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RESUME

Malgré leurs conséquences dans la vie réelle, les traductions de documents officiels
personnels ont été largement inexplorées dans les études de traduction. Il existe peu de
recherches sur la pratique professionnelle dans ce domaine et, par conséquent, on sait
peu de choses sur la maniére dont les différentes parties prenantes abordent la qualité
de ces traductions. Dans cet article, nous examinons le contexte professionnel de la
traduction de documents officiels personnels en Australie selon la perspective des tra-
ducteurs professionnels, des agences de traduction et des institutions. Nous rapportons
les résultats de trois enquétes sur la qualité, I'intégrité et I'authenticité de la traduction
officielle de documents personnels, aprés avoir comparé les points de vue de ces trois
principales parties prenantes. De I'avis général, pour garantir la qualité et I'intégrité
dans ce domaine, il faut accorder une grande attention a I'exactitude et documenter les
caractéristiques officielles des documents originaux. Toutefois, ces recommandations
sont plus simples a énoncer qu’a mettre en pratique, compte tenu de divers problémes
et incertitudes, notamment les erreurs de traduction occasionnelles, les risques de tra-
ductions abrégées, les différents niveaux d’assurance qualité et le manque de directives
claires et cohérentes de la part des fournisseurs de services linguistiques et des organi-
sations gouvernementales.

ABSTRACT

Despite their potential real-life impact, translations of personal official documents have
been largely unexplored in translation scholarship. Little research has been undertaken
into professional practice within this translation domain and, correspondingly, little is
known about how different stakeholders approach the necessary quality assurance. In
this paper we examine the professional context of the translation of personal official
documents in Australia by considering the perspectives of NAATI-certified translators,
translation agencies and receiving institutions. We report the findings of three surveys on
quality, integrity and authenticity in official personal document translation, comparing the
views of these three key stakeholders. There is general agreement that ensuring quality
and integrity in this area requires that accuracy be accorded close attention and the official
features of original documents be documented. Yet, these guidelines are simpler in theory
than in practice with its various issues and uncertainties, including occasional translation
errors, the risks of extract translations, varying levels of quality assurance and lack of clear
and consistent guidelines from language service providers and government organisations.

RESUMEN

A pesar de su potencial impacto en la vida real, la traduccién de documentos oficiales
personales no ha sido suficientemente explorada en la investigacién sobre traduccién.
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Se han llevado a cabo pocas investigaciones sobre la prictica profesional dentro de este
campo de la traduccién y, en consecuencia, se sabe poco sobre cémo los diferentes
agentes abordan las cuestiones de calidad en el mismo. En este articulo examinamos el
contexto profesional de la traduccién de documentos oficiales personales en Australia
segun las perspectivas de traductores profesionales, agencias de traduccién e institucio-
nes receptoras. Presentamos los resultados de tres encuestas sobre calidad, integridad
y autenticidad en este tipo de traduccién, comparando las opiniones de estas tres partes
interesadas. Se desprende un consenso de que para garantizar la calidad y la integridad
en esta drea se requiere que se preste mucha atencién a la fidelidad y que se documenten
las caracteristicas oficiales de los originales. Sin embargo, estas pautas son mds senci-
llas en teoria que en la préctica, con sus diversos problemas e incertidumbres, incluidos
los ocasionales errores de traduccidn, los riesgos de traduccién de plantilla, los niveles
inconstantes de garantia de calidad y la falta de pautas claras y consistentes por parte de
las agencias de traduccién y las organizaciones gubernamentales.

MOTS-CLES/KEYWORDS/PALABRAS CLAVE

traduction, documents officiels, qualité, intégrité, parties prenantes
translation, official documents, quality, integrity, stakeholders
traduccién, documentos oficiales, calidad, integridad, partes interesadas

1. Introduction

The increasing mobility of labour and people in skilled occupations around the
world has increased the necessity of establishing sound regimes for translating and
receiving the official documents which accredit or support an individual’s identity,
nationality, civil or legal status, history, relationships, qualifications and so forth. For
receiving immigration authorities, personal official documents are clearly essential
resources when assessing and, depending on outcome, subsequently settling new
arrivals in new homes and new work; for intending migrants and foreign workers,
they are a ‘make-or-break’ item for their lives and aspirations. Yet, compared with
other robustly researched areas of translation theory and practice, the translation of
official documents has received rather minimal scrutiny and research. Among the few
scattered exceptions, we have the important contributions of Mayoral Asensio (2014),
Lambert-Tierrafria (2007) and Zralka (2007), as well as the work of Nord (1997) on
theoretical issues of documentary translations.

In this paper, we report part of the findings of a study carried out in Australia on
current norms, practices as well as quality and authenticity issues in the translation of
personal official documents. The part of the study reported here consisted of eliciting
and comparing the views of three main stakeholders: translators, language service
providers (LSPs) and public service staff. Before outlining the research methods and
findings (Sections 4 and 5 respectively), it is necessary to provide a brief theoretical
introduction to the translation of personal official documents and the key norms
associated with it (Section 2) and background information about the Australian
context (Section 3).

2. Translation of official documents: nature and norms

Official translation, as Mayoral Asensio (2014: 1) notes, is not clearly defined and
overlaps with other fields such as legal translation, court translation and community
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interpreting. While a simple mode-based distinction can easily be made between
official document translation and court or community interpreting (one is written,
the other oral or signed), fuzzy boundaries remain, particularly between legal transla-
tion and the translation of official documents. Mayoral Asensio himself acknowledges
that official translation can apply to any text that “falls within a judicial process or a
request of acknowledgement of rights before any kind of administrative body” (2014:
4). As such, documents that may require official translation can include genres as
diverse as personal letters and text messages or legal contracts. Civil registry certifi-
cates, driver licences, police clearances, financial statements and academic qualifica-
tions exemplify the typically encountered documents.

One main distinctive feature is that the translation of personal official documents
can be characterised as ‘documentary, a type-term that Nord (1997) uses to refer to
a heavily source-focused kind of translation which involves a significant amount of
meta-text description — “the target text, in this case, is a text about a text” (Nord 1997:
47) - which manifests itself in translation practices such as the flagging of official fea-
tures (e.g. coat of arms, logo, stamp, signature, etc.) or in-text notes or footnotes about
aspects which might have significance for the authorities (e.g. presence of handwrit-
ing, corrections or erasures, signalling of source errors or inconsistencies with [sic],’
etc.). The documentary approach required for the translation of official documents
means that translation quality in this area needs to be scrutinised in terms not only
of propositional content accuracy and language appropriateness, but of authenticity
and integrity as well. Authenticity and integrity in this context are related: while the
former relates mainly to the genuineness of the source document (e.g., whether there
are signs of fraud), it is also relevant to translator approach and translation integrity,
i.e. whether the translator renders the source text (and meta-text) sufficiently and
appropriately for the relevant authorities to assess both authenticity and contents
with confidence.

As Toury (1995) noted decades ago, all types of translation are governed by
norms, but norms vary from one socio-cultural context to another and from one
translation subfield to another. The translation of official documents is often associ-
ated with stricter norms, but these too vary from country to country and their status
can range from legal norms to conventions and customs (Mayoral Asensio 2014: 1,
4). One clear example is that in some countries (e.g., Spain and Morocco) one norm
is that translations of personal official documents should be full translations, while in
others (e.g., Australia) extract translations are more common. Toury’s (1995: 56-57)
‘initial norm’ draws a blurry line between contexts and translation approaches where
priority is given to the textual relations and norms of the source text (adequacy) and
those that adhere to the norms of the target language and culture (acceptability). As
mentioned earlier, official translation tends more towards the source text (adequacy).
However, this does not mean that translators in this area do not comply with the
sociocultural and professional norms applicable in their national or organisational
context (acceptability).

In Taibi and Ozolins (2023: 891) we propose a rubric that encompasses the key
norms and quality criteria in this area of translation practice. The rubric consists of
four main criteria: accuracy, integrity, language and style, and presentation. Accuracy
in this context refers to an accurate rendition of the propositional content and intent
of the source document, including names of persons, places and organisations.
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Integrity refers to the (meta-text) description of official and other features in the
source document (e.g., stamps, signatures, handwritten amendments), as well as the
translator’s in-text notes and footnotes. The criterion of language and style refers to
correct language use, which is applicable to all translations, and the use of register
and phraseology appropriate for official documents. Finally, presentation relates to
presenting the contents of the source document in a clear, orderly and user-friendly
manner.

The extent to which the above criteria (especially the last one) can be considered
norms will vary from one country to another, and even from one organisation to
another. In this paper we are concerned with the Australian professional context
of the translation of official documents through the eyes of practitioners, language
service providers (LSPs) and receiving institutions.

3. Australian institutional particularities and their translation needs

Australian institutions have long dictated the means of processing official documents
so as to meet two main areas of needs — a) immigration and associated documents
of settlers and b) business-related regulatory information (tax, business regulation,
excise, quarantine, etc.). While business-related norms have been largely met by insist-
ing that clients and companies submit English-language information, immigration-
related documents have presented a larger issue. Over the decades and the millions
of official documents that settlers have brought with them, Australian policy has
gradually changed from refusing many document categories to openly encouraging
translating documents for settlement purposes. Martin (1978) recounts the historical
reluctance of Australian institutions and professions to recognise foreign qualifica-
tions and foreign documentation generally during the period of post-war immigration
(from 1947 to her time of writing). This was partly because the migration program
had begun as a refugee program, with many settlers lacking clear documentation from
their home countries, but was even more influenced by the reluctance of Australian
professions to accept qualifications from non-English speaking countries, whether
documented or not (Kunz 1988). This blanket disqualification slowly led to critiques
of ignoring migrant talent (Jupp 1966), and recognition of the need for government
action, which resulted in the establishment of the Committee on Overseas Professional
Qualifications (COPQ) in 1968 and the slow but eventually successful persuasion of
many Australian professions to accept non-British overseas qualifications.

Translations of official documents had begun to be seen as an area of necessary
government involvement in 1960 with the establishment of a translation unit in the
Department of Immigration (Hlavac 2022: 69, Martin 1978: 39) which offered a trans-
lation service for newly arrived migrants. Part of its brief was to provide translations
from English into LOTE (Languages Other than English) for migrants, but it also pro-
vided translations of migrants’ official documents; however, there were no recognised
standards for translators within the Department. The Department of Social Security
also translated client documents for its own needs (Ozolins 1998: 68). At the same
time, there were official document translation services offered by small translation
agencies, but again without recognised standards for their translators either. In both
cases, translations were full renderings of the source documents whose acceptance
by the relevant authorities was haphazard and uncontrolled.
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As migration boomed over the late 1960s and early 1970s, a push to establish
standards for interpreters and translators grew, with active participation from
organisations such as the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) and nascent
migrant organisations. This impetus culminated in a 1974 report by the COPQ
entitled The Language Barrier (Martin 1978: 42), which recommended a national body
to stipulate interpreting and translation qualifications and standards, and training
programs for the profession. This eventually resulted in the establishment in 1977
of the National Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATT).
This was a pivotal moment for the translation of official documents in Australia, as it
introduced the requirement that translations for any government department be car-
ried out by NAATI-accredited (now NAATI-certified) translators. This has since been
extended to all public institutions and, increasingly, to non-government and private
organisations too. The Immigration Department’s translation unit was later expanded
in the 1970s to include a world-first telephone interpreting service, reflected in a name
change to the Translation and Interpreting Service (TIS), now TIS Multilingual.

Another significant initiative that affected official document translation in
Australia came from the possibilities afforded by the growth of computing from the
1990s onward. Ozolins records that in the 1990s TIS translations evinced “a greater
demand for correct formatting and higher standards of presentation from practi-
tioners” (1998: 53). Electronic word processing facilitated the use of standardised
templates or extract translation formats, which became increasingly used for certain
categories of documents — essentially those related to identity, civil status, employ-
ment and educational qualifications (European Union 2016,' Lambert-Tierrafria 2007,
DiSalvo 1999?). This was arguably a significant Australian innovation, as in other
OECD countries the use of sworn translators and often highly legal requirements for
translation usually demanded the full translation of documents. This practice per-
sisted until only very recent initiatives such as the European Union (2016) agreement
on standard formats for a large number of documents related to identity, work, educa-
tion, civil status and other important documents for labour mobility. In the USA, full
translations, certified by individual translators, are still the norm (Comech 2021).?

Two institutions in Australia have thus set the pattern for the handling of official
documents: NAATT as the unique certification agency for translators and TIS (now
TIS Multilingual) as the flagship translation provider. Interestingly, TIS has retreated
from its early role in providing public information translations from English into
LOTE, and now restricts itself to personal official document translations. Through
TIS Multilingual and Home Affairs, migrants can access a Free Translating Service
for the translation of their documents during their first two years of settlement in
Australia. The now widespread acceptance of NAATT qualifications and the increased
number of alternative suppliers and translators has enabled these moves (Hlavac
2022).

To date, no research has been conducted on the practice of translating official
documents in Australia, the views held by different stakeholders on quality and best
practice or the relationships between those stakeholders. The current study aimed,
among other things, to elicit and compare the views of official document translators,
language service companies and public service staff regarding various aspects of this
area of translation activity, especially in relation to translation quality and integrity.
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4. Research methods

In this study, we explored how different stakeholders viewed quality, integrity and
authenticity in the translation of personal official documents, and whether the prac-
tices of professional translators and language services are consistent with the expecta-
tions of institutional end users. Research data were collected through:

a survey of freelance practitioners who actively translate these documents (115 trans-
lator questionnaires and 16 translator interviews);

- asurvey of language service providers who provide the substantial quantum of such
translations (7 respondent organisations);

a survey of end users (9 respondent organisations) who process translated official
documents as part of their business; and

- desk research on the institutions which receive such translations.

The three surveys were designed and completed online using Qualtrics. The
translator survey consisted of a total of 31 (fixed-choice and open-ended) questions,
including demographic questions as well as questions about working languages, types
of official documents translated, features of documents and relations with translation
commissioners (direct clients and translation agencies). In the three surveys, the main
focus was on two broad areas: a) translation quality and b) document authenticity and
integrity. In terms of quality, the respondents were asked, among other aspects, about
the procedures they follow to ensure the quality of translations and the challenges
associated with personal official documents. In terms of authenticity, they were asked
to provide non-identifying information about issues relating to the authenticity of
translated personal documents. Interviews were conducted with translators only (a
sample total of 16) and covered similar questions, with special emphasis on language-
specific issues such as language variation, diversity of documentation and document
origins, handwritten documents, national practices in terms of document structure
and contents, and so on. While the questionnaires covered all working languages, the
interviews focused on Arabic, Chinese and Spanish in particular, as these were the
languages chosen to be included in the translation assessment phase of the project
(Taibi and Ozolins 2023). This choice was based on the fact that these are major com-
munity languages in Australia and that we were only able to cover a limited number
of languages in the translation assessment.

The three stakeholder groups were recruited by voluntary sampling. Potential
translator participants were informed about the project through major language ser-
vices and other relevant organisations; an information sheet and a consent form were
shared with organisation contact persons and translators interested in participating
made initial contact with the research team and provided their signed consent form.
The only inclusion criteria were a) NAATTI translator certification or accreditation,
and b) experience in the translation of personal official documents. The LSP group
was recruited by identifying the main language services in Australia, and then email-
ing project information to the principal contact address with a request to nominate
or share the information with staff in charge of quality assurance (managers, quality
managers, team leaders, etc.). For the end-user group, the focus of the research project
required that we identify organisations likely to process translated personal docu-
ments: universities, civil registries, the Department of Immigration, the Department
of Foreign Affairs and Trade, Australian Federal Police, passport offices, Roads
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and Maritime Services, Centrelink (social security) and so on. More than 400 organ-
isations were sent information sheets and consent forms by email or post. A total of
9 participated in the survey, mainly from the education sector, but also from a health
regulatory agency and a service under the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade.

The data collected from the three respondent groups (translators, language ser-
vice managers, and end users) were analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively.
For the qualitative analysis, we codified open-ended responses and compared them
within the same group and across groups. With the main focus on quality, integrity
and authenticity issues and strategies, we identified recurrent themes to have an
understanding of how different stakeholders viewed and approached the translation
of official personal documents.

5. Findings
5.1. Stakeholder views on quality

5.1.1. Quality criteria

Translators and LSPs concurred in defining what constitutes quality official docu-
ment translation, differing only in how detailed their responses were (translator
responses generally being more detailed and specific). Accuracy and complete reflec-
tion of the vital information in the source text were stressed by virtually all respon-
dents; readability and fitness-for-purpose complemented this to stress the purpose
and accessibility of the document to those who will need to read it. As one translator
put it, “A quality translation is an accurate, precise and transparent translation.”
Many technical and aesthetic details were also mentioned: presentation, neatness,
layout, and clarity:

In a nutshell, to me quality in translation is basically about the professional presenta-
tion of translations and their linguistic accuracy. The final translation product should
be of a high standard, and not requiring further attention to improve its quality and
presentation. (Translator#77)

A great level of detail was specified by some translator respondents:

Official documents when translated from one language to another must reflect the
total information held in the document that is translated. Nothing other than essential
explanation needed to understand the document should be added. No information
whatsoever should be left out. “Lost in Translation” should not happen. (Translator#47)

In addition to information accuracy and completeness, the translators stressed the
purpose and readership of the translation, as the following example shows:

1. Accuracy of information on the source document i.e. spelling of names, places names,
dates, identification numbers, etc. 2. Contains all the necessary information. 3. Meets
the requirements of the departments who use the translation in terms of format and
protocol. (Translator#89)

Another participant expressed this more succinctly:
Concise, Formal, Informative, and Details Accuracy (Translator#114)

LSPs concurred that the main quality criteria are “factual accuracy and natu-
ral English [or other target language].” They also mentioned other aspects such as
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“consistent fonts and formatting” and correct spelling and punctuation. One LSP,
however, seemed to have an a posteriori, business-minded approach to quality, gaug-
ing it by the number of complaints or correction requests from clients: “Quality is
defined by the amount of correction requests.”

There was above all a very clear understanding of the documentary approach that
is required in official translations, and that this differed sharply from the translation
of more narrative texts. Essentially, this means recognising that the constraints of the
source text match the constraints of the translation’s intended purpose - for example,
translators must give clear descriptions of qualifications, but without attributing any
equivalence to them.

5.1.2. Quality assurance strategies

The translators who mentioned quality assurance strategies in their responses focused
on three main points: research (into linguistic and extra-linguistic aspects), com-
munication with clients (directly or through the translation agency) and rigorous
revision, including by someone else. One of these respondents put it as follows:

I never release the final product until 'm completely satisfied that it meets my quality
standards. As part of the process, among other things, in cases where a source docu-
ment (and its translation) contains a significant amount of detailed information (many
personal names, dates, numbers, digits, etc.), I usually get a fresh pair of eyes to do the
checking for me. (Translator#86)

In relation to quality assurance strategies, some LSPs mentioned they have
guidelines specifying the requirements for translators, as well as a quality control
department or project managers to check and oversee quality. Others trusted that
translators would follow NAATT guidelines, although - it must be noted - NAATI
does not have specific guidelines for the translation of official documents. A couple
of LSPs also mentioned that they have an internal rating system for contractor trans-
lators taking into consideration both their quality standards and cost effectiveness.
Based on the said rating system, they “find the most cost-efficient and high-quality
translators available.”

One aspect all the LSP respondents agree about is the need for translation check-
ing. As one of the respondents put it, “[p]ersonal document translations undergo a
stricter proofreading process because we believe that an error (misspellings and mis-
information) in these types of documents can delay our clients’ processing of these
documents on their end.” Another one detailed the steps taken:

Prepare draft. Return draft to client for proofing, asking client to particularly check
spelling of names, addresses, dates and numbers. For work by translators other than
myself, I also check the translation, and correct or reccommend changes as necessary,
before submitting to the client for proofing. (LSP#2)

In relation to this checking process, it is worth noting that, as reported in Taibi
and Ozolins (2022), some agencies might not follow an efficient strategy and might
not have staff with relevant language skills. For example, they would initiate the revi-
sion process after the translator has printed, stamped, signed and scanned the source
document and the translation. When there is an error to be corrected or a note to be
added, “then the translator has to go back to it, print, stamp, scan, etc. all over again
which is a waste of time and money;, after all.”
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For the institutions that process translations of official documents as part of
their business, quality assurance revolves mainly around setting eligibility criteria
for translators whose translations can be accepted. As one such end user put it,
“[t]ranslations prepared by persons familiar with the language of origin, including
relatives, friends, acquaintances or other volunteer agencies, are not accepted.” Inside
Australia, the main, if not only, eligibility criterion is NAATTI certification at a profes-
sional level or above. Translations completed overseas, as one institutional end user
said, “will only be accepted if completed by an officially recognised translator and
is endorsed with their full name, address, telephone number, job title and details of
their qualifications.” When vetting the credentials of Australia-based translators, end
users often consult the online NAATT directory of certified practitioners. Although
it is difficult sometimes to establish credentials of translators based overseas, there
are resources like the International Federation of Translators (FIT) which some local
end users resort to.

One organisation mentioned that their employees who process translations “are
trained to understand the quality requirements for translated documents as well as
to identify those that do not meet those requirements.” Another referred to “proof-
reading, search reference in original language,” which obviously can only be used
provided there are qualified staff with relevant language skills. Education organisa-
tions added the requirement of full rather than extract translations as another quality
assurance measure:

Extract translations of degrees, diplomas, certificates and transcripts are not accepted.
All translations must be prepared in accordance with our guidelines for certifying
documents. We require the original certified copy of the document used to prepare the
translation, the translation, and the original signed statement in English. Translators
must provide their full details which will be verified online (NAATTI website). (End
user#l)

Another one, on the other hand, acknowledged they did not have any qual-
ity checking procedures, except when bilingual staff are available: “However, for
languages where we do not have native speakers there is no procedure to check for
quality.”

5.1.3. Challenges in ensuring quality

Just under 65% of translator respondents replied that they did not have difficulty
meeting the requisite quality standards as outlined. Among the third who did indicate
difficulty, the overwhelming response attributed this to source document quality: poor
handwriting, illegible passages or official stamps, overwriting, erasures, deteriorated
physical condition and poor copies were the features most commonly reported as mak-
ing quality translations difficult, especially given that documents might date back half
a century or in some cases even more. A few of the translator respondents also recog-
nised challenges relating to their own extralinguistic and terminological knowledge.
In regard to linguistic and cultural translation issues, there were far fewer con-
cerns about quality, though there was some mention of incompatible structures or
administrative arrangements between Australia and the country, region or institution
issuing the document, including religious organisations. This area also included tech-
nical aspects such as incompatible military ranks, education structure, civil registry
forms or other certificates. With modern enhanced research capacities through the



350 META, LXVIII, 2, 2023

internet, these issues could for the most part be solved, but not always. Again, transla-
tors would determine potential issues by reference to how local (Australian) officials
- who will presumably lack the knowledge implicitly assumed of readers in the native
context — might comprehend or assess obscure institutions or practices referenced in
translated documents. The actual consumer of translated texts is almost invariably
an unknown quantity too, or as one respondent put it, “you don’t know who would
be reading your translation.”

The demands of clients also received some mention and had convinced some
translators not to take on direct commissions (from individual clients), though for
the majority this continued to be the major source of their work in official documents.
For a very few, agency practices could affect quality - in some cases because the
clerical staff employed by agencies to manage translation projects could not respond
to translation issues; in others, because agencies had particular house styles (which
differed from agency to agency):

Agency editors sometimes make minor changes to my work, some of which I disagree
with. One example is that they say I should not write ‘female’ for the gender if it is not
explicitly stated, even if the surname ends in -a in Russian, which is a female ending.
I accept changes unless they distort the meaning and do not argue. (Translator#84)

While this was presented as a translator-agency issue, it actually raises more
theoretical issues of whether translators can make explicit information that is implicit
in gendered grammar.

Agency respondents stressed how they often worked together with translators to
solve quality issues but also saw this as involving the client:

After translation, we usually send a draft first to the client to confirm if all details
(names, dates, addresses) are correct. Upon confirmation from the client, we then
provide the final document. (LSP#1)

Half the LSPs surveyed had no specific guidelines for translators; some referred to
“NAATI guidelines,” which may mean the best practice guidelines of the Australian
Institute of Interpreters and Translators (AUSIT 2022)*. Where there were guidelines,
some were brief (e.g., “[t]ranslations must be stamped and certified”) or had templates
including disclaimer statements. Only one service provider had its own guidelines
which were “language and document specific.” Service providers were divided on
whether further guidelines would be helpful.

Human resources were also identified as a challenge for LSPs, especially in new
and emerging languages, where the numbers of qualified translators are limited:

[re] difficulties meeting quality standards, I have had a few letters which used a lot of
Congolese Swahili, usually accompanied by translations made by the client or a friend
of theirs. This was challenging when there are only 3 NAATI accredited Swahili trans-
lators listed on the NAATTI website, and none with Congolese Swabhili, yet the client
needed an accredited translation. I adapted their provided translation which did help
me understand the Congolese Swahili letter, and sent to a Congolese colleague to check
if my translation was OK. (LSP#7)

LSPs were asked to comment on several aspects of quality. First, regarding trans-
lators’ English proficiency, the LSPs overwhelmingly stated this was not a problem in
official document translations, with a few citing the only concerns were with new and
emerging languages, where the response was to try to increase the pool of translators
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in those languages. When asked about errors detected in translations, the overall
response of LSPs again was that this was rare, with spelling of names being the most
common of the few cases observed. Other errors mentioned were those arising from
handwritten documents, cut-and-paste typos (when translators deal with several
documents or templates at once), omissions/oversights or “simple human error.”

Our survey of end users (public services), however, found several quality issues.
One educational provider listed several concerns, including:

Mistranslation (literal translation): confusing “graduation year” with “year of study
before graduation™ Not translating all the document: omitting footer; Not using a
standard term: “Diploma” (translation) should be “Degree”; Misspelling words: name,
date of birth. (End user #2)

Another concurred and added that “the variation of key words/descriptors could
potentially impact on the outcome of an assessment.”

Educational bodies in our survey often used available native speakers among
their staff to check on quality or integrity issues, covered below. Where end users did
have translation guidelines, issues tended to arise when these were not followed; this
could result in work needing to be re-done, particularly for some translations sourced
outside Australia. One regulatory authority with strict guidelines on full and certified
translations commented that

Our applicants usually complain about the difficulties they encounter arranging for the
documents to be translated in accordance with our guidelines, rather than the quality
of the translations. (End user #1)

For end users, the challenge was “to establish the translator’s eligibility require-
ments (certified translator), which includes their full name, address, telephone num-
ber, job title and details of their qualifications.”

5.2. Stakeholder views on authenticity and integrity

5.2.1. Concerns over authenticity

Translators, LSPs and end users were aware of authenticity issues, and likewise aware
that often it was difficult to know for certain the status of documents presented. Of
the translators surveyed, 35.71% reported having had concerns over the authentic-
ity of some documents assigned to them, though the incidence of such occurrences
was rare, most reporting only one or two such cases. When it came to dealing with
authenticity concerns, fewer than a dozen respondents reported rejecting the work
(usually from direct clients) and a similar number had accepted it but included a
disclaimer regarding authenticity; two translators had reported to the particular
authorities who were likely to receive such documents. The most common action
among translators was to report authenticity concerns to the translation commission-
ers. This practice was supported by the surveyed LSPs, who stated they mostly relied
on their translators to alert them to such problems, after which the relevant solutions,
including all those mentioned here, were undertaken jointly.

LSPs also reported a few cases of authenticity issues, as in the following example:

Tampering of original documents, changing personal statements documents to reflect
the ‘intention’ of the writer rather than what the writer wrote. Interestingly, this was
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mostly found in documents used for the court cases and where the individual stood to
lose (wills and testament or affidavit statements). (LSP#3)

Among the end-user respondents, only one reported such document authenticity
issues. The others were not aware of any such issues and relied on clients and transla-
tors to submit trustworthy documents/translations. One end user commented: “We
do not authenticate the validity of the documents. We require certified copies of the
original documents”; another said: “we presume the translated documents are authen-
tic.” Under a different section, one tertiary education provider also mentioned that
they contact issuing institutions to verify the authenticity of qualifications.

Typical responses from those translators who had occasionally queried authen-
ticity stressed that it was not up to the translator to determine authenticity, as often
there could be ambiguous circumstances surrounding a particular document where
there might be suspicions: “But even then, the translator cannot know if the issuing
officer made an honest mistake, if something had changed in the client’s details or if
there is a valid reason for different details.” Where problems were clear, however, or
requests for certain changes were invalid, translators did act, for example, by refusing
to translate an incomplete document or adding notes about unusual features in the
source document. On rare occasions, concerns over authenticity have led translators/
agencies to contact particular authorities. As one large translation company reported,

Depends on the level of deceit - we have on times just advised the client straight out
and refunded the money and we have also alerted Immigration/border for more serious
matters- Most of our translators will alert us to their suspicions about the document
and why and then referred onto the director for final decision. (LSP#4)

More commonly, issues related to document integrity revolved around previously
covered aspects in regard to unclear copies, alterations, obscurity of stamps, seals or
parts of text, with solutions often worked out in communication between agencies
and translators.

5.2.2 Translation format and integrity

A central area in the translation of official documents which relates to both qual-
ity and authenticity is the completeness (full vs. extract translation) and integrity
(as defined in Section 2) of the translation. The translator respondents were very
aware of how critical such translations were for the holders and for the receiving
institutions. The risks involved are exacerbated by the complexity of many types of
official documents, including financial and property documents, medical records,
and military certificates. Some complexities came from language-specific circum-
stances: birth or marriage records in some countries ran up to five pages; religious
documents presented issues of their own, and police clearances varied greatly within
the same language, in those cases (e.g., Spanish or Arabic) where the language is
spoken in a large number of countries. Language-specific or culture-specific pecu-
liarities which differ sharply from Australian or English-speaking norms included
the Spanish-language use of two surnames (paternal and maternal) with occasional
inconsistencies in use of surnames across different documents, while Arab culture
does the opposite with documents not stating surnames at all in certain cases.
Calendar systems can also differ and dates may be defined obliquely (e.g., formal
locutions such as “in the current month”). Education systems will also differ, such
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as the ‘tertiary vocational education’ or ‘middle-level specialised school” educational
institutions in China.

Translators in the Australian context and marketplace will typically seek to
provide accuracy but also economy and succinctness, and these can potentially be
conflicting goals when taking the desirable ‘documentary’ approach to official trans-
lations. For this reason, annotated extract translations are a common and indeed
preferred presentation for many kinds of documents and purposes - the standard
civil registry documents in particular — while full translations remain an option if
and where specified.

Our survey and interviews brought to the fore the issue of extract translations
versus full translations and how this was viewed by translators, clients and transla-
tion agencies. Just over half of the survey participants (53.04%) expressed satisfaction
with extract translations and saw them as a much more efficient way of conveying
information. Extract translations are also less costly for clients, as several translators
and one LSP noted.

However, there was concern over this issue in three directions. First, the transla-
tors all mentioned that while some receiving institutions make clear which format
they prefer, this was not uniform, leaving translators guessing and sometimes not
able to advise clients. Such a concern was also apparent in the responses provided by
LSPs, who often did not receive specifications from their clients, thus needing further
communication with clients or relying on the translator’s advice, as expressed in two
short extracts from the LSP survey:

Find out from the client for what purpose the documents are needed, then only trans-
late the information pertinent to that purpose. Only rarely would do full translations.
(LSP#2)

It would be relevant to the intended purpose of the client and the department they are
dealing with but some languages that have a lot of family information can be condensed
- [...] and mostly a lot of banking transactions. Most translators we use can specify if
they believe it would be more beneficial. (LSP#4)

Translators clearly saw a need for some overall uniformity in this area, with time
and effort wasted in trying to guess or affirm requirements and different translators
making different decisions on formats. One interview participant summarised a
broadly held view:

I would like to see a standardised [format] being used for these sorts of documents,
like birth, death, marriage and license and ID documents and passports. Those are
the things that you really want, details titles you’d want. You don’t want all the extra
language you just want the detail. I'd love to see that. (Translator interview#7)

An associated concern here was where translations were intended for overseas
and where extract translations were much less common, and some respondents men-
tioned that this international dimension needed to be addressed by the Department
of Foreign Affairs and Trade and NAATT to ensure requirements in both directions
were consistently understood.

Secondly, the nature of some kinds of documents, and particularly the purpose
for which they would be used, can be crucial: a document for family identity may be
able to have an extract translation, but not if the document would be used in Family
Court proceedings:
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Now, in case we are going into the family court and we are seeking certain settlements
or, I don’t know, related properties to children’s custody and so on, in this case, I cannot
but translate it in full, I cannot provide an extract. Because it’s every word can weigh
and it’s important for the case because now I'm dealing from a different legal perspec-
tive. (Translator interview#14)

Thirdly, translators reported that many clients were uneasy with extract transla-
tions, not having ever seen such formats, and believing that not only essential informa-
tion but also the essential official status of the translation may be in question in extract
form - this is why there was often considerable communication between translators
or agencies and clients to ensure client needs were satisfied. As one agency reported:

We always confirm with the clients that unnecessary information will be excluded and
only important details will be translated. (LSP#1)

Cultural differences could be crucial. As one translator succinctly put it, “Spanish
speakers want paper!” and this translator will always provide a full translation, even
where an extract may be acceptable by a receiving institution. This led to views of how
the advantages of extract translation in many contexts might need to be thought about
to make them more acceptable to sceptical clients who might regard the translator as
doing a less than complete job:

Yeah, I think the templates could perhaps be updated and improved. Just so they look a
bit more, I don’t want to say legitimate, but perhaps so the clients might be more likely
to accept an extract translation if it looks more official and they can trust that it will be
accepted by the authorities. (Translator interview#11)

Translations done for the Department of Home Affairs come with the depart-
mental letterhead, which does lend them a “more official” appearance, but extract
translations done for direct clients will not have the imprimatur of any authority
beyond that of the translator’s certifying stamp.

5.3. Translator strategies and responsibilities

Translators have a limited number of strategies when they feel issues within docu-
ments they are translating are difficult to convey to the target reader — namely, the
officer in the relevant receiving institution. Three strategies are: a) reverting to full
translations (See 5.2.2 above); b) encouraging the client to make their own clarifying
representations to the receiving institution; or c) supplying translator notes (a com-
mon practice in some other areas of translation but drawing a mixed response from
the respondents where official documents are concerned). For some, the inclusion of
translator notes is a necessary step where a document may be misleading:

In my opinion, it only adds to the clarification and, of course, if he feels that the clarifi-
cation can add to the complication, then that is his responsibility how to word it. Or if
the client feels that they’re not happy with the note it is up to the client to seek further
clarification. (Translator interview#6)

For others, however, such notes are seen as a last resort, or even a sign of less
ability in translation:

In my writing anyway, I don’t use footnotes, I just try and make my writing so clear
that he doesn’t need an explanation. It’s not to say that that there’s no place for them
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but it’s just I feel like it’s a show of confidence in your translation if you can do it
without having to then go on to justify the choice that you've made. (Translator
interview#2)

Some respondents following this line of reasoning offered the view that mak-
ing notes is a sign of “weakness” of the translator, who needs to be able to convey
accurately the meaning of the source text. This decision is made easier in the case of
extract translations in that one of the features of many templates is a space designated
for “Additional essential information” or “Notes,” as well as space for the obligatory
NAATI stamp. Meanwhile, our sample of LSPs all encouraged the use of notes as a
means of clarifying often cryptic translations of particular terms.

An important view of many of the respondents was that ultimately for a docu-
ment having educational or employment consequences, the translator can only do so
much in expressing equivalences in the translation. If the client is unhappy with the
way something is translated, as it may not convey a strong enough sense of qualifi-
cations equivalence, they need to make representations themselves to the receiving
institution about their qualifications, or to obtain advocacy through other means.
One interview respondent saw this as not only a matter of tactics but also a question
of the fundamental loyalty of the translator:

We don’t have a choice but to render it in a way that is faithful and loyal to the source
text. But then I guess such observation or comments are actually better done by another
advocate, not a translator because the translator is always, you know, the loyalty always
lies with the assignment rather than with the client requesting such assignments.
(Translator interview#10)

This view was strongly supported by other respondents who set limits on the extent
of the translator’s involvement on how a translation will be read or what use will be
made of it to advance the cause of the particular client.

Yet, this did not mean that translators’ loyalty was only to the source text no
matter how the reader will understand it; it is significant that the loyalty is seen as
not to the source text per se but to the assignment, and here the purpose or skopos of
the assignment, to make the nature of qualifications or achievements clear, figures
strongly in the thinking of the translators. Overwhelmingly, the concern was to
produce a communicative document and one which could convey most clearly the
particulars of the source text to an audience which does not have an understanding
of the source language, source culture and source institutions which produced the
document. Thus, the loyalty of the translator is also ultimately to the reader.

This represents, of course, the balance of bilateral interests and loyalties that all
translators must negotiate (Nord 1991): the need to produce a meaningful rendering
for those without knowledge of the source, while remaining mindful - particularly
with official documents - of potentially high-stakes contexts where clients may exert
pressure to state equivalences beyond what the document would warrant (Mayoral
Asensio 2014: 12-13). A key issue here is the recognition that it must be the receiving
institution, not the translator, who ultimately determines qualifications equivalence.

Thus, regarding qualifications documents, it is not for the translator to decide on
the status — in our case, the equivalent status in Australia — of a foreign qualification
that the client brings. From the earliest days of COPQ to the current operation of the
now numerous educational and professional bodies that oversee international quali-
fication recognition, the concern has been that it is the specific educational bodies
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and professions that will ultimately determine this status; the translations provide
the raw material for considering equivalent status but do not of themselves declare it.
This was universally recognised by the translators, who expressed this often in strong
terms; it was the ultimate justification for their relations with clients and relations
with the receiving institutions.

This view was supported by the surveyed educational and employment institu-
tions, who see the task of the translator as very much to provide clear information
on the actual grades, awards or occupational tasks achieved or positions held by the
applicant, with the high-stakes judgments of equivalence being the preserve of the
receiving institutions. This is also the clear recommendation of the AUSIT guidelines
for the translation of official documents, to which we now turn.

One area in which there is clearly a good deal of discrepancy among translators is
the authentication of documents. In relation to source material authenticity, transla-
tors in both the survey and interviews recognised they could sometimes meet with
false documents, but as a rule did not see source vetting as their primary task - limit-
ing themselves mostly to making notes to the end user of the translation if something
was clearly suspicious or out of order. Rather than worry about authenticity, the most
common practice among translators is to translate what is in front of them: “For me,
I don’t really care, but I wouldn't really dig into the authenticity of this document. So,
Im the kind of person who just translates.” The AUSIT Best Practices identifies this
as an important area in which translators must protect themselves:

20.3 The translator may choose to add a disclaimer underneath the certification (e.g. in
smaller font) as to the authenticity of the source document. Example:

The translator, in providing this certification, gives no warrant as to the authenticity of
the source document. Any unauthorised change to the translation renders this certifica-
tion invalid. (AUSIT 2022: 9)°

6. Discussion

The three surveys (of translators, language service managers and end users) suggest
an overall agreement on the need for the translation of official personal documents
to meet high standards of quality and integrity. There was a general agreement
about risks involved in this type of translation, and the need for translations that
are accurate, linguistically and stylistically appropriate, and documentary (describ-
ing the official features of the source document). However, a number of issues and
uncertainties were identified, including the existence of mistranslations, incomplete
translations and descriptions, the risks associated with extract translations, lack of
a clear and robust quality assurance mechanism, and lack of clear guidelines from
some language services and institutional end users.

The translator participants are mostly confident that they are able to meet the
quality requirements (nearly 65%) and the language service managers report that
errors and quality issues are rare. Some of the institutional end users, however, do
report quality and integrity issues, such as mistranslations, incomplete translations
or factual errors. Our quality assessment of a corpus of translations of personal docu-
ments (Taibi and Ozolins 2023) also confirms that, while most of the translations
demonstrated a high quality standard, approximately 15% of the corpus was subop-
timal. The shortcomings identified included incomplete translation, inaccuracies,
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failure to document the source text (i.e., type of source text, source language, official
features, etc.) and language appropriateness.

Quality in this area, as in other areas of translation, revolves around two key
factors: translator training and translation checking. In another paper (Taibi and
Ozolins 2022), we reported that 64.34% of the translators surveyed had not completed
any training, including professional development activities, on the translation of offi-
cial documents. As for translation checking, while translators and language services
are aware of its importance, practices in this regard may vary. Freelance translators
will typically check their own translations and, when there are oversights, will only
be made aware of them when their direct client reports back. Language services for
their part would need a clear, efficient and consistent other-revision process, but
may be hampered in this by a shortage of staff with relevant language skills. While
not uniformly available, mutual revision as a quality assurance step may still be
implemented in some circumstances, such as languages with an appreciable pool of
translators, for example.

A third key factor may be added, which consists of clear guidelines from both
language services and end users in relation to the requirements of personal document
translations. As pointed out above, half the participating LSPs did not have guidelines
for translators. Although the Australian professional body has specific guidelines for
the translation of legal and personal documents, these did not emerge as a well-known
or commonly used reference. This best practice guide covers 20 sections, including
recommendations on issues covered above (notes, formats, education records) but
also highly detailed specifications for certification, attestation and authentication,
person and place names, numbers and dates, translator’s certification, and handling
of specific features such as stamps and seals.

TIS Multilingual also provides useful information about its translations of official
documents on its website, including a section entitled “‘What will the translation look
like’ (Department of Home Affairs 2021).° In relation to the issue of full vs. extract
translation, the same website advises:

All translations appear on an official letterhead and with an official stamp. The transla-
tions will be provided on a template and will be in extract summary format (up to 100
words).

TIS then makes exceptions for a small number of documents, including:

- custody and medical documents, which will be translated in what it calls “word for
word format” up to five pages per document

- vaccination documents in extract summary format up to 5 pages

- academic transcripts in extract summary format up to 5 pages per document

- employment-related documents in extract summary format up to 600 words.

Regarding academic transcripts, TIS advises clients that if receiving institutions
demand complete word-for-word translations, these will be done free up to a limit of
10 documents. This is a significant caveat, since in education and the related area of
recognition of overseas qualifications by professional associations there is a consider-
able divergence of practice in terms of requirements regarding document verification,
translation formats and translation supply.

As for end users, it is clear that guidelines are not consistently available and
requirements vary from one institution to another. The Department of Foreign Affairs
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and Trade,’ for example, clearly advises clients on the requirement of full translation,
in addition to other details such as eligible translators and translation services, and
legalisation of documents. In the higher education sector, the University of Sydney
states that documents in a LOTE “must be accompanied by a complete English trans-
lation made by an accredited translator with a government body or the Registrar of
the issuing institution; the university further specifies additional requirements for
documents from China but makes no mention of whether source documents must
be certified. The University of Adelaide,” on the other hand, gives no information
about translation in its public website, but does give extensive advice on how to have
documents certified. TAFE NSW (Technical and Further Education) demands certi-
fied copies of academic transcripts and English test results but does not specify any
translation source or format, advising only that “if your documents are not in English
you're required to provide official certified English translations of your documents.”"

This small sample shows there is not always a publicly expressed view about the
format of translations, an observation made repeatedly in our survey and interviews
of translators. Where educational bodies do refer to translation, the recommendation
to use NAATT certified translators is universal. Among the university international
offices and regulatory agencies in our survey, full translations were preferred in some
cases and demanded in others. Generally speaking, however, extract translations are
often submitted and accepted.

As mentioned above, policies are not always explicitly communicated and, when
they are, they are not sufficiently specific. The most significant exception to this is the
Australian Health Practitioner Regulation Agency (AHPRA), which assesses foreign
qualifications across the range of health professions. AHPRA has probably the most
detailed guidelines on translation of any institution in Australia'’. AHPRA stipulates
that all translations must be full, not extract translations. It allows translations to be
done overseas, but only by members of associations affiliated with FIT, and reserves
the right to have documents translated again in Australia if the overseas translation
is deemed unsatisfactory.

If the translation is performed in Australia, all work must be undertaken by
NAATT certified translators. Translators working directly for an applicant must
also supply additional information about themselves and a declaration of accuracy
and must work from originals or certified copies. Where AHPRA receives foreign
language documents with an assessment application, it requires the applicant to find
an accredited translator. The subsequent exchange occurs between AHPRA and the
nominated translator (once their status has been verified): AHPRA forwards the
document directly to the translator, who completes and returns the translation to
AHPRA.

These are possibly the tightest controls over translations of any government
authority; most other areas of government (e.g., immigration, social security, local
government, road traffic authorities) are happy to receive extract translations or do
not state any particular requirements.

7. Conclusion: Unresolved issues and ways forward

In this paper we have reported the views of three key stakeholders in the industry of
translation of official documents: translators, language service managers, and receiv-
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ing institutions. The three surveys have revealed overall agreement on the high-stakes
nature of these documents and the need for rigorous translation and quality assur-
ance mechanisms. Examples of good practice identified include (for translators) pre-
translation research, rigorous compliance with accuracy and style requirements, and
self- and other-checking; and (for language services) providing guidelines, close col-
laboration with translators to ensure quality, and having checking processes in place.

However, the data also shows that translation of official documents, while pro-
viding a significant service to clients and receiving institutions, is characterised
by a number of unresolved issues. The unique features of the material itself pose a
significant difficulty in terms of policy initiatives, given the divergent administrative
systems the documents come from and the range of styles they use. However, even
here clarity over what is necessary/optional to convey in official documents may be of
benefit. Unresolved issues pertaining to the policies of both government and receiv-
ing institutions seem more amenable to some regulation, though again the range of
different institutional needs can be daunting.

Some of the inherent uncertainties could be resolved if institutional end users
were to establish and communicate their requirements (e.g., extract or full transla-
tion); uniform guidelines across the translation sector would also be helpful. However,
in this field we face a triple complexity that defies easy solutions:

- Lack of standardisation of the official documents brought to Australia, even within
one language and from one country;

- Lack of standard criteria for acceptance by receiving institutions — while some state
requirements explicitly, others have no publicly available guidelines or may indeed
have no policy, accepting documents in any format;

- Lack of uniform practice among practitioners, at least partially mirroring the lack
of source document standardisation.

Australia has evolved a system for the provision and acceptance of official docu-
ment translations that does its best to resolve the abovementioned difficulties and pro-
vide satisfactory outcomes for clients. Further improvement will come from greater
adherence to guidelines such as those of AUSIT to bring about a uniformity of prac-
tice. Notwithstanding the still landmark authority represented by the Department of
Home Affairs, the issuance of uniform guidelines across individual state and federal
jurisdictions would assist receiving institutions, make the work of translators and
translation companies more predictable, and also provide understandable guidelines
to individual clients regarding what they can expect from a translation. However, dif-
ferent professions enjoy a great deal of autonomy in setting their own requirements on
documents and translations, thereby frustrating any easy path to uniformity.

For the above reasons, the promotion of clear, explicit and accessible informa-
tion on translation approach, formatting and style would be highly desirable. In a
complex system of public, outsourced and private bodies, overlaid by a federal system
of government, it is clarity of norms, rather than necessarily uniformity of practice,
that emerges as a priority.
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NOTES

1.  EuropEAN UNION (2016): The Regulation on Public Documents (Regulation 2016/1191). Visited 15
August 2021, https://e-justice.europa.eu/content_public_documents-551--maximize-en.do.

2. Disarvo, Doug (1999): Document gathering for citizenship: The Oakland model. Visited 15 August
2021, https://www.ilrc.org/sites/default/files/resources/document_gathering_oakland_model.pdf.

3.  CoMEcH, Andrew (2021): How to make certified translations of official documents. Visited 11
November 2021, https://www.math.tamu.edu/~comech/tools/certified-translation-howto.

4. AUSIT (2022): Best practices for the translation of official and legal documents. Visited 22 September 2023
https://ausit.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/07/220422_ AUSIT-Best-Practices-2022-v1.1-clean-version.pdf.

5. Ibid.

6. DEPARTMENT OF HOME AFFAIRS (2021): About this service. Visited 11 November 2021, https:/
translating.homeaffairs.gov.au/en/about-this-service.

7. DEPARTMENT OF FOREIGN AFFAIRS AND TRADE (2021): Foreign documents. Visited 11 November
2021, https://www.passports.gov.au/getting-passport-how-it-works/documents-you-need/foreign-
documents.

8. UNIVERSITY OF SYDNEY (2021): Apply as an international student. Visited 2 September 2021, https://
www.sydney.edu.au/study/how-to-apply/international-students.html.

9. UNIVERSITY OF ADELAIDE (2021): Certification of official documents. Visited 2 September 2021,
https://international.adelaide.edu.au/admissions/how-to-apply/certification.

10. TAFE NSW (2021): Prepare your documents. Visited 2 September 2021 https://www.tafensw.edu.
au/international/enrol/how-to-apply/documents.

11. AHPRA (2021): Translating documents. Visited 11 November 2021, https://www.ahpra.gov.au/
Registration/Registration-Process/Translating-Documents.aspx.
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