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COURTS - USE OF INTERPRETER SERVICES FOR AUSTRALIANS OF ABORIGINAL AND TORRES 
STRAIT ISLANDER DESCENT 

3417. Hon Giz Watson to the Parliamentary Secretary representing the Attorney General 

Regarding the use of interpreter services for Australians of Aboriginal and Torres Straits Islander descent who 
are before the courts in criminal proceedings, I ask -  

(1) How many court staff are employed in Western Australia that deal with criminal matters? (Please 
provide details by court district) 

(2) How many of these court staff are of Aboriginal descent? (Please provide details by court district) 

(3) At what level are these people employed? (Please provide figures for each level) 

(4) How many court staff and court consultants interpret Aboriginal languages? 

(5) What languages do they interpret? 

(6) How many court staff and court consultants interpret Aboriginal English? 

(7) What strategies does the Department have to recruit and train Aboriginal people as staff or interpreters 
in Western Australia courts? 

(8) In the past financial year, how many criminal court matters involved Aboriginal people? (Please 
provide statistics by court district) 

(9) How many criminal cases in the past financial year used interpreters for defendants of Aboriginal 
descent? 

(10) What percentage does this represent of all criminal cases where interpreters were used? 

(11) What process do judges observe to establish whether a defendant has the ability to fully understand 
proceedings in the English language and is able to fully express himself or herself in the English 
language? 

(12) When does a judge usually check the language ability of the defendants? 

(13) How many cases were adjourned due to the fact that the defendant has limited English skills? 

Hon SUE ELLERY replied: 

The Department of the Attorney General advises: 

(1) Court staff may deal with the administration of both civil and criminal matters and therefore, without 
significant effort and resources, it is not possible to provide this information. 

As at 10 May 2006, 837 staff are employed in the Court Services Division under the Public Service 
Award, in the following court districts:  

Court District  Number of staff  
Great Southern    17 
Kimberley/Pilbara   21 
South West     31 
Peel        19 
Gascoyne     12 
Joondalup     17 
Midland     19 
Goldfields     16 
Metro *     685 
Total        837 

* includes Magistrates Courts, Tribunals and Boards, Sheriff's Office, Family Court, District Court, 
Supreme Court, Children's Court, Coroner's Court, State Administrative Tribunal, court counselling 
services and administration. 

(2) Of this total, 22 staff have disclosed they are of Aboriginal descent. 

(3) Level    Total  Court District 
Trainees   2  Metro (1) and Kimberley/Pilbara (1) 
Level 1    8  Metro (6), Peel (1) and Joondalup (1) 
Level 2    5  Metro (3), Midland (1), Kimberley/Pilbara (1) 



Extract from Hansard 
[COUNCIL - Tuesday, 30 May 2006] 

 p3140c-3142a 
Hon Giz Watson; Hon Sue Ellery 

 [2] 

Level 3    3  Metro (2) and Kimberley/Pilbara (1) 
Level 4    1  Metro (1) 
Level 5    1  Metro (1) 
Level 6    1  Metro (1) 
Level 7    1  Metro (1) 

(4) While court staff may assist with general enquiries at the counter, when interpreters are required, the 
courts engage independent and, where possible, accredited interpreters. There are also informal 
interpreter services operating in regional and remote communities. The four agencies used by courts 
include: 

1. Aboriginal Interpreting Service (Northern Territory); 
2. Wangkanyi Ngurra Tjurta Aboriginal Corporation Language and Culture;  Centre - Aboriginal 

Interpreting Service, Kalgoorlie; 
3. Wangka Maya, Pilbara Aboriginal Language Centre; and 
4. Kimberley Interpreting Service. 

(5) 1. More than 100. 

2. 14. 

3. More than 30 languages in the region, with 10 languages that need interpreters on a regular 
basis. 

4. More than 14. 

A list of languages is available from each of the above agencies. 

(6) Not known.  

(7) The Department is implementing an Aboriginal Employment Strategy 2005-2010 which includes the 
recruitment of Aboriginal cadets and trainees, establishment of dedicated Aboriginal positions, 
mentoring and training courses to increase skills and career opportunities and a dedicated training 
program for Aboriginal Court Liaison Officers is under development. The Department does not train 
court staff as interpreters but uses independent and, where possible, accredited interpreters. 

(8) For the 2004/05 financial year:  

Indigenous defendants 

Albany   742 
Broome   4,164 
Bunbury  458 
Fremantle  1,078 
Geraldton  3,063 
Joondalup  334 
Kalgoorlie  2,909 
Midland  1,848 
Perth   5,272 
Port Hedland  2,542 

Notes: 

1. The table lists criminal matters with known Indigenous defendants. There are some defendants 
for which Indigenous status is unknown, therefore these figures may be an under-estimation. 

2. The table includes all known Indigenous defendants appearing in matters lodged in the 
financial year 2004/05 in the Supreme, District, Magistrates and Children's Court. 

3. Court systems do not record details about witnesses and victims, this information is kept by 
Police but is not released for privacy and protection of this group. 

(9) This information is not recorded. 

(10) Not applicable. 

(11) Judges largely rely on the parties' legal representatives to alert the court to any language difficulties of 
the accused or witnesses. For unrepresented clients, the court ensures that the process is explained 
slowly and in more detail. During hearings, judicial officers stay alert to signs that there may be a 
language difficulty and if not satisfied that the defendant fully understands the proceedings, they will 
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order that arrangements be made to obtain a suitably qualified interpreter. Some judges may have 
received Aboriginal cultural awareness training. 

(12) Before and during all court hearings. 

(13) While there may be cases that are adjourned due to the defendant having limited English skills, the 
computer court case management systems do not capture this specific reason.  

 


