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Petition PE 1288 on interpretation and translation services:  

information requested from NHS Grampian 
 
Further to the Briefing Paper prepared for Nigel Don MSP on this topic, which the Petitions 
Committee have already considered. Below is the additional information requested.  
 
 
1. What measures are in place to provide interpretation and translation in 
    an emergency? 
 
Interpretation is the changing of the spoken word from one language to another. In terms 
of emergency interpretation, NHS Grampian provides: 
 
(a) “Language Line”  
“Language Line” is a telephone based interpretation service which gives staff access 
to expert interpreters, on the telephone, in 60-90 seconds, for over 120 different 
languages. This service is available 24/7. The quality of service provided is very closely 
monitored by NHS Grampian and it is excellent. “Language Line” is available in 520 
locations across NHS Grampian, including every Hospital and GP Practice. By 31st March 
2010, this figure will have increased to over 550 Access Points. In addition, special Mobile 
Access Kits have been developed for use by community staff in homes where there is no 
fixed landline, to date 65 Mobile Access Kits have been issued.  
 
 
(b) “Face to face” interpreters 
NHS Grampian has a pool of 120 “face to face” interpreters it can call upon. We also 
maintain a list of “face of face” interpreters who have agreed to make themselves available 
at short notice in an emergency. In addition, in an emergency, we can also call upon the 
many NHS Grampian staff who are bilingual. The Grampian Police are also able to offer 
assistance.  
 
 
Emergency Translation 
Translation is defined as changing the written word from one language to another.  
Requests for emergency translation are rare, we have received one request in the last five 
years, which was met in less than six hours for a long document. If a member of staff 
wishes to convey a piece of written information to a non-English speaking patient urgently, 
the usual ways to do this are by: 
 

• Using “Language Line”, which is available in 60-90 seconds. The member of staff 
reads the information, which is then interpreted to the patient. This approach also 
allows the patient the opportunity to ask questions. As a follow up, the written 
material can then be translated in 2-3 days using our routine local translation 
services. In addition, NHS Grampian already has a great deal of local up to date 
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health care information available, much of it relating to trauma injuries, ready 
translated. 

 
• Bringing in one of the “face to face” interpreters who have agreed to make 

themselves available at short notice, if they can offer the language required. 
 
 
2. What provision do you have for patients who do not speak the 
languages that your Board caters for? 
Since the “Language Line” service began in NHS Grampian in 2005, “Language Line” have 
met every language request made by NHS Grampian.  
 
As at 3rd December 2009, the “Language Line” company confirmed that they currently offer 
expert telephone interpretation for 170 different languages. Currently, there are only 82 
languages represented in Grampian. 
 
We also have “face to face” interpreters for 60 different languages.  
 
 
3. Do you survey patients to monitor the language services currently 
    provided? 
Yes, NHS Grampian obtains the views of our local ethnic communities in a number of ways 
such as: twice yearly involvement and consultation events; through the NHS Grampian 
Racial Equality Working Group where racial equality organisations such as the Grampian 
Racial Equality Council and the International Centre play a leading role; Input from 
individual members of our local ethnic communities and groups and input from the front line 
NHS Grampian staff who provide health care services to our local ethnic communities in 
Grampian. 
 
Feedback from both staff and patients on  “Language Line” is extremely positive. The “face 
to face” service is also highly praised and the ready availability of material in translation is 
also appreciated. We also receive suggestions for new written material, which we act upon. 
 
 
4. Are your systems and procedures to access interpretation and 
translation services consistent with other Health Board areas? 
In Grampian, we believe that we have the most comprehensive “Language Line” coverage 
in the UK. We have made massive progress to recruit and train new “face to face” 
interpreters, increasing our pool from 35 to 120. All requests for translations are met 
promptly. We have a large range of health care information ready translated into the main 
local ethnic community languages. NHS Grampian is pro-active in the creation of new 
health care booklets and leaflets to help our local ethnic communities access health care 
more easily. Our interpretation and translation budgets are open ended and are not cash-
limited.  
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We believe that we provide one of the best, if not the best, interpretation and translation 
services in the Scottish NHS. 
 
 
5. What use is being made of information and communication 
technologies? 
NHS Grampian is innovative in the use of new technology. We have developed and 
produced locally a special adaptor which enables the “Language Line” service to operate on 
any type of fixed land line telephone system. We have developed a special Mobile 
“Language Line” Access Kit for use the community where many homes which do not have a 
landline. Our systems are developing and expanding all the time as new technology 
becomes available. At present, we are exploring, in partnership with other Boards, the 
provision of a Video British Sign language Service at set locations to supplement our four 
local BSL Signers. 
 
The petitioner suggests that NHS Grampian should consider using a video link for remote 
interpretation. We feel that this would give an inferior service to the current “Language Line”  
service because the video screen would become the focus. With “language Line” the 
interpreter is merely the unseen channel of communication, members of staff are trained to 
maintain eye contact with the patient so that it is a direct and personal communication 
which also enables them to read body language. In addition, to get a smooth and flowing 
picture with a video link, we would require an ISDN 8 quality of line at 512 Kbps speed. This 
would cost millions of pounds to provide across NHS Grampian, whereas “Language Line” 
simply requires a BT connection or a structured cabling port, which we already have in 
large numbers in all health care premises.  
 
 
6. Spend on interpretation and translation services in the last three years 
 

(i) Language Line usage costs 
Calendar Year Call Volume Total Cost 

2006 851 £14,452.50 
2007 1,764 £31,947.00 
2008 2,124 £38,428.50 

 
The “one off” cost of producing the Access Kits over three years is £56,400 
 
      (ii) Spend on “face of face” interpreters 

Financial Year Total Cost 
2006/07 £11,600 
2007/08 £25,500 
2008/09 £27,800 

 
Plus a £20,000 “one-off” cost to recruit and train 33 new interpreters in 2008/09. 
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      (iii) Spend on Translation Work  

Financial Year Expenditure 
2006/7 £19,000 
2007/8 £31,500 
2008/9 £45,000 

 
 
7. How do we publicise our interpretation and translation services? 
Through every available channel, including NHS Grampian staff, GP Practices, local ethnic 
community groups, the Grampian Racial Equality Council network, posters and literature. 
 
All NHS Grampian policy and strategy documents contain the offer to make the document 
available in any other language or format, upon request. In documents of particular 
relevance to our local ethnic communities, this offer is also made in the four main local 
ethnic community languages, as well as English. 
 
 
 
 
Nigel Firth, 
Equality and Diversity Manager, 
NHS Grampian 
7.12.2009 
 
 
 
 

 


