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n the October 1992 issue of Con
sultus, under the caption "Speak
ing in tongues - A N amibian 
experience", Stephan du Toit SC 
gives an interesting account of 

court interpreting in Namibia. He 
arrives at certain thought-provoking 
conclusions on court interpreting in 
a polyglot country where the lingua 
franca is not the same as the 
proclaimed official, national lan
guage. Although it is appreciated that 
he is mainly dealing with the situa
tion in Namibia, the following state
ment of his cannot pass unchallenged 
in so far as it might suggest that the 
training of court interpreters in the 
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Republic of South Africa receives 
little or no attention (page 149): 

The need for a properly trained and 
skilled interpreting service is therefore 
obvious. Far too little seems to be done 
in South Africa (probably Southern 
Africa too) to ensure the availability of 
skilled interpreters. There should be a 
special college for training interpreters 
(as for instance many exist in Europe) 
so that the requirements ofjustice can 
be served in a polyglot country . 

The fact of the matter is that over a 
period of more than three decades a 
system of selection and training of 
court interpreters has been developed 
by the Department ofJustice so as to 

ensure the highest possible standard 
of interpreting in South African 
courts. A brief exposition of this sys
tem appears below. 
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At present there are more than 800 
posts for court interpreters in South 
Africa, excluding the TBVC states 
and the so-called self-governing 
areas. (Court interpreters from these 
states and areas may, however, also 
avail themselves of the training 
opportunities offered to South Afri
can interpreters as explained below.) 
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Principal interpreters are stationed 
at the following centres: Cape Town, 
East London, Germiston, Kempton 
Park, Kimberley, Klerksdorp, 
Mitchells Plain, Randburg, Verulam 
and Wynberg, one each; Bloemfon
tein, Pietermaritzburg and Port 
Elizabeth, two each; andJohannes
burg where there are seven. In addi
tion there are four inspectors of 
interpreters and one chief inspector 
functioning as a division of Justice 
College in Pretoria. 

Every person applying for an 
appointment as court interpreter is 
subjected to a thorough proficiency 
test taken down by one of the prin
cipal interpreters. Having passed this 
test, the applicant is appointed on 
twelve calendar months probation in 
a vacant post where the African lan
guages with which he is conversant 
are in use. The trainee interpreter 
performs his duties under supervision 
of a principal interpreter who is 
charged with the duty of training 
interpreters on a local level. During 
the probation period the trainee 
interpreter is required to attend an 
interpreters course at Justice College 
in Pretoria. 

This course comprises two weeks' 
classroom tuition and two weeks' 
practical training in court. The class
room tuition inter alia entails lectures 
on elementary courses in Criminal 
Law, Criminal Procedure, Civil 
Procedure and Latin. The bulk of the 
training, however, relates to the 
specialised art of court interpreting. 
This training, which is done by the 
chief inspector and his team of inspec
tors, requires from the lecturer not 
only extensive practical experience 
and conversancy in both officiallan
guages as well as African languages, 
but also an appreciation of the 
essence of interpreting, viz contextual 
translation as opposed to syntactic 
translation. The lecturer must further 
be alert to the fact that legal terminol
ogy originating in Europe some cen
turies ago, might still be non-existent 
in African languages. Such terminol
ogy must therefore be explained and 
a correct explanation requires a clear 
understanding of the terminology 
which can only be attained through 
proper training. 

'0 0 0 0 

The training of interpreters is further 
complicated by the existence of at 
least eight different African languages 
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and various dialects, such as Sepu
lane (a hybrid of Shangaan, Swazi 
and Sepedi), Baca (which is spoken 
in the Transkei) and North Ndebele 
(spoken in the Zebediela region). 

Once an interpreter has completed 
his initial training, his further 
development is monitored by the 
principal interpreter concerned , who 
will offer such further guidance as 
may be necessary. Once every 18 to 
24 months every court interpreter in 
the country is visited by one of the 
inspectors, spending at least one full 
day with him in court. Any short
comings in his interpreting skills 
detected during this inspection will be 
discussed with him and, ifnecessary, 
follow-up visits by either the inspec
tor himself or the principal inter
preter concerned, are arranged. 

To assist interpreters in their 
responsible task, "The Court Inter
preters Association of South Africa" 
was launched on 20 October 1990. 
This Association has as its aim, inter 
alia, to pursue, promote and enhance 
higher professional standards, prin
ciples and values amongst its mem
bers, and also strives to collect and 
publish information for the guidance 
of all interpreters and arranges con
ferences and meetings ofmembers for 

the exchange of information. The 
work of this Association will also 
make an important contribution in 
order to ensure properly trained and 
skilled interpreting services through
out the Department of Justice 
country-wide. 
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From what has been said above, it 
should be clear that the training of 
court interpreters in South Africa 
enjoys high priority. The success rate 
attained by training of this nature 
cannot be measured in numbers, 
symbols or percentages. However, 
thousands of court cases in which 
interpreters play a pivotal role, are 
successfully concluded each year with 
hardly ever any criticism levelled 
against interpreters. This fact, 
together with the favourable com
ments which are frequently received 
on the standard of interpreting done 
by South African court interpreters 
when their skills are put to the test 
outside their normal sphere of work, 
be it inside or outside the public 
service and be it locally or abroad, 
are indicative of the competency, 
training and quality of our inter
preters. • 

Afsterwe van "The Law's 

Perfect Gentleman' , 


Advokaat Willem van den Berg SC is op 22 Desember 1992 op ouderdom 
83 jaar in Pretoria oorlede. H y was vir 47 jaar aan die Departement van 
Justisie verbonde, die laaste 13 jaar as Prokureur-generaal in Kaapstad. 
H y was landwyd onder regters, landdroste, advokate, prokureurs, en so 
meer, bekend - veral vanwee die besondere menseverhoudings wat hy 
op alle vlakke gehandhaafhet. Na sy aftrede in 1974 het verskeie koerant
artikels oor horn verskyn, waarin hy onder andere as 'n "model of old
world charm" en "the Law's perfect gentleman" beskryf is. Hy word 
oorleef deuF sy vrou Ansie, twee dogters en kleinkinders. 
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