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IN THE SUPREME COURT OF FLORIDA

IN RE: AMENDMENTS TO THE
FLORIDA RULES OF JUDICIAL
ADMINISTRATION

CASE NO.: SC15-1594

SUPPLEMENTAL COMMENT OF THE ELEVENTH JUDICIAL CIRCUIT
TRIAL COURT ADMINISTRATOR

Sandra M. Lonergan, Trial Court Administrator for the Eleventh Judicial

Circuit, by and through her undersigned counsel, files a supplemental comment on

c2 behalf of the circuit to the amendments to the Florida Rules of Judicial

Administration.

The Eleventh Judicial Circuit sincerely appreciates the opportunity to provide

a response to the Florida Supreme Court's inquiry addressing matters concerning

O

court-employed interpreters. In accordance with the mission, vision, and purpose of
C

Justice: Fair and Accessible to All, The Long-Range Strategic Planfor the Florida
O

o Judicial Branch, 2016-2021, I our circuit is committed to enhancing justice for all

individuals. In light of goal 2.5 of the foregoing plan, this circuit seeks to "reduce

N communication and language barriers to facilitate participation in court

proceedings."2 However, as outlined below, this goal is hindered by the circuit's

i See http://www.flcourts.org/administration-funding/strategic-planning/planning-
publications.stml (Last visited July 26, 2016).
2 Id.



ability to utilize registered court-employed interpreters in an effective, efficient

manner to minimize delay and ensure "fair, reliable, and prompt case decisions." 3

I. The number and status of court-employed interpreters in the

Eleventh Judicial Circuit

Currently, the Eleventh Judicial Circuit has forty-one (41) full-time court-

employed interpreters. Of the forty-one court-employed interpreters, thirty-nine

(39) are certified and two (2) are provisionally approved. Despite this circuit's

unwavering efforts to hire more court-employed interpreters, over thirty (30) percent

of the positions (19 out of 60) are vacant.

These vacancies, in part, are a result of the certification requirement for court-

employed interpreters under Rule 14.205(c) of the Florida Rules for Certification

and Regulation ofSpokenLanguage Court Interpreters (Rule 14.205(c)). Five court-

employed interpreters, with over twenty years of service, retired due to non-

certification status. One court-employed interpreter resigned and another court-

employed interpreter was terminated for non-certification status in accordance with

Rule 14.205(c).

Additionally, there were ten court-employed interpreters who left this circuit

unrelated to certification status. Of the ten court-employed interpreters, four

interpreters retired from the court system. Six interpreters resigned and transferred

3 Id. at "Long-Range Issue #1-Deliver Justice effectively, efficiently, and fairly."
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to a smaller circuitwithin the State ofFlorida. To further complicate matters, within

the next three years, approximately six to seven court-employed interpreters are

scheduled to retire from the court system.

Although Rule 14.205(c) allows the court, under certain circumstances, to fill

its employment vacancies with registered interpreters, this is not a viable option.

Due to the requirements set forth in Florida Rules of Judicial Administration

2.560(e), a diligent search and a finding of good cause must be made in every

instance before a registered interpreter is utilized. For instance, this circuit had over

200,000 events requiring spoken language interpreter services in 2015, handled

across ten different court facilities. Even ifa small percentage ofthese events require

the circuit to conduct a diligent search, this procedure results in the circuit's limited

resources being expended while proceedings are delayed. Ultimately, the circuit

must retain the services of an independent contractor who is certified or

provisionally approved prior to utilizing a registered court-employed interpreter.

Additionally, the cost associated with hiring independent contract vendors, rather

than a court-employed interpreter, has a significant negative impact on this circuit's

due process budget. This requirement, in turn, hinders this circuit's ability to utilize

its "resources effectively, efficiently, and in an accountable manner while continuing

its commitment to fairness and impartiality."4

4 Id.
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While it appears that the salary for court-employed interpreters in this locality

does not attract certified interpreters, registered court-employed interpreters would

have the opportunity to obtain on-the-job training in areas where no fundamental or

other due process right is at stake, such as non-criminal traffic offenses. This

practice would make certified court-employed interpreters more readily available to

handle proceedings where the appointment of an interpreter is constitutionally or

statutorily required. Additionally, all applicants for interpreter positions must pass

an internal departmental examination, which is similar in structure to the statewide

oral examination, prior to being granted an interview.

II. The rate at which court-employed interpreters are obtaining

certified status within one year of employment and reasons for not

meeting this requirement

Court-employed interpreters in the Eleventh Judicial Circuit have faced

significant challenges in obtaining certified status within one year of employment.

In the case of six provisionally approved interpreters hired by this circuit, two

interpreters obtained certified status within one year ofemployment, two interpreters

obtained certified status within 14 months of employment, and the deadline for

obtaining certification within one year of employment has not lapsed for the two

remaining court-employed interpreters.
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One of the main reasons court-employed interpreters are not meeting the

requirement of obtaining certified status within one year of employment is directly

related to the limited availability of oral examination dates and locations.

Consequently, the interpreter has to travel throughout the State to attend the oral

performance examination, incurring additional costs and time to comply with the

certification requirement.

Moreover, in some circumstances, the oral examination test results have been

delayed up to twelve weeks. As a result, the interpreter registers for the next

available exam and pays another registration fee because the interpreter is unaware

ofwhether he/she passed the previous oral examination. Ifthe interpreter passed the

previous exam, the registration fee may be forfeited because the deadline for a refund

has passed.

Based on the foregoing, this circuit is respectfully requesting that the oral

exams are scheduled on a more frequent basis and the deadline for court-employed

interpreters to obtain certification be extended from one year to two years. Also,

considering that the court-employed interpreter must obtain certification within one

year and Miami-Dade County's high cost of living, it is respectfully requested that

consideration of a waiver or reduction of the registration fees be given to court-

employed interpreters.
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IIL The quality of interpretation services provided by court-employed

interpreters in the Eleventh Judicial Circuit

From a preliminary review ofour interpretation services, this circuit received

·only one verbal complaint in last several years regarding the quality ofinterpretation

services provided by court-employed interpreters. While no written complaints have

been received from users, such as judges, assistant public defenders, assistant state

attorneys, private attorneys, court reporters, and litigants, this circuit is respectfully

requesting input from the Board and Committee to develop an objective, uniform

standard to assess the quality of court-employed interpreter services by these users.

Similar to how the Long-Range Strategic Planning Workgroup 5 worked diligently

to develop a survey to accurately reflect the views ofFlorida residents, the Eleventh

Judicial Circuit wishes to develop, with the Board and Committee's input, an

objective survey to solicit its users regarding the quality of court-employed

interpreters.

In conclusion, while empirical data has not yet been collected to address the

quality of court-employed interpreters, the ongoing reality of high vacancies for

court-employed interpreters, the requirement to conduct a diligent search and find

s "Background Information for the Long-Range Strategic Plan for the Florida
Judicial Branch 2016-2021," http://www.ficourts.org/administration-funding/
strategic-planning/planning-publications.stml (Last visited July 26, 2016).
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good cause for registered-court employed interpreters, and the need to utilize

contract vendors rather than court-employed interpreters are significant problems

that impede this circuit's ability to deliver justice efficiently.

As the largest circuit in the State of Florida with a high volume of limited-

English proficient (LEP) persons served, this circuit is mindful and understands the

"sweeping new challenges . and pressures" affecting court systems. 6 These

challenges and pressures continue to obstruct our circuit's ability to provide high

quality interpretation services in a timely and cost efficient manner to LEP

individuals. Based on the foregoing reasons, this circuit respectfully requests that

the Florida Supreme Court consider our concerns when deciding whether to adopt

proposed amendments exempting court-employed interpreters from the

requirements set forth in Rule 2.560(e).

The Eleventh Judicial Circuit thanks the Florida Supreme Court for the

opportunity to provide a supplemental comment addressing matters regarding court-

employed interpreters.

Respectfully submitted,

SANDRA M. LONERGAN

By:
Linda Kelly Kearson, Esquire
General Counsel
Florida Bar No. 516309
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Patricia Gladson, Esquire
Assistant General Counsel
Florida Bar No. 777020
Office of the General Counsel
Eleventh Judicial Circuit ofFlorida
Lawson E. Thomas Courthouse
175 N.W. 1st Street, Suite 3033
Miami, Florida 33128
Telephone (305) 349-7165
lkearson@jud11.f1courts.org
pgladson@jud11.flcourts.org

CERTIFICATE OF SERVICE

I CERTIFY that a true and correct copy of the foregoing Supplement

Comment of the Eleventh Judicial Circuit Trial Court Administrator was furnished

by electronic mail through the Florida Courts E-Filing Portal to the following

persons on August 9, 2016: Honorable John Kevin Abdoney at

kabdoney@jud10.flcourts.org; John F. Harkness, Jr., at jharkness@,f1bar.org;

Murray Bruce Silverstein at murray.silverstein@gmlaw.com; Robert Michael

Eschenfelder at Robert.escenhenfelder(almymanatee.org; James Calvin Goodlett at

goodletc@,ficourts.org; Amy Singer Borman at ABorman@pbcgov.org; Krys

Godwin at kgodwin@floridabar.org; Lisa Mari Bell at belll@f1courts.org; and

Florida Interpreter at floridacertifieds@,gmail.com.
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CERTIFICATE OF COMPLIANCE

I HEREBY CERTIFY that his petition has been prepared in MS Word 97 or

higher using Times New Roman 14-point font, which complies with the font

requirements ofFlorida Rules ofAppellate Procedures 9.100(l).

Linda Kelly Kearson, Esquire
General Counsel
Florida Bar No. 516309
Patricia Gladson, Esquire
Assistant General Counsel
Florida Bar No. 777020
Office of the General Counsel
Eleventh Judicial Circuit ofFlorida
Lawson E. Thomas Courthouse
175 N.W. 1st Street, Suite 3033
Miami, Florida 33128
Telephone (305) 349-7165
lkearson@jud11.flcourts.org
pgladson@judl1.ficourts.org
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