
 
 

February 3, 2016 

 

Honorable Carol A. Corrigan 

Commission of the Future of California’s Court System 

455 Golden Gate Avenue 

San Francisco, CA 94102 

 

Re: Public Comment Concept 6 & 8:  Remote Interpreting  

Technology-Enhanced Court Proceedings & Using Technology to Increase Access 

 

Dear Justice Corrigan: 

 

These comments focus specifically on proposals to adopt video remote interpreting (VRI) as a 

way to expand access to the court system for limited English proficient (LEP) communities, a 

large segment of California’s diverse population. 

 

Staff interpreters who work in the state court system provide access to justice for LEP court 

users, including defendants, victims, witnesses, litigants, parents of juveniles and the general 

public. The work interpreters perform daily across the state allows all participants, including 

English speaking judges, lawyers, social workers, probation officers, security personnel and 

many others to communicate with these various parties and ensures that justice is being served.   

 

We, the undersigned organizations, would like to highlight that our position is not against VRI in 

general.  

 

• We are not against the use of VRI to expand language access outside of courtrooms where there 

is a great unmet need and VRI can be effective for one-on-one, low stakes communications.  

• We support the premise of the LAP that in-person services are always preferred for court 

proceedings.  

• We are not against the use of VRI under strictly controlled conditions for very limited purposes 

in court proceedings, where there would otherwise be no language access available, and where 

no in-person interpreter can be provided.  

 

However, we are against the misuse of VRI in a manner that diminishes meaningful access for 

LEP court users or violates due process. We are against misuse of VRI for the purpose of cutting 

costs at the expense of effective and efficient communications. And make no mistake, the 

potential for VRI to cut costs is irresistibly attractive to court administrators but grossly 

overestimated. 

 



The Judicial Council is promoting VRI much in the same vein as it did CCMS, as a “cost-

effective technology” that will allow it to expand language access services cheaply. “Using off-

the-shelf video cameras at $150 bucks apiece, it's about as good as it gets in terms of technology 

cost,” said the Hon. James Herman when describing a related remote video project. But Herman 

ignored the fact that video-remote technology entails much more than video cameras. It requires 

secure and reliable Internet technology, confidential channels and adequate bandwidth, 

networking, screens and microphones - all of which increase the costs significantly.  

 

The Judicial Council does not have a realistic idea of VRI’s true price tag because it has not 

conducted a cost/benefit analysis nor done any serious research into problems with providing 

remote interpretation to meet language access needs. The VRI fantasy is just that, an 

administrator’s fantasy, not a realistic solution to meet California’s language access needs for in 

court proceedings.  

 

Frequently repeated claims of VRI’s successful implementation in Florida, California (for ASL) 

and elsewhere are based on a collection of flimsy conclusions that lack foundation.   

 

While the LAP plan includes conducting a pilot project prior to further implementation of VRI, 

we are concerned that VRI for American Sign Language (ASL) was implemented based on a 

pilot that lacked rigor in its evaluation and study of whether effective communication was 

achieved. Our initial review of the ASL VRI project shows that although guidelines for 

appropriate use were established, these were not mandatory and there was little to no 

accountability to ensure guidelines were followed.  The limited information available on the pilot 

project does not provide adequate support for the positive outcomes reported after the pilot, and 

there is little back up for the claim that VRI has expanded access to certified ASL interpreters. 

After the pilot, VRI for ASL court proceedings has not been subject to quality control or 

oversight to ensure it is being used appropriately or to identify ways that it can be expanded or 

improved. Moreover, it appears that VRI use for ASL has been very limited since the pilot, a 

possible indication that the reported successful outcomes were overstated.   

 

Yet based on this experience, and equally questionable and uninvestigated claims of VRI’s 

“success” in other areas, the Judicial Council’s Statewide Language Access Plan (LAP) Working 

Group eagerly adopted recommendations to pursue VRI for court proceedings in California. This 

recommendation has been identified as a priority and is being pursued aggressively as a phase 

one priority in the LAP implementation. 

 

•  Even with the most advanced systems and technology available (which is not economically 

feasible) VRI is not being used for significant events in court proceedings in Florida or Europe. 

•  VRI has not been used to actually expand access to competent interpreter services. Where it is 

being used, it is used primarily to cut costs and avoid travel. 

•  No system currently in use has been designed by an interpreter who understands the rigors of 

interpretation.  

•  Privacy is a serious concern that has not been adequately solved in places where VRI is used.  

•  Bench officers who have used VRI are not in favor of it.  

 



VRI has been shown to be slower, inefficient, conducive to error, and prone to confusion, 

technical problems, and delays. “All forms of video-mediated interpreting were found to magnify 

known problems of (legal) interpreting,” found a study from the University of Surrey. Yet 

another study found that “the number of serious interpreting problems was generally higher in 

the forms of video-mediated interpreting compared to face-to-face interpreting.” If implemented 

broadly and without strict controls, VRI threatens to sabotage the “meaningful language access” 

and due process that federal law demands the courts provide. See CFI’s position paper on VRI 

for more on these, and stay tuned for further, more detailed comments on our investigation into 

VRI to be submitted to the LAP Implementation Task Force.  

 

VRI should be piloted as a tool for expanding access in communications outside of court 

proceedings. 

Interpretation services in court proceedings should continue to be provided onsite and live, 

through the approximately 1000 staff interpreters and in-person independent contractors who are 

already working in the courts providing reliable, efficient, high-quality language access to 

judges, attorneys, and the ever-growing number of Limited English Proficient court users. 

 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

Ariel Torrone 

President, California Federation of Interpreters and CFI Local 39000 

Communication Workers of America 

 

 
Michelle Castro, SEIU 

 

cc: Honorable Jerry Brown, Governor 

Honorable Kevin DeLeon, President pro Tem of the Senate 

Honorable Toni Atkins, Speaker 

Honorable Anthony Rendon, Speaker-elect 

Honorable HannahBeth Jackson, Senate Judiciary 

Honorable Mark Stone, Assembly Judiciary 

Honorable Mark Leno, Senate Budget 

Honorable, Shirley Weber, Assembly Budget 

Honorable Loni Hancock, Senate Budget Sub #5 

Honorable Reggie Jones Sawyer, Assembly Budget #5 

 


