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February 1, 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 4: Trial Court Employment and Labor Relations 
   
Dear Justice Corrigan: 
 
We write in support of court employees and their representatives who oppose altering the long-
established trial court employment system that provides for local employment and local 
collective bargaining.  Representatives of the vast majority of court employees have submitted a 
letter that aptly describes the history of this system and the reasons to maintain it. We support 
that position for those employees currently governed by the Trial Court Employment Protection 
and Governance Act (TCEPGA).  
 
CFI represents court interpreters who, unlike other court employees, work in an employment 
system with regional collective bargaining and local employment.  This alternative to the local 
model has been tried with problematic results for the courts and staff interpreters engaged in 
regional labor relations under the Trial Court Interpreter Employment and Labor Relations Act 
(TCIELRA, or the Interpreter Act).  
 
This hybrid system came about because court interpreters were historically excluded from any 
employment system. Prior to 2003, all but a handful of court interpreters across the state worked 
for the courts as pseudo independent contractors with no benefits, no collective bargaining, and 
no employment protections. Approximately 400 interpreters worked daily as “contractors” in 
the Los Angeles court system, for example, and though many had worked full time for a decade 
or longer, not a single interpreter was employed by the Los Angeles superior court.  
 
The lack of any employment rights for court interpreters was not addressed when the TCEPGA 
transferred other court employees from county employment to the local employment system 
with local collective bargaining. This and other factors led to the unique employment structure 
established by the Interpreter Act. Court interpreter standards and funding were governed at a 
statewide level by the Judicial Council, rather than by the local courts. The specialized nature of 
the work performed, the need to share interpreters across counties, and the interpreters’ interest 
in being represented in one organization were additional factors that led to the Interpreter Act’s 
unique structure with local court employment and regional collective bargaining.  
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Today, a decade after adoption of the Interpreter Act, local courts employ approximately one 
thousand court interpreters who are organized in regional bargaining units, with regional 
contracts. With a decade of experience to look back on and evaluate this hybrid model, it is fair 
to say that both labor and management acknowledge this is not a successful model and does not 
function well for either party to the process. Among the problems experienced in this 
experimental structure:  
 

• a protracted and expensive bargaining process; 
• greater conflict and more litigation in labor relations; 
• significant inequities in overall compensation levels for members of the same 

bargaining unit due to benefit differences amongst county and court systems; 
• regional dynamics that default to the lowest common denominator, resulting in 

stagnant wages; 
• an inability to solve problems and reach mutual agreement through interest 

based, productive negotiations. 
 
The reasons for these problematic outcomes are complex, based on the interaction of numerous 
factors including: unintended consequences of statutory provisions related to compensation and 
benefits in a regional structure; lack of participation in regional labor relations by local courts; 
the unique structure for court interpreter funding on a statewide reimbursement basis; the 
influence of Judicial Council staff; and the dynamics and influence of local labor relations with 
other units on regional bargaining.  
 
CFI is often better able to address issues on a court-by-court basis when dealing with strictly 
local issues where both the union and management have the authority and autonomy to decide 
matters, and more flexibility in decisions and positions. This breaks down in the regional 
process because each court has individual authority and there are not necessarily shared interests 
or a unified approach on management’s side to allow for productive discussions or creativity 
and flexibility in reaching agreements.  
 
The result has been inequitable treatment of court interpreters relative to other court employees, 
an ongoing legacy that has not been fully corrected by the Interpreter Act, leaving a whole 
generation of court interpreters in a vulnerable position as they face retirement. The result has 
also put the courts in a vulnerable position, as court interpreter wages and benefits are not 
competitive in the market place that uses the highly skilled services of certified interpreters, 
including the federal court, immigration court, other state agencies and the private sector. Many 
courts are unable to recruit and retain enough interpreters as expansion of interpreter services to 
civil matters is underway. A serious look at this problem and work on solutions is overdue.  
 
Based on our direct experience with an alternative model for collective bargaining, we agree 
with the representatives of court employees working under the TCEPGA that transferring 
employees from a local based system to a state based or regional system would be extremely 
costly and unwieldy. Moreover, it is not justified for those employees when a localized system 
is effective and allows local courts and local bargaining units to address their own needs based 
on their specific circumstances.  
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At the same time, we assert that the Interpreter Act and the regional bargaining system should 
be examined and adjustments are needed to make collective bargaining and representation of 
court interpreters on a statewide level more effective, functional, and equitable. This should be 
done in close consultation with all affected representatives and the Legislature to ensure that 
any changes result in more productive and efficient labor relations for the benefit of the courts, 
the interpreters, and the public we all serve.  
 
Sincerely,  

 
 
Ariel Torrone 
President 
 
 
 
cc: Honorable Jerry Brown, Governor 
 Honorable Kevin DeLeon, President pro Tem of the Senate 
 Honorable Toni Atkins, Speaker 
 Honorable Anthony Rendon, Speaker-elect 
 Honorable Hannah Beth 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 
 


