
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1288
 
Main Petitioner: Dr Godfrey Joseph 
  
Subject: Improving NHS translation and interpretation services 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to ensure that every 
NHS board has the structure, funding and capability to provide speedy, 
accurate and appropriate translation and interpretation services for patients 
and their families and that such services are consistent across every NHS 
board.   

Background 
Under the Race Relations Amendment Act 2000, NHS Boards have a general 
duty to provide patients, if required, with an interpreter / translation services1. 
Referring to the 2001 Census, the Scottish Government say 2 that two per 
cent of the Scottish population were from black and ethnic minority 
backgrounds.  Many of these individuals will have language needs, though the 
census did not ask specific questions about this and, currently, few NHS 
organisations collect data on language needs, though it is expected this will 
be addressed in the 2011 Census. 
 
The Scottish Government pointed out2 that NHS National Services Scotland 
(NSS) estimated that, in 2008-09, NHS Boards collectively spent £3.5m on 
interpreter and translation services.  However, the Scottish Government 
believes that, due to gaps in information, this may be an underestimate, with 
the true figure being around £4m.  While the Scottish Government believes 
that many NHS organisations have made progress over the past 10 years in 
answering the language and communications needs of their patients, it 
accepts that others have not yet developed a systematic approach to these 
issues.  Past work on this matter has included: 
  
• Fair for All (2002) – Scottish Executive guidance, including the requirement 

that NHS organisations develop a policy on interpreting and translation 
services and to publicise access to such services, ensuring adequate 
coverage and quality.  

• Better Health, Better Care (2007) – latest NHS strategy with requirement 
that, in developing health information services, the NHS place a particular 
focus on meeting the needs of those communities and individuals who 
have traditionally found it harder to engage with health services. 

                                                 
1 Scottish Consumer Council (2005) Is anybody listening. p 8: 
2 Personal communication 15 October 2009 

http://www.scottish.parliament.uk/business/petitions/docs/PE1288.htm
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2007/12/11103453/0
http://scotcons.demonweb.co.uk/publications/reports/reports05/re05anyb.pdf


 

• Equally Well (2008) - the report of the Ministerial taskforce on Health 
Inequalities, which included a recommendation that NHS Health Scotland 
lead on the delivery of a NHS Translation, Interpreting & Communications 
Support Framework (NHSTICS) to ensure good quality translation & 
interpreting services for all who need them. This is ongoing. 

Scottish Government Action 
As noted above, the current initiative in developing interpreter and translation 
services in the NHS is NHSTICS.  The Scottish Government has advised2 that 
this new framework builds upon a number of national and local initiatives, 
including the NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde Communications Support and 
Language Plan.  The strategy seeks to learn from and share good practice 
already in place across NHS Boards, as well as identifying and addressing 
current gaps in service.  The Scottish Government has noted2 a number of 
actions that have already taken place as a result of developing and 
implementing the Framework: 
 
• NHS Health Scotland, in partnership with NHS 24 and NHS Education for 

Scotland, has embarked on the first phase of an online resource3 for 
making translated information available to service users and NHS staff. 

• NHS Health Scotland is working with procurement specialists in NSS to 
develop proposals for national contracts for provision of NHSTICS 
services.  A draft contract is expected to be available for consultation in 
autumn 2009. 

• NHS Health Scotland has made progress in establishing national systems 
for developing and providing access to health information in different 
languages.  It is hoped that, together with the proposed national 
procurement for provision of NHSTICS services, this will reduce 
unnecessary duplication of systems locally, as well as monitoring and 
raising the quality of service to patients. 

• Engagement with the initial planning for national procurement has saved 
one NHS Board £15,000 annually on costs for telephone interpreting 
alone. 

Scottish Parliament Action 
There has been no action by the Parliament or its committees on the specific 
issues raised by the Petitioner. 
 
 
 
Jude Payne 
Senior Research Specialist 
21 October 2009 
 
 
 

                                                 
3 http://www.healthinmylanguage.com/home.aspx
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http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Publications/2008/06/25104032/0
http://www.healthinmylanguage.com/home.aspx
http://www.healthinmylanguage.com/home.aspx


 

SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
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