMENT’S  

ENGAGEMENT OF OUTSIDE  

INTERPRETATION SERVICES 

 

 

ARRANGEMENTS FOR ENGAGING OUTSIDE INTERPRETATION 

SERVICES 

 

3 .1  In providing public services to people of diverse race who speak different 

languages, B/Ds and related organisations would arrange interpretation services to 

facilitate communication where necessary.  Other occasions where B/Ds and related 

organisations need to engage interpretation services include performing duties such as 

conducting interviews and making statements with and collecting evidence from people 

of different races who speak different languages but are not fluent in Cantonese, 

Putonghua and English. 

 

3 .2  The Official Languages Division under the Civil Service Bureau provides 

only interpretation services in Cantonese, Putonghua and English for B/Ds.  In case 

B/Ds and related organisations do not have in-house interpreters providing services in 

foreign languages and other Chinese dialects, or in-house interpreters cannot interpret 

certain languages or other Chinese dialects, those B/Ds and related organisations will 

have to hire outside interpreters and acquire interpretation services in accordance with 

the established procurement procedures.  

 

 

FOREIGN-LANGUAGE INTERPRETATION SERVICES 

 

3 .3  With effect from April 2020, application of the revised Guidelines has 

been extended to more than 100 B/Ds and related organisations.  During the first six 
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months after the implementation of the revised Guidelines, 23 B/Ds and related 

organisations in total had arranged foreign-language interpretation services to people of 

diverse race who speak different languages.  Details are listed in Table 2 below.   

 

Table 2: The 23 B/Ds and related organisations having arranged foreign-

language interpretation services between April and September 2020 

 

Administration Wing, the Chief Secretary 

for Administration’s Office 
HA 

C&SD 

Hong Kong Housing Authority 

(“HKHA”)/ 

Housing Department (“HD”) 

Construction Industry Council (“CIC”) Immigration Department (“ImmD”) 

Correctional Services Department (“CSD”) 
Independent Commission Against 

Corruption (“ICAC”) 

Customs and Excise Department 

(“C&ED”) 

Innovation and Technology Bureau 

(“ITB”) 

Department of Health (“DH”) Labour Department (“LD”) 

Education Bureau (“EDB”) Legal Aid Department (“LAD”) 

Employee Retraining Board (“ERB”) Planning Department (“PlanD”) 

Environment Bureau (“ENB”)/ 

Environmental Protection Department 

(“EPD”) 

Security Bureau (“SB”) 

Equal Opportunities Commission (“EOC”) Transport Department (“TD”) 

Hong Kong Police Force (“HKPF”) 
Working Family and Student Financial 

Assistance Agency (“WFSFAA”) 

Social Welfare Department (“SWD”)  

 

3 .4  Except for a few B/Ds and related organisations providing interpretation 

services to service users with in-house foreign-language interpreters, most of the B/Ds 

and related organisations in Table 2 engaged outside interpretation services in foreign 

languages (including the services provided by Centre A) (see paras. 3.5 - 3.7).   
 



 

10 

 

Providers of Outside Foreign-language Interpretation Services  
 

3 .5  CMAB pointed out that as there are many types of public services, people 

of diverse race who speak different languages may require different interpretation 

services when they use various public services.  Depending on the actual situation, 

B/Ds and related organisations will engage appropriate outside interpretation services 

in foreign languages.  Centre A (see para. 1.2) provides general interpretation services 

(i.e. non-specialised and non-professional areas) to B/Ds and related organisations 

through its free telephone interpretation and enquiry service, which covers a total of 

eight foreign languages (Bahasa Indonesia, Hindi, Nepali, Punjabi, Tagalog, Thai, Urdu 

and Vietnamese).  On the other hand, B/Ds and related organisations can acquire other 

interpretation services provided by Centre A with service fees.  Although Centre A is 

not an interpretation service provider designated by the Government, it provides general 

interpretation services instantly and free of charge.  CMAB considered such 

arrangement the first service point of interpretation services for B/Ds and related 

organisations.  
 

3 .6  According to CMAB, when B/Ds and related organisations need to acquire 

outside interpretation services relating to specialised or professional areas such as 

medical service and law, they can by themselves approach companies, organisations or 

individuals (including the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters (see Chapter 4)) providing 

interpretation service in the market and procure their services in accordance with the 

Guidelines.  For example, HA has appointed another non-governmental organisation 

(“Centre B”) as service contractor to provide interpretation services to facilitate 

communication between the staff of public hospitals and clinics and patients who need 

such services.  Centre B provides interpretation services in 18 foreign languages (Urdu, 

Punjabi, Nepali, Bahasa Indonesia, Hindi, Japanese, Thai, Tagalog, Korean, Bengali, 

Vietnamese, Malay, Portuguese, German, French, Spanish, Sinhala and Arabic).  On 

the other hand, subject to operational needs, law enforcement departments will engage 

outside foreign-language interpretation services provided by the Judiciary’s freelance 

interpreters.   
 

3 .7  CMAB provided this Office with information on the uses of foreign-

language interpretation services by B/Ds and related organisations in the first six months 

after the implementation of revised Guidelines.  Table 3 shows that 14 (i.e. over 60%) 

out of the 23 B/Ds and related organisations having arranged foreign-language 

interpretation services between April and September 2020 (see para. 3.3) had hired the 

Judiciary’s freelance interpreters.  It reflects that the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters 

are among the service providers which B/Ds and related organisations services would 

often hire.  
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Table 3: Providers of foreign-language interpretation services arranged by B/Ds 

and related organisations between April and September 2020 

 

B/Ds and related 

organisations 

The 

Judiciary’s 

freelance 

interpreters 

Centre 

A 

Centre 

B 

Other  

contractors 

In-house 

interpreters 

1. Administration 

Wing 
 ✓    

2. C&SD    ✓  

3. CIC     ✓ 

4. CSD ✓     

5. C&ED ✓   ✓  

6. DH ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

7. EDB    ✓  

8. ERB     ✓ 

9. ENB/EPD ✓     

10. EOC ✓    ✓ 

11. HKHA/HD  ✓  ✓  

12. HKFP ✓ ✓    

13. HA3 ✓  ✓   

14. ImmD ✓   ✓ ✓ 

15. ICAC ✓     

16. ITB  ✓    

17. LD ✓ ✓  ✓  

18. LAD ✓     

19. PlanD    ✓  

20. SB ✓ ✓   ✓ 

21. SWD ✓ ✓  ✓  

22. TD ✓ ✓    

23. WFSFAA    ✓  

 

                                                 
3
  Generally speaking, HA’s hospitals/clinics mainly arrange interpretation services for patients and its staff 

who need such services through its service contractor (i.e. Centre B).  In some cases, the hospital(s) had 

engaged Centre A’s services for patients.  HA has not kept information about the use of telephone 

interpretation and enquiry services provided by Centre A. 

 



 

12 

 

Modes of Outside Interpretation Services 

 

3 .8  Currently, B/Ds and related organisations can provide interpretation 

services in various modes when needs arise.  For example, B/Ds and related 

organisations can arrange outside interpreters in foreign language to provide on-site and 

face-to-face interpretation services to the people who need the services and the 

Government or organisation staff.   

 

3 .9  Outside interpreters in foreign languages can also provide remote 

interpretation services for B/Ds and related organisations in the form of three-party 

conference call or video conference.  Take HA as an example, the authority introduced 

video interpretation services in addition to telephone and on-site interpretation services 

since March 2020.   

 

3 .10  Relevant information shows an increase in the use of telephone 

interpretation services among B/Ds and related organisations.  According to the 

statistics provided by HAD (Table 4), there was a significant increase of 85% in the use 

of Centre A’s telephone interpretation and enquiry services among B/Ds and related 

organisations from 2017/18 to 2019/20, among which SWD’s usage increased by more 

than 140%.    

 

Table 4: Frequency of use of Centre A’s telephone interpretation and enquiry 

services among B/Ds and related organisations 

 

B/Ds and related 

organisations 

Telephone interpretation and enquiry services 

2017/18 2018/19 2019/20 

SWD 162 252 394 

HD 24 27 47 

DH 53 20 53 

HA 17 11 16 

LD 142 276 337 

EDB 5 8 8 

LAD 1 1 0 

HKPF 50 39 39 

ImmD 1 2 7 

Others 47 100 29 

Total 502 736 930 
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INTERPRETATION SERVICES IN OTHER CHINESE DIALECTS 

 

Government’s Arrangement for Interpretation Services in Other Chinese 

Dialects 

 

3 .11  There are no standing arrangements in the Government for the provision 

of interpretation support in other Chinese dialects, but B/Ds and related organisations 

will procure interpretation services in other Chinese dialects by outside interpreters 

where necessary.  

 

3 .12  At present, the contents regarding language services in the revised 

Guidelines do not cover other Chinese dialects.  As far as CMAB is concerned, people 

who speak Chinese dialects other than Cantonese and Putonghua (including new arrivals 

in Hong Kong) can usually communicate in Putonghua or written Chinese.  

Meanwhile, as the responsible department coordinating supporting services for new 

arrivals from the Mainland, HAD has not received any cases where people speaking 

only other Chinese dialects could not access public services due to failure of 

communication.      

 

Providers for Outside Interpretation Services in Other Chinese Dialects 

  

3 .13  Departments involving more law enforcement actions indicated that they 

have referred to the List of the Judiciary when acquiring interpretation services in other 

Chinese dialects.  As HA’s interpretation service contractor does not provide 

interpretation support in other Chinese dialects, the authority has also engaged the 

services of the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters.  According to the information 

provided by the departments and HA, they had arranged outside interpretation services 

in other Chinese dialects including Fuqing, Hunan, Minnan, Taisan, Chaozhou, Sichuan, 

Helao, Kejia, Leizhou, Shanghai, Wenzhou and Xiamen.  

 

 

MONITORING OF OUTSIDE INTERPRETERS’ PROFESSIONAL 

CONDUCT AND PERFORMANCE 

 

3 .14  According to CMAB, there are currently no associations or trade 

organisations of interpretation services for ethnic minority languages to regulate and 
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monitor the professional standards and conduct of interpreters.  B/Ds and related 

organisations often procure the services of outside interpreters on a contract basis, and 

they will set out their requirements for outside interpreters’ performance in the service 

contracts and monitor the interpreters’ service quality.  Where necessary, the 

interpreters will be required to sign a declaration of confidentiality in advance.   

 

3 .15  Where B/Ds and related organisations are not satisfied with outside 

interpreters’ services or the service quality, they will handle the matter in accordance 

with the relevant service contracts and established procedures.  B/Ds and related 

organisations will document the unsatisfactory performance of outside interpreters and 

refer to such records when considering whether to use their services again in future.  

This practice aims to monitor outside interpreters’ performance to ensure that their 

services are up to standard.   
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4 
 

JUDICIARY’S FREELANCE 

INTERPRETERS AND 

REGISTRATION 

ARRANGEMENTS 
 

 

JUDICIARY’S FREELANCE INTERPRETERS 

 

4 .1  For administration of justice, the Judiciary will arrange interpretation 

service for a party or a witness in any court proceedings as and when necessary.  Where 

interpretation service in a foreign language or a Chinese dialect is required and the 

Judiciary’s court interpreters cannot tackle the need, the Judiciary will engage the 

services of freelance interpreters who are not its employees.  In order to ensure suitable 

interpretation services be provided during court proceedings, the Judiciary has set out in 

the recruitment advertisement the qualification requirements for eligible interpreters 

(including their academic qualification, their proficiency of the foreign languages or 

Chinese dialects concerned, their proficiency of English or Cantonese and the written 

and oral examinations they have to pass4) and the relevant procedures to be followed.      

 

 

TRAINING FOR FREELANCE INTERPRETERS 

 

4 .2  According to JA, it attaches much importance to the training for freelance 

interpreters.  Court visits are arranged for all new freelance interpreters, and the 

                                                 
4
 The Judiciary usually requests recommendation from relevant consulates for personnel having greater 

proficiency in the languages concerned to be examiners.  
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interpreters will attend an induction class in a real courtroom setting which covers the 

court structure, court procedures and code of practice etc.  Reference materials 

covering relevant subjects such as sample of charges, ease briefs, imposition of penalties 

and legal terms commonly used in court proceedings will also be provided.  JA will 

require freelance interpreters to strictly adhere to relevant code of practice and 

confidentiality requirement.  Besides, to ensure the service of the freelance interpreters 

meets the required standard, JA will monitor their performance at courts by observing 

their performance at the court and collecting views on their performance from court 

users and full-time court interpreters .      

 

4 .3  Subject to the operational needs of courts, interpretation jobs will be 

assigned to freelance interpreters in rotation.  Generally speaking, less experienced 

freelance interpreters will be assigned simple and brief interpretation jobs at lower 

courts such as bail applications and cases for mention.  When the freelance interpreters 

have accumulated more experience in court interpretation and proved themselves to be 

capable of handling various types of jobs at different levels of courts, they will be 

assigned more complicated jobs including interpretation for hearings and trials at higher 

courts.   

 

 

THE LIST 

 

4 .4  JA maintains the List containing information on registered freelance 

interpreters who provide interpretation services in different foreign languages and other 

Chinese dialects only to ensure that eligible freelance interpreters will be arranged to 

provide interpretation services in courts.  Previously, when eligible interpreters had 

passed relevant language proficiency tests, completed other procedures and accumulated 

adequate experience, JA would issue a confirmation letter bearing no expiry date to 

confirm that they were put on the List.  JA could then assign more complicated 

interpretation jobs to those registered freelance interpreters who had accumulated 

adequate experience to meet the operational needs of various courts.  As at December 

2020, about 300 5  of the Judiciary’s 500 freelance interpreters were on the List, 

providing interpretation services in 55 foreign languages and other Chinese dialects (see 

Annex III of this Report).    

 

  

                                                 
5
 Not including sign language and Putonghua interpreters.   
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4 .5  Where necessary, JA would update the information (e.g. when interpreters 

update their personal particulars) on the List.  Previously, some B/Ds and related 

organisations would enquire of JA about the information of the List, and then procure 

interpretation services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects from suitable 

freelance interpreters directly.  Moreover, JA would from time to time update some 

B/Ds and related organisations (including SB, HKPF, ImmD, C&ED, CSD, ICAC, HA 

and LAD) of the information of certain interpreters on the List providing interpretation 

services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects.  For example, whenever there 

were any freelance interpreters adding to or withdrawing from the List. 

 

4 .6  JA emphasised that freelance interpreters are not its employees, and they 

can undertake interpretation jobs of the Government and other organisations, companies 

or individuals at their own free will.  It is not appropriate for JA to advise other 

organisations including B/Ds on the arrangement of interpretation services, or to 

monitor the performance and behaviour of interpreters on their behalf.   

 

 

CESSATION OF MAKING THE LIST AVAILABLE TO OTHER PARTIES 

SINCE AUGUST 2018 

 

4 .7  JA explained that in view of the independence of the Judiciary and the sole 

purpose of maintaining the List is to support judicial work, it would be inappropriate if 

the Judiciary acts as or is to be regarded as the agent or responsible authority for B/Ds 

and related organisations regarding the provision of interpretation support.  Besides, 

some departments often mistake JA for the provider or overseer of freelance interpreters 

and give JA their comments and views on the services and performance of the 

interpreters engaged for the departments’ own purposes.  Hence, having reviewed the 

practice, JA ceased making the List available to other parties and providing updates 

since August 2018. 

  

4 .8  We learn that, since JA had ceased sharing the List and updating the same 

with other parties (see para. 4.7), some departments still refer to the List at hand, which 

may be a version of 2018 or before (the oldest one being 2007’s), when engaging outside 

interpretation services.  As some information on the List is not up-to-date, there are 

cases when some departments could not find and hire suitable interpreters from the List 

and had to seek help from other departments to acquire outside interpretation services.   
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4 .9  As the authority enforcing the Guidelines, CMAB explained that since JA 

ceased making the List available to other parties, some law enforcement departments 

have made necessary arrangements to ensure that interpretation services could be 

acquired promptly as and when required.  For example, subject to their operational 

needs, the departments would by themselves maintain a list of available outside 

interpreters providing interpretation services in foreign languages or other Chinese 

dialects, or procure interpretation services from relevant companies/organisations in the 

market.  CMAB has not received any comments from B/Ds and related organisations 

about having difficulty in acquiring outside interpretation services in foreign languages 

and other Chinese dialects.   

 

 

INTRODUCTION OF NEW MECHANISM FOR FREELANCE 

INTERPRETATION SERVICES IN JANUARY 2021 

 

4 .10  JA introduced a new mechanism at the end of January 2021 to further 

improve the arrangements for providing interpretation services on a freelance basis.  

Under the new mechanism, JA’s selection criteria and requirements for freelance 

interpreters and the training, code of practice and confidentiality requirement of 

interpreters remain unchanged (see paras. 4.2 - 4.3).  Regardless of the experience of 

freelance interpreters in court interpretation and whether they had been included in the 

List, eligible interpreters (i.e. those who have passed the relevant language proficiency 

tests, criminal record checks and interviews etc.) will be invited to join a new list of 

service providers for providing court interpretation services as and when needed.  JA 

will issue a Service Engagement Letter to freelance interpreters who join the new 

mechanism to confirm that they are included as service providers for a period of four 

years.  JA will continue to assign interpretation jobs to freelance interpreters according 

to their proficiency of languages, performance and experience in court interpretation 

(see para. 4.3).       

 

4 .11  Under the new mechanism, the Judiciary will review and update the list of 

service providers regarding the status of freelance interpreters every four years to enable 

effective monitoring of arrangements for court interpretation services.  Upon expiry of 

their appointment term, freelance interpreters who meet the requirements can remain on 

the list.  In case of serious misconduct or faults, their appointment will be cancelled 

immediately.  JA will not make the list of service providers available to other parties 

(including B/Ds and related organisations).  
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4 .12  As at February 2021, more than 300 freelance interpreters were included 

on the new list of service providers and they had been issued a Service Engagement 

Letter.  They could provide interpretation services in foreign languages and other 

Chinese dialects similar to those covered in the List maintained by JA as at December 

2020.  JA indicated that it would continue to place advertisements to engage freelance 

interpretation servic

 
es in different languages and dialects depending on the operational 

needs of courts.  
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5 

 

COMMENTS FROM PUBLIC, 

INDUSTRY AND 

BUREAUX/DEPARTMENTS 

CONCERNED 
 

 

5 .1  During this direct investigation, we have made enquiries to seven B/Ds6 

(hereinafter to be referred to as “the B/Ds concerned”).  After announcement of the 

launch of this investigation, we received comments from members of the public and the 

industry on the Government’s arrangements for outside interpretation services and the 

quality of such services, as well as the development of interpretation services.  The 

comments are summarised in the following. 

 

 

(I) QUALITY AND STANDARDS OF SERVICES BY OUTSIDE 

INTERPRETERS  

 

Comments from Public and Industry 

 

5 .2  Some members of ethnic minority who have resided in Hong Kong for 

decades find the quality of the interpretation services provided when using Government 

services inconsistent.  Some even consider the interpretation services provided by 

certain Government departments substandard and that the interpreters could 

                                                 
6
  Security Bureau, Fire Services Department, Hong Kong Police Force, Customs and Excise Department, 

Correctional Services Department, Immigration Department and Food and Environmental Hygiene 

Department. 
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demonstrate neither the required interpretation skills and knowledge about the topics 

nor the required level of proficiency of the foreign languages concerned.  Low quality 

interpretation could not enable communication, and if the interpreter cannot convey the 

message accurately, the service users may suffer loss and the consequence can be grave. 

 

5 .3  There are views from ethnic minorities and the industry that the quality 

and standard of interpretation service provided by the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters 

are better than that available in the market.  Besides, these freelance interpreters are 

familiar with law enforcement and court proceedings and are more experienced in 

providing interpretation services for various Government departments, such as HKPF.  

Hence, their interpretation services (e.g. compiling transcripts of records of interview) 

is less likely to be challenged in the court.   

 

5 .4  According to some members of the industry, even though B/Ds and related 

organisations have maintained their own lists of outside interpreters since JA ceased 

making the List available and providing updates, it would still be difficult for B/Ds and 

related organisations to find a large group of eligible interpreters as experienced as the 

Judiciary’s freelance interpreters in judicial interpretation.  B/Ds and related 

organisations might have to hire outside interpreters with lesser experience and the 

service quality may be compromised, which is unsatisfactory.  

 

5 .5  Those who have given the above comments consider that B/Ds and related 

organisations should continue to engage the services provided by the Judiciary’s 

freelance interpreters so that up-to-standard interpretation services can be maintained.  

 

Comments from B/Ds Concerned 

 

5 .6  The Judiciary has in place a mechanism to ensure that freelance 

interpreters’ quality meets the stringent requirements for court interpretation services.  

In this light, the B/Ds concerned consider that the experience and standard of those 

freelance interpreters who were recognised by JA in the past and included in the List are 

somewhat guaranteed.  Therefore, they incline to refer to the List when engaging 

outside interpretation services (especially in dealing with legal interpretation). 
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(II) ARRANGEMENTS FOR ENGAGING OUTSIDE INTERPRETERS  

 

Comments from Public and Industry 

 

5 .7  Some members of the public who had requested interpretation services 

while using public services had learned from departments/organisations that, given the 

limited number of outside interpreters, the B/Ds and organisations concerned would 

have to contact a number of interpreters before finding an available interpreter to 

undertake the job.  Hence, it often takes time to engage the required interpretation 

services.  Besides, some commented that when arranging for interpretation services, 

B/Ds and related organisations tend to approach those outside interpreters who have 

worked for them before, thus leading to an uneven distribution of interpretation jobs.   

 

5 .8  Moreover, some are of the view that the Government should assign one 

B/D to handle and coordinate the procurement of outside interpretation services and 

establish administrative measures to facilitate B/Ds and related organisations to select 

and engage outside interpretation services, such as maintaining a list of outside 

interpreters for the use of B/Ds and related organisations.  

 

Comments from B/Ds Concerned 

 

5 .9  According to the B/Ds concerned, to cope with their investigation and 

enforcement actions, B/Ds will take into consideration whether the interpreters can 

provide services at a prescribed location in short notice when selecting outside 

interpreters.  The B/Ds concerned pointed out that some interpreters are always out of 

reach, and it is generally hard to engage outside interpreters who are available for 

services after midnight.   

 

5 .10  Although B/Ds and related organisations can maintain their own lists of 

outside interpreters and update the information, some B/Ds are concerned that this 

would involve more resources and it might be difficult for them to monitor the 

performance of outside interpreters effectively.  Hence, the B/Ds concerned generally 

welcome the designation of a B/D to coordinate, compile and maintain a list of outside 

interpreters so that there could be more eligible and readily available interpreters to 

provide interpretation support to B/Ds and related organisations.  Moreover, B/Ds and 

related organisations will save the time and resources in going through procurement 

procedures and maintaining their own lists of interpreters.   
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6 

 

OUR COMMENTS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
 

 

6 .1  Hong Kong is a world city where people of diverse race who speak 

different languages reside and work.  After implementing the Guidelines in 2010, the 

Government has continued to refine them, laying down instructions to B/Ds and related 

organisations on provision of appropriate interpretation services to public service users 

to promote racial equality and ensure equal opportunity to access and benefit from public 

services (see paras. 2.4 - 2.10).  We consider that the Government has been proactive 

and positive in this regard.  

 

6 .2  On the Government’s existing arrangements for outside interpretation 

services, we have the following observations and comments. 

 

 

(I) TO COORDINATE THE ESTABLISHMENT OF A CENTRAL 

DATABASE OF FOREIGN-LANGUAGE INTERPRETERS  

 

6 .3  It can be seen from Table 3 under paragraph 3.7 and the views of the 

B/Ds concerned in paragraph 5.6 above that many B/Ds and related organisations (in 

particular departments whose routine duties include law enforcement action) have 

engaged the interpretation services of the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters.  In fact, a 

large number of freelance interpreters are recognised by the Judiciary and they provide 

interpretation services in a wide variety of foreign languages and Chinese dialects (see 

para. 4.4).   

 

6 .4  CMAB indicated that the Bureau had not received any feedback from 

B/Ds and related organisations about having difficulties in sourcing outside 

interpretation services (see para. 4.9) since JA ceased providing the List and its update.  

Nevertheless, we understand that some B/Ds and related organisations still refer to the 
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List they obtained in the past when procuring outside interpretation services (especially 

when carrying out law enforcement duties) (see para. 4.8).  Under the Judiciary’s new 

mechanism regarding freelance interpretation services (see paras. 4.10 - 4.12), the 

Judiciary will no longer provide B/Ds and related organisations with updates on its 

freelance interpreters.  With natural wastage when some freelance interpreters leave 

Hong Kong, retire, or their contact information becomes obsolete or for other reasons, 

the number of outside interpreters on the List who are available for selection and hiring 

by departments will decrease.  Besides, it is not easy for departments to access 

information on freelance interpreters who are newly recognised by the Judiciary.  In 

the long run, it would be more difficult for departments to look for experienced foreign-

language interpreters who are familiar with court proceedings.  This will certainly 

compromise the efficiency of departments in performing duties (in particular law-

enforcement-related duties) and providing public services.  

 

6 .5  In our opinion, CMAB can facilitate compliance with the Guidelines by 

acting as the coordinator and liaise with B/Ds and related organisations on the 

establishment of a central database of foreign-language interpreters.  With such a 

database, B/Ds and related organisations can select and acquire appropriate outside 

interpretation services in a more convenient way.  As a matter of fact, the governments 

of other countries and areas such as Norway7, Sweden8 and Taiwan9 have established 

a similar database of interpreters to help government departments as well as different 

sectors in society to look for qualified interpreters to provide interpretation services in 

foreign languages and dialects when necessary.  We understand that the Guidelines aim 

to ensure that members of ethnic minorities can have equal opportunity to access public 

services, and the guidance on “Language Services” in the revised Guidelines primarily 

deals with foreign languages while other Chinese dialects are not covered.  Hence, 

CMAB as the authority enforcement the Guidelines could start with foreign-language 

interpreters when coordinating the establishment of the database.  

 

6 .6  We are aware that the Duty Lawyer Service10 in Hong Kong has compiled 

the Master Part-time Freelance Interpreters’ Lists (“the Master Lists”) for the purpose 

                                                 
7
 https://www.norge.no/en/service/norwegian-national-register-interpreters-nasjonalt-tolkeregister 

 
8
 https://www.kammarkollegiet.se/engelska/start/all-services/interpreter/search-interpreter 

 
9
 https://idb.immigration.gov.tw 

 
10

 The Duty Lawyer Service is an organisation fully subvented by the Government.  It is managed by a 

committee formed by the Hong Kong Barrister Association and the Law Society of Hong Kong.  
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of sourcing interpretation services in foreign languages and other Chinese dialects where 

necessary.  Prior to the introduction of JA’s new mechanism for engaging freelance 

interpretation services (see para. 4.10), freelance interpreters who are placed on the List 

by JA could apply for inclusion in the Master Lists by completing an application form 

and providing their personal particulars, qualifications, registration number with the 

Judiciary and relevant document of proof.  Subsequent to the implementation of JA’s 

new mechanism, the Duty Lawyer Service has changed the application formality 

accordingly.  Freelance interpreters having obtained the Judiciary’s Service 

Engagement Letter only need to produce a valid letter and apply with relevant 

documents for inclusion in the Master Lists.  The Government can follow this practice 

and make available the information on outside foreign-language interpretation services 

so that it would be easier for B/Ds to find suitable outside interpreters without having to 

rely on the old list.  

 

6 .7  Although JA no longer maintains the List, it will issue a Service 

Engagement Letter to its authorised freelance interpreters under the new mechanism 

(see para. 4.10).  We recommend that when coordinating the establishment of a central 

database, CMAB consider inviting freelance interpreters to apply for the Government’s 

central registration of outside interpreters.  After verifying the identification of and 

other information about the interpreters intending to be enlisted, CMAB can use such 

information to establish the database of foreign-language interpreters to the benefit of 

B/Ds and related organisations, and update the relevant information in a timely manner.  

Subject to the implementation progress, in the long run the Government can explore the 

possibility of expanding the central database to cater for various needs of B/Ds and 

related organisations by including also interpreters who are not the Judiciary’s freelance 

interpreters but have other credentials.  We believe that the central database will 

provide very useful information for B/Ds and related organisations in acquiring outside 

interpretation services and is complementary with the Guidelines.   

 

6 .8  It is true that B/Ds and related organisations can each maintain their own 

lists of interpreters, check the interpreters’ credentials (such as by verifying each 

freelance interpreter’s identity) and update the relevant information.  Nevertheless, we 

consider that the establishment of a central database can help avoid duplication of 

resources and enhance the Government’s overall administrative efficiency.  In any 

event, individual B/Ds can still maintain their own list of outside interpreters according 

to their operational needs, and this will not compromise their flexibility in selecting and 

procuring outside interpretation services.   
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(II) TO EXPLORE MEASURES FOR EFFICIENT SELECTION OF 

OUTSIDE INTERPRETERS AND SERVICE PROCUREMENT 

 

6 .9  As it may take B/Ds and related organisations some time to select and 

contact outside interpreters (see para. 5.9), CMAB should explore better arrangements 

for B/Ds and related organisations to access information on interpreters and to complete 

the procurement procedures so that they can procure and arrange outside interpretation 

services quickly, and administrative efficiency can be improved.   

 

(1) Providing Details of Outside Interpreters and Their Areas of Specialisation 

and Service Hours 

 

6 .10  The central database of outside foreign-language interpreters, of which 

establishment will be coordinated by CMAB, could contain details of the interpreters’ 

services (such as the languages they can interpret, their academic qualification and 

whether they are the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters), experience and areas of 

specialisation (such as legal, medical, general interpretation, etc) as well as their 

schedule of availability (e.g. whether they are on call 24 hours a day or they have a fixed 

work schedule).  Providing these details would enable B/Ds and related organisations 

to select quickly suitable interpreters who can provide services and to contact them and 

launch procurement procedures.  

 

(2) Arranging Outside Interpreters to Sign Declaration of Confidentiality and 

Guidance on Code of Practice in Advance 

 

6 .11  The guidance on “Language Services” in the Guidelines (see Annex I of 

this Report) reminds B/Ds and related organisations that though there may be family 

members, friends and acquaintance who are willing to provide interpretation for public 

service users, B/Ds and related organisations should consider providing professional 

interpretation services to the users so as to avoid potential breaches of confidentiality, 

possible misinterpretation or inaccuracy, conflict of interest, potential loss of objectivity, 

etc.  Obviously, whether outside interpretation services are professional and up to 

standard is essential to protection of service users’ interests and the Government’s 

provision of information and services.  

 

6 .12  Currently, there are no associations or trade organisations of interpretation 

services for ethnic minority languages to regulate and monitor the professional standards 
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and conduct of interpreters.  Nevertheless, according to paragraphs 3.14 and 3.15, 

B/Ds and related organisations will set out their requirements for outside interpreters’ 

performance and service quality in the service contracts, and require the interpreters to 

sign a declaration of confidentiality where necessary. 

 

6 .13  We consider that CMAB as the authority enforcing the Guidelines can 

establish uniform confidentiality requirements and guidelines on code of practice for 

outside interpreters engaged by B/Ds and related organisations.  For people of diverse 

race who speak different languages, this will help strengthen their confidence in the 

outside interpretation services acquired by the Government.  The overall quality of 

interpretation services can be enhanced as well.   B/Ds and related organisations 

should sign an agreement with outside interpreters requiring them to maintain 

confidentiality in respect of information that comes to their knowledge while providing 

services, as well as providing accurate interpretation in an objective manner, respecting 

the culture and religious rules of different races, and undertaking only tasks they can 

manage.  

 

6 .14  Moreover, in order to save the time and steps of B/Ds and related 

organisations requiring outside interpreters to make a declaration of confidentiality and 

sign an agreement on code of practice each time they undertake an interpretation job, 

and streamline the procedures for procurement of interpretation services and assigning 

jobs, CMAB can explore the feasibility of having outside interpreters to sign a 

declaration of confidentiality and an agreement on code of practice in advance when 

including them in the central database.  Depending on the sensitive information 

involved and the merits of a case, B/Ds and related organisations can require outside 

interpreters to sign a separate declaration or agreement of confidentiality when engaging 

outside interpretation services.  

 

 

(III) TO MONITOR SYSTEMATICALLY ARRANGEMENTS FOR 

OUTSIDE INTERPRETATION SERVICES AND DOCUMENT 

INTERPRETERS’ PERFORMANCE 

 

6 .15  Before JA ceased sharing the List and providing updates, it had indicated 

that it would not involve itself in matters relating to the procurement of freelance 

interpreters’ services by B/Ds and related organisations (see para. 4.6).  Nevertheless, 

occasionally some departments still approach JA and give their comments and views on 

the freelance interpreters’ performance (see para. 4.7).  We are of the view that upon 
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establishment of a central database of outside interpreters, CMAB should establish 

channels for B/Ds and related organisations to comment on outside interpretation 

services to enable systematic monitoring and documenting of the performance of 

individual outside interpreters.  

 

6 .16  In our opinion, the current practice that B/Ds and related organisations 

keep their own records of unsatisfactory performance of outside interpreters and handle 

these interpreters by themselves (see para. 3.15) is not only inefficient but also not 

helpful to the Government’s overall monitoring of interpreters’ performance.  We 

recommend that CMAB liaise with relevant B/Ds and related organisations to explore 

the feasibility of collecting and documenting information about their uses of services 

provided by the outside interpreters in the central database to identify any violation of 

confidentiality requirement or code of practice.  CMAB should also establish a 

mechanism for follow-up action.  These measures would help enhance the quality of 

outside interpretation services engaged by B/Ds and related organisations and further 

safeguard the interests of service users. 

 

 

(IV) TO EXPLORE FEASIBILITY OF PROVIDING REMOTE 

INTERPRETATION SERVICES  

 

6 .17  That B/Ds and related organisations have been using more of Centre A’s 

telephone interpretation and enquiry services (Table 4) and HA introduced video 

interpretation services (see para. 3.9) reveal that when arranging outside interpretation 

services, B/Ds and related organisations are more willing to use remote interpretation 

services than before. 

 

6 .18  In our view, when engaging outside interpretation services including the 

services by the Judiciary’s freelance interpreters, B/Ds and related organisations can 

take the initiative to assess whether remote interpretation services can meet the 

requirements for the interpretation jobs they are going to assign to outside interpreters.  

The use of remote interpretation services allows more flexibility by saving the outside 

interpreters’ trip to the prescribed location, which can help enhance the administrative 

efficiency of B/Ds and related organisations and meet the needs of people of different 

races and languages more promptly.  As such, when implementing the Guidelines, 

CMAB can remind B/Ds and related organisations to consider the feasibility of using 

remote interpretation services.  
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(V) TO COLLATE DATA ON PUBLIC SERVICE USERS’ NEEDS FOR 

INTERPRETATION SERVICES IN OTHER CHINESE DIALECTS  

 

6 .19  As stated in paragraphs 3.11 and 3.12 above, the contents regarding 

language services in the revised Guidelines do not cover other Chinese dialects.  There 

are no standing arrangements in Government departments for the provision of 

interpretation support in other Chinese dialects, but departments will procure 

interpretation services in other Chinese dialects in accordance with the Stores and 

Procurement Regulations where necessary.  

 

6 .20  For long-term planning, the Government can investigate the actual needs 

for interpretation services in other Chinese dialects to determine whether further support 

should be provided.  In this light, CMAB can consider collating data on the needs of 

the public for interpretation services in other Chinese dialects so that the Government 

can understand the needs and devise the plan for follow-up action accordingly.  

 

6 .21  Subject to the data collated and result of reviews, CMAB, in the long run, 

can consider whether to include in the central database the information about interpreters 

providing interpretation services in other Chinese dialects.  Inclusion of these data can 

assist B/Ds and related organisations in selecting interpreters when they need to acquire 

interpretation services in other Chinese dialects.  

 

 

OTHER OBSERVATIONS 

 

6 .22  While the overall long-term development of interpretation services in 

Hong Kong is not the focus of this direct investigation, we have received comments 

from members of the public on foreign-language interpretation services (including but 

not limited to those provided by the Government’s outside interpreters) as well as the 

long-term development of the industry.  We find some of the views worth considering 

and, therefore, have referred them to CMAB.  For example, some members of the 

public opine that the Government should establish a mechanism for training and 

accreditation of foreign-language interpreters so as to address the inconsistent quality of 

interpreters.  We understand that CMAB has provided funding to EOC for conducting 

a study on the feasibility of accreditation of interpreters in ethnic minority languages.  

Having consulted the major stakeholders, EOC set the subject of the study as “Potential 

Models for Accreditation and Recognition of Interpreters and Translators in Ethnic 
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Minority Languages in Hong Kong”.  We expect that upon completion of EOC’s study, 

CMAB will proactively examine the feasibility of implementation of such mechanism 

and carefully consider the views of various stakeholders. 

 

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

6 .23  In view of the above, The Ombudsman recommends that CMAB:  

 

(1) coordinate the establishment of a central database of outside foreign-

language interpreters (see paras. 6.5 - 6.8); 

 

(2) explore and formulate measures for efficient selection of outside 

interpreters and service procurement.  For example, the central 

database shall contain details of the interpreters such as the 

languages they can interpret, their experience, areas of specialisation 

and schedule of availability.  CMAB should also explore the 

feasibility of requiring the interpreters to sign a uniform declaration 

of confidentiality and agreement on code of practice in advance (see 

paras. 6.9 - 6.14); 

 

(3) explore the feasibility of collecting and documenting information 

about any violation of confidentiality requirement or code of practice 

by outside interpreters in the database when being engaged by B/Ds 

and related organisations.  CMAB should also establish a 

mechanism for follow-up action (see paras. 6.15 - 6.16);  

 

(4) remind B/Ds and related organisations to explore the feasibility of 

providing remote interpretation services (see para. 6.18); and 

 

(5) collate data on the needs of public service users for interpretation 

services in other Chinese dialects to facilitate the Government’s 

review and planning in this regard.  In the long run, CMAB should 

consider including in the central database the information about 

interpreters providing interpretation services in other Chinese 

dialects to assist B/Ds and related organisations in engaging outside 

interpreters for such services (see paras. 6.20 - 6.21). 
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Annex III 
 

1 

 

Interpretation Services in Foreign Languages and other Chinese Dialects 
provided by Freelance Interpreters on the Judiciary’s List 

 (as at December 2020) 

 

Foreign Languages 

1. Arabic 20. Nepali 

2. Bengali 21. Outer Mongolian 

3. Bhutanese 22. Polish 

4. Burmese 23. Portuguese 

5. Cambodian 24. Russian 

6. Danish 25. Sinhala 

7. Dutch 26. Somali 

8. French 27. Spanish 

9. German 28. Swahili 

10. Greek 29. Tagalog 

11. Hindi 30. Tamil 

12. Igbo 31. Thai 

13. Indonesian 32. Turkish 

14. Italian 33. Twi 

15. Japanese 34. Ukrainian 

16. Korean 35. Urdu 

17. Lingala 36. Vietnamese 

18. Luganda 37. Yoruba 

19. Malay ─ 

 

Other Chinese Dialects 

1. Chaozhou 10. Kejia 

2. Dongguan 11. Leizhou 

3. Fuqing 12. Minnan 

4. Fuzhou 13. Putian 

5. Guiyang 14. Shanghai 

6. Hainan 15. Sichuan 

7. Helao 16. Taishan 

8. Hunan 17. Wenzhou 

9. Jiangxi 18. Yangjiang 
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