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I. PURPOSE:   
 

To provide guidance for and effective communications by South Portland Police Department personnel during 

interactions with persons with limited English proficiency.   
 

II. POLICY:   
 

It is the policy of this agency to ensure that a consistently high level of service is provided to all community 

members, including those with limited English proficiency.  The South Portland Police Department serves a diverse 

community, consisting of people from various national origins for whom English is not their primary language.  The 

department shall seek to meet and follow the recommendations of the related standards included in Title VI of the 

Civil Rights Act, Executive order 13166, Department of Justice Guidance Policy and 28 USC, Section 1827.  The 

provision of those services, however, shall not take precedence during exigent circumstances and priority law 

enforcement functions, including but not limited to the protection of life and property, the need to apprehend 

criminals, and / or secure a scene or evidence.  Establishing safety and control will remain paramount and should 

always be the first priority in any situation.   
 

III. DEFINITIONS: 
 

A. Bilingual:  The ability to speak two languages fluently and communicate directly and accurately in both 

English and another language. 
 

B. Direct Communication:  Monolingual communication in a language other than English (e.g., Spanish to 

Spanish) between a bilingual department employee or representative and a LEP individual.   
 

C. Limited English Proficient (LEP) Person:  Individuals for whom English is not their primary language, 

and who has a limited ability to read, write, speak, or understand English.  LEP individuals may be 

competent in certain types of communication modes (e.g., speaking or understanding), but still LEP in other 

modes (e.g., reading or writing).  LEP status may also be context specific; an individual may have sufficient 

English language skills to communicate basic information such as name and address, but may not have 

sufficient skills to communicate detailed information such as medical information, eyewitness accounts, or 

information elicited in an interrogation. 
 

D. Interpretation:  The act of listening to a communication in one language and orally converting it into 

another language while retaining the same meaning.  Interpretation deals with oral or signed speech. 
 

1. Consecutive interpretation:  Message conveyance with a time lag.  The interpreter waits for the 

question or statement to be finished before interpreting into the target language.  Used generally for Q & 

A scenarios, interrogations, or testimony.  Consecutive interpretation is considered more accurate than 

simultaneous because the entire context is clear before the language conversion process begins. 

2. Simultaneous interpretation:  Message conveyance with no time lag.  Interpreter renders a second 

language version at the same time as listening to the original.  Can be provided in whisper format for one 

listener, or more commonly, provided with electronic equipment (interpreter microphone and listener 

headsets). 

3. Sight translation:  The reading of a written text from the source into the target language.  Generally, the 

interpreter has not had time to study the text but has made a cursory review. 
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4. Summary interpretation:  Also known as occasional interpretation, this is where the interpreter listens 

more than he or she talks, later deciding what and how to summarize.   
 

E. Primary Language:  The language in which an individual most effectively communicates. 
 

F. Translation:  The replacement of a written text from one language (source language) into an equivalent 

written text in another language (target language).  Translation requires special knowledge and skills. 
   
IV. PROCEDURES: 
 

A. LEP Contact / Interpreter Services: 
 

1. Accuracy is crucial when dealing with LEP persons because the inability to communicate oftentimes 

creates a more emotional, confused or fearful situation.  As with English speaking persons, the dynamic 

of each interaction with a LEP person can change very quickly.  Officer safety should remain paramount 

and contacts or tactical interactions with LEP persons shall be handled in the same manner as every other 

interaction with English speaking residents.  With the intention of increasing safety and understanding by 

LEP persons, officers are encouraged to use short, simple phrases (e.g., “Police, Get Down”) during 

tactical interactions, as appropriate.  
 

2. Department members will take reasonable steps to provide language assistance services to LEP 

individuals, as deemed necessary, appropriate, or as requested by the LEP individual.  In order to ensure 

effective communication, employees should make every effort to determine the person’s primary 

language and dialect through self-identification, using the I-Speak form (Appendix), the poster in the 

lobby, and / or other similar resource materials on the Intranet or Internet.   
 

3. The employee should then evaluate the nature of interpreter services required, based on the scenario 

encountered, and determine the level of priority and need.  Communication that is necessary within the 

next hour, or necessary for follow up investigation, will be considered urgent.  The higher the risk, 

impact, or importance of the scenario, the higher the standards of interpreting and translating must be: 
 

a. Employees shall utilize interpreter services when a LEP person is under arrest or in custody and 

cannot utilize English sufficient to comprehend their circumstances, understand their rights, or form 

a voluntary, knowing, and intelligent waiver of those rights (e.g., Miranda warnings and Implied 

Consent must be given with complete accuracy in the foreign language).  Verbal Miranda warnings, 

waivers, and interrogations in a foreign language or through an interpreter should be recorded to 

defend against legal challenges. 

b. Interpreter services are also highly recommended when obtaining statements from LEP individuals 

involved in criminal investigations (e.g., victims or witnesses), or those seeking to complete a citizen 

complaint.   

c. The Shift Commander must be notified whenever there is a question about the necessity, or 

whenever interpreter services are deemed necessary.  If interpreter services are needed during an 

urgent or emergency situation, the request may be approved at the discretion of the Shift 

Commander, regardless of the time of day or day of the week.  If the Shift Commander determines 

that the need for interpreter services is not urgent and is after normal business hours, the Shift 

Commander may delay the request.   
 

4. If interpreter services will be required, employees will then need to determine whether personal contact 

with an interpreter is necessary or whether remote interpretation may be adequate.   
 

a. In-person interpreters may be preferred for lengthy interactions and interactions with significant 

potential consequences to the LEP person, such as interviews or interrogations.  Dispatch will 

maintain contact information for qualified interpreter services.   

b. Remote telephone interpretation services are most appropriate for brief encounters, situations in 

which no qualified in-person is available, while awaiting a qualified in-person interpreter, and during 

phone conversations with an LEP person.  Dispatch will maintain contact information for a 
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contracted language line, available remotely, for interpreter services.  Dispatch will contact or 

facilitate contact with the remote language line service.   

c. Summary interpretation causes crucial information in interviews or interrogations to be excluded and 

is therefore not allowed for legal or quasi-legal purposes.   
 

5. Unless during an exigent circumstances in which there is a danger of death or serious physical harm, 

employees should not use family members, neighbors, friends, acquaintances, bystanders, and children 

as interpreters, particularly for communications involving a criminal investigation (e.g., interviews of 

witnesses, victims, and potential suspects), crisis negotiations, or other sensitive situations.  Such 

interpretation could result in breach of confidentiality, a conflict of interest, inadequate or inaccurate 

interpretation, or an adverse impact on admissibility of evidence in any related criminal matter.  Direct 

communication with victims, witnesses and suspects should be recorded.  Even when an officer able to 

directly communicate with a LEP individual is available, qualified interpreters are still recommended for 

formal investigations, particularly those involving serious offenses.   
 

6. Not everyone who claims to be bilingual has the language skills for all uses, and the ability to engage in 

basic conversation in a foreign language is generally not sufficient for law enforcement purposes.  

Language courses or skills learned in law enforcement or the military may not be sufficient for law 

enforcement purposes if the training was limited to basic communication to get directions or have simple 

interactions.  A bilingual person used to interpret an interrogation should possess native-like fluency in 

both languages, including the ability to use varied vocabulary from street slang and the knowledge of 

relevant specialized vocabulary involving weapons, drugs, medical, and legal terms.   
 

7. Employees should communicate through interpreters using the first person (i.e., “please tell me your 

name and address,” rather than “please ask him his name and address”).  It is the employee’s job to 

develop and ask the questions.  A professional interpreter must remain neutral and cannot interject an 

opinion or offer advice not related to language expertise. 
 

B. Translation of Vital Documents and Transcripts of Audio and Video Tapes: 
 

1. A professional translation service is recommended; the skills and expertise for translation of vital 

documents are different from those of interpretation.  The translation must be accurate, maintain the 

same language level, concepts, and elements of vital information as the original document.  Dispatch will 

maintain a contact listing of translators. 
  

2. Automated translation tools such as Babelfish or Altavista are not recommended.  Automatic translation 

programs cannot recognize idiomatic language usage, have limitations even for simple sentences, and are 

effective only in conjunction with a human translator for post-editing. 
 

3. Transcripts to be introduced into evidence must contain every element of the original conversation, 

including background noise, hesitations, nuances, overlaps of the speakers, and pronunciation errors to 

provide an accurate version of what was said.  Translators must be prepared to testify about their work 

product. 
 

By Order Of:     

 

 

Timothy B. Sheehan 

Chief of Police 
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APPENDIX – SOP #4-41-N 

I SPEAK:  

 


