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The Settlement Council of Australia acknowledges the traditional custodians of the land on 

which we operate, the Ngunnawal people. We also acknowledge the traditional custodians of 

the various lands on which migrants and refugees settle across Australia, and on which our 

sector operates. 
We pay our respects to Elders past, present and emerging and celebrate the diversity of 

Aboriginal peoples and their ongoing cultures and connections to our lands and waters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

About the Settlement Council of Australia 

The Settlement Council of Australia is the peak body representing Australia’s migrant and 

refugee services and allied organisations. We provide leadership to the settlement sector and 

broader society to enable people of migrant and refugee backgrounds to experience positive 

settlement outcomes. We represent over 130 member organisations nationally, all working 

towards a shared vision for an Australia where all people of migrant and refugee backgrounds 

belong, thrive and experience fulfilling lives.    
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Introduction 

The Settlement Council of Australia (SCOA) is the national peak body representing over 130 

member organisations delivering settlement services to newly arrived migrants and refugees 

across metropolitan, regional, and remote areas of Australia. Our members provide essential 

frontline services including casework, housing assistance, language support, youth 

engagement, employment pathways, and community development programs.   

SCOA’s policy and advocacy work is grounded in the lived experiences of the communities our 

members serve. We engage in rigorous research, sector-wide consultation, and cross-sector 

partnerships to ensure that government policy supports effective, equitable, and sustainable 

settlement outcomes. SCOA has consistently advocated for the professionalisation, 

accessibility, and cultural competence of language services as a critical enabler of rights and 

inclusion for refugee and migrant communities.   

We welcome the opportunity to provide input on NAATI’s proposed Language Service Provider 

(LSP) Endorsement Model and commend NAATI for its efforts to lift quality, standardisation, 

and accountability in the language services sector. We particularly support the development of 

endorsement standards that address the persistent inconsistencies in language service 

provision and provide a framework for equitable access to essential services.  

Need for Interpretation and Translation in 

Multicultural Australia  

Australia is recognised as one of the most culturally and linguistically diverse nations globally. 

According to the 2021 Census, more than half of the Australian population was either born 

overseas or has at least one parent born overseas. Around 5.8 million residents (22.8 per cent) 

speak a language other than English at home, highlighting the vital role of multilingualism in 

Australian society. Notably, 872,000 people (3.4 per cent) reported speaking English either not 

well or not at all, underscoring the critical need for accessible, high-quality language services 

across essential sectors.1 

Access to professional interpreting services is vital for people with limited English proficiency, 

especially vulnerable people. One particular example is people from culturally and linguistically 

diverse (CALD) backgrounds who engage with mental health services. Individuals from CALD 

backgrounds may have distinct needs that are not fully addressed at present. Effective 

communication is essential at every stage—booking appointments, undergoing assessments, 

understanding treatment plans, and receiving ongoing care. For individuals experiencing stress 

or anxiety, expressing emotions and thoughts in a second language can be particularly 

challenging. Without accessible language support, mental health services risk excluding some 

of the most vulnerable members of the community.2 

 

1 Australian Bureau of Statistics (20 September 2022), “Cultural diversity of Australia”, ABS Website, 
accessed 24 April 2025, https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/cultural-diversity-australia  
2 Nous Group (25 February 2025), “Evaluation of translating and interpreting services for Primary Health 
Network funded mental health services”, https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-04/evaluation-
of-translating-and-interpreting-services-for-primary-health-network-funded-mental-health-services.pdf  

https://www.abs.gov.au/articles/cultural-diversity-australia
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-04/evaluation-of-translating-and-interpreting-services-for-primary-health-network-funded-mental-health-services.pdf
https://www.health.gov.au/sites/default/files/2025-04/evaluation-of-translating-and-interpreting-services-for-primary-health-network-funded-mental-health-services.pdf
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Under the Whole of Government Access and Equity Strategy and the Australian Government 

Language Services Guidelines, government-funded services have a clear obligation to ensure 

language accessibility. Recent policy reviews, including the Multicultural Framework Review, 

reinforce this commitment. While alternatives such as using family members or translation 

technology exist, they are inadequate substitutes in sensitive contexts like mental health, often 

leading to inaccuracies, emotional burden, or breaches of confidentiality. Professional 

interpreting remains essential for delivering equitable, safe, and effective mental health care.3 

SCOA endorses the overall framework of the LSP Endorsement Model and views it as a timely 
and necessary reform. Language barriers remain one of the most significant impediments to 
equitable access to services for new migrants and refugees. High-quality language services are 
a precondition for accessing health care, education, legal representation, housing, and 
employment opportunities. 

The endorsement model provides a clear opportunity to embed standards that reflect both the 
technical requirements of language service delivery and the human rights implications of 
effective communication. It must also be accompanied by policy settings and investment that 
address the structural challenges facing both LSPs and language practitioners. 

Recognising the Role of Bi-cultural 

Workers in Informal Language Support  

The settlement sector relies heavily on a diverse, multicultural workforce, many of whom are 
themselves from migrant or refugee backgrounds. These “bi-cultural workers”4 play an essential 
role not only in service delivery but also in bridging linguistic and cultural gaps between clients 
and service providers.  

SCOA’s National Settlement Workforce Profile 2023-2024 reveals that more than two thirds 
(78%) of settlement workers reported having lived experience of migration or forced 
displacement or having a family member who has. 75% of workers stated that they use a 
language other than English for work, with 36% stating they did so ‘on a regular basis’ and 34% 
‘on occasion’. For some occupations such as social worker or bilingual/bicultural worker, over 
90% of respondents reported having lived experience.5 These figures demonstrate that many 
settlement workers, who might have various job titles and are not recruited as interpreters or 
translators, must frequently use a language other than English.    

The Value and Limitations of Bi-cultural Workers 

Bi-cultural workers occupy a uniquely valuable space in the settlement sector, bringing 
linguistic fluency, cultural insight, and lived experience that deeply enrich client engagement. 
Often sharing the same dialects and informal communication styles as the communities they 
serve, these workers can bridge significant language gaps, particularly in cases where certified 
interpreters are unavailable for emerging or less common languages. Their cultural 
competence allows them to navigate complex social norms and unspoken cues that may elude 

 

3 Ibid.  
4 Bi-cultural or bi-lingual workers are individuals who draw on their lived experience and cultural and 
linguistic knowledge to support migrant and refugee communities. In the settlement sector, their roles 
often extend beyond language or cultural liaison to include casework, community engagement, and 
service navigation. Sometimes, these workers “graduate” to specialised roles, such as caseworkers, after 
obtaining appropriate qualifications and experience.    
5 Settlement Council of Australia (2024), “National Settlement Workforce Profile 2023-2024”, 
https://scoa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/SCOA-Workforce-Profile-2024.pdf  

https://scoa.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/SCOA-Workforce-Profile-2024.pdf
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even well-trained interpreters unfamiliar with the community's context. Importantly, when 
suitably qualified for a caseworker role along with language skills, it makes them especially 
effective in sensitive settings such as family violence support and trauma counselling.  

The following statements from interpreters working with NDIS clients illustrate the nuances of 
understanding dialects beyond the standard national/official language, and how apparently 
smaller cultural cues make a critical difference in service outcomes.6  
 

Our country’s national language is Burmese. All the schools, they use 

the Burmese language. I speak Burmese and write Burmese, but some 

people, the parents of the patient, they don’t speak proper Burmese. 

They are from the rural area, and they speak their own dialect. I try to 

explain things to them in several different way [sic] but their Burmese 

is very weak, so they don’t understand much. I don’t understand their 

dialect and there is no interpreter for their specific dialect either. (A 

Burmese interpreter)  

 

I think the word disability itself as well. It’s a bit…We have a few 

equivalences in Thai for this word, so when I interpret, I try not to 

make it sound too offensive. It’s hard for them, especially when a 

parent with a child with ADHD or autism. Because if I use the incorrect 

word, they will [perceive] it as someone in a wheelchair or someone 

crippled. (A Thai interpreter)  

In the case where NAATI certified practitioners are not available in a particular dialect, bi-
cultural workers play a critical role in providing services that cannot wait.  

However, while their contributions are invaluable, the informal use of bi-cultural workers as 
interpreters must be approached with care. Without formal NAATI certification, there can be 
risks to interpretation accuracy, impartiality, and confidentiality—critical concerns in high-stakes 
environments such as health, legal, and child protection services as well as liability of the bi-
lingual worker to be sued. Additionally, there is a risk of role confusion, as bi-cultural workers 
may straddle responsibilities of advocacy, support work, and language mediation without clear 
boundaries or training. This can lead to unrealistic expectations and, in some cases, 
exploitation of their labour, particularly when interpreting duties are assigned without 
appropriate recognition or compensation. Therefore, while bi-cultural workers are essential to 
the settlement ecosystem, their use in interpreting roles should be carefully structured, 
supported, and integrated into broader efforts to professionalise and strengthen language 
services.   

There is a need for formal recognition of bi-cultural workers alongside clearly defined 
parameters outlining the contexts in which they can safely operate. While bi-cultural workers 
may appropriately support certain activities, such as a community information session, high-risk 
settings, such as courtrooms, must be reserved for NAATI-certified interpreters. A bicultural 
worker might support community outreach and help to book an appointment but would not 

 

6 Miranda Lai, Olga Garcia-Caro and  Epperly Zhang (2025), “Perceptions of Interlingual Communication 
Challenges in NDIS Service Settings with CALD Clients: A Study of Interpreting/Translating 
Practitioners”, NEDA, https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/schools-colleges/global-urban-and-social-
studies/research/social-equity-research-centre/projects/perceptions-of-interlingual-communication-
challenges-in-ndis-service-settings-with-cald-clients  

https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/schools-colleges/global-urban-and-social-studies/research/social-equity-research-centre/projects/perceptions-of-interlingual-communication-challenges-in-ndis-service-settings-with-cald-clients
https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/schools-colleges/global-urban-and-social-studies/research/social-equity-research-centre/projects/perceptions-of-interlingual-communication-challenges-in-ndis-service-settings-with-cald-clients
https://www.rmit.edu.au/about/schools-colleges/global-urban-and-social-studies/research/social-equity-research-centre/projects/perceptions-of-interlingual-communication-challenges-in-ndis-service-settings-with-cald-clients


Settlement Council of Australia – Submission: NAATI Language Service Provider Endorsement Model 7 

provide trauma counselling. However, a qualified counsellor who happens to be bilingual would 
provide such services.  

Finding NAATI certified interpreters is most challenging in regional and remote areas. Access 
to qualified interpreters in regional and remote areas, and for newly arrived communities 
speaking emerging languages, remains a persistent concern. Often, no NAATI-certified 
interpreters are available, and service providers must rely on unaccredited but skilled 
community members to facilitate communication.  

A Dual Approach: Utilising Bi-cultural Workers and 

Supporting Professional Standards 

SCOA advocates for a dual-track strategy that recognises the critical contribution of bi-cultural 
workers while upholding the principle that clients have a right to access qualified interpreters 
and translators, particularly in high-risk settings. 

To strengthen this workforce while maintaining quality standards, SCOA recommends the 
development of accessible, subsidised pathways to NAATI certification for experienced bi-
cultural workers, particularly those serving in emerging or low-certification languages. This 
could include government-funded training programs, recognition of prior learning, and targeted 
scholarships for bilingual workers from newly arrived communities. In parallel, we propose 
formal recognition of distinct roles such as “language support facilitators” or “community 
language aides,” with clear responsibilities that reflect their contributions without conflating 
them with certified interpreting roles. 

Further, we call for structured, targeted training on interpreting ethics, confidentiality, and 
appropriate referral practices to ensure bi-cultural workers are supported to operate effectively 
and ethically. Lastly, the sector must recognise this form of language mediation as essential 
labour, embedding it within job descriptions, funding frameworks, and supervision models to 
ensure sustainability, fair treatment, and ongoing professional development. 

This could include revival of past initiatives, such as the expedited training pilot run by the 
Department of Immigration (now Home Affairs), which allowed targeted fast-tracked training for 
speakers of high-need, low-availability languages.  

This approach aligns with the Australian Government’s Multicultural Framework Review 
recommendations, which called for strengthening the recognition of lived experience and 
language diversity across human services.7 

Continuity of Interpreter Allocation in 

Sensitive Matters 

Clients engaging with interpreters to share sensitive personal histories—such as trauma, 
domestic violence, or mental health needs—often require continuity of interpreter to avoid 
retraumatisation and preserve trust. However, current LSP and government practices may not 
allow this. 

In a study commissioned by the National Ethnic Disability Alliance (NEDA), a lack of continuity 
between interpreters and culturally and linguistically diverse clients in NDIS settings emerged 
as a significant concern. Interpreters reported that they are rarely able to work with the same 

 

7 Australian Government (2024),  “Towards Fairness - a multicultural Australia for all”, 
https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/multicultural-framework-review/towards-fairness  

https://www.homeaffairs.gov.au/about-us/our-portfolios/multicultural-framework-review/towards-fairness
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client throughout their NDIS journey, with some language service providers actively 
discouraging ongoing interpreter-client relationships. This practice often leads to interpreters 
joining cases mid-way, without knowledge of prior discussions, making it difficult to fully 
understand the context and deliver high-quality, accurate interpretation.8 According to an 
interpreter:9  

For example, if you get certain clients when they have touched base 

with the NDIS for the 4th or 5th time and they still don’t know how 

certain things work. You don’t know what was explained to them 

before. Because you were not there, someone else was there. I believe 

they always have interpreters, but it is tricky. If you follow up one 

client from the beginning, for example from the first contact with the 

NDIS until the last one or first five or six, then you would say for sure 

what has been done.  

The current lack of continuity in interpreter allocation often forces clients to retell traumatic 
experiences to new interpreters, which can be highly distressing and retraumatising—
particularly in sensitive settings such as mental health, family violence, or refugee services. 
SCOA recommends the endorsement model encourage policies that prioritise continuity of 
interpreter for ongoing casework, with client consent and where appropriate, particularly in 
health, family services, and refugee support settings.  

Artificial Intelligence and Language 

Technology 

As AI-assisted translation and interpreting tools become more widespread, SCOA recognises 
their potential to enhance service delivery—especially for common languages. However, AI 
remains limited in minority and emerging languages, and carries risks around accuracy, cultural 
appropriateness, and privacy.  

We recommend NAATI develop clear national guidance on the ethical and appropriate use of 
AI in language services, including the principle that qualified human practitioners must review 
AI-generated translations. Furthermore, any endorsement model must protect the job security 
and professional role of interpreters and translators in an evolving technological landscape.  

Further to these specific issues related to the settlement sector, we would like to address the 
seven standards proposed in the Discussion Paper for this consultation.  

Standard 1: Engagement of NAATI-

Certified Practitioners 

We strongly support the principle that LSPs should prioritise the engagement of NAATI-certified 
practitioners, especially for high-risk assignments. Certification not only guarantees baseline 
competence but also ensures alignment with ethical and professional standards such as the 
AUSIT Code of Ethics.  

However, SCOA cautions against a blanket requirement without mechanisms for flexibility in 
low-certification languages. Emerging and newly arrived communities, including Rohingya, 

 

8 Lai, Garcia-Caro and Zhang, above n 6.  
9 Ibid, 31.  
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Tigrinya, Karen and Dinka speakers, often lack access to certified practitioners. This is due to a 
combination of low workforce availability, limited pathways to certification, and systemic barriers 
to education and employment.  

 

Standard 2: Professional Development and 

Training 

Professional development (PD) is essential not only for maintaining certification but also for 
supporting interpreters and translators to manage the emotional and technical complexity of 
their work. Interpreters frequently work in high-stress environments such as courts, hospitals, 
and refugee interviews. Without appropriate training, this can lead to burnout and compromised 
quality.  

 

Funding and resourcing are essential. We suggest a co-contribution model where LSPs, 
government, and NAATI support PD delivery in partnership with AUSIT, universities, and 
multicultural community organisations.  

As acknowledged in the Discussion Paper for this submission, more than 80% of respondents 
in the Department of Home Affairs’ 2023 survey highlighted the need for greater access to 
training and capacity building as a critical issue. Providing targeted professional development 
opportunities not only supports NAATI’s recertification requirements but also strengthens 
practitioner retention and enhances the overall quality of interpreting and translation services. 

Recommendation 1: A Dual Approach: Utilising Bi-cultural Workers 

and Supporting Professional Standards 

• Parallel to engaging NAATI certified practitioners in high-stake environments, 

we recommend conditional use of non-certified practitioners in emerging 

languages and low-risk settings, where a clear justification and risk mitigation 

strategy is in place.  

• Targeted recruitment and scholarships for bilingual individuals from 

underrepresented communities to undertake certification training. 

Recommendation 2: Professional Development and Training  

We recommend that the LSP Endorsement Model includes minimum PD hours per year 

and structured access to training that covers: 

• Vicarious trauma and trauma-informed interpreting 

• Ethical dilemmas and conflict mediation 

• Interpreting in mental health, legal, and child protection contexts 

• Digital skills for using remote platforms 

 



Settlement Council of Australia – Submission: NAATI Language Service Provider Endorsement Model 10 

Standard 3: Minimum Service Conditions 

for Practitioners 

An AUSIT/ASLIAQ survey of nearly 300 NAATI-credentialed interpreters revealed widespread 
dissatisfaction with pay and working conditions under the current Standing Offer of 
Arrangement (SOA) for government-contracted services. Interpreters, mostly engaged through 
private LSPs, reported low pay, lack of employment benefits, poor occupational health and 
safety protections, and significant concerns over LSP practices. Spoken language interpreters 
were notably more dissatisfied than sign language interpreters, with mid-career professionals 
(5–20 years) at high risk of leaving the industry. The absence of effective regulation of LSPs 
was highlighted as a critical threat to interpreter sustainability and the quality of essential 
services.10 

The precarity of employment conditions in the interpreting and translating sector has direct 
implications for quality and workforce retention. SCOA supports the proposed standard on 
minimum service conditions and recommends specific reforms to address common challenges: 

 

In the 2023 Department of Home Affairs survey, interpreters identified insufficient preparation 
time as a major challenge, with over 56% stating that the lack of pre-briefing and research time 
significantly affected retention within the profession. 

Standard 4: Compliance with Industry 

Standards 

SCOA supports alignment with relevant national and international standards, but cautions that 
ISO certification costs may be prohibitive for small, community-based LSPs, which are often the 
most trusted by specific CALD communities.  

To ensure equity and access, SCOA recommends:  

 

10 Robert Aurbach, “Report into engagement and job satisfaction of Queensland spoken and sign 
language interpreters”, https://www.refugeehealthnetworkqld.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/2022-
Interpreter-Satisfaction-Survey.pdf  

Recommendation 3: Minimum Service Conditions for Practitioners 

• For interpreters: Introduce a minimum two-hour engagement period across all 

face-to-face assignments. This would counter the current disincentive created 

by short-duration bookings and allow practitioners to focus on quality rather than 

volume. 

• For translators: Standardise per-word rates and establish fair timelines for the 

completion of work.  

• Briefing protocols: LSPs must provide pre-assignment briefings, particularly in 

high-stakes settings such as courts, hospitals, and migration interviews.   

 

https://www.refugeehealthnetworkqld.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/2022-Interpreter-Satisfaction-Survey.pdf
https://www.refugeehealthnetworkqld.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/2022-Interpreter-Satisfaction-Survey.pdf
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Standard 5: Data Security 

Data security is crucial, particularly for clients with a history of trauma, persecution, or family 
separation. Refugees and asylum seekers may be especially vulnerable to unintended data 
exposure. As such, data privacy policies must be rigorous and embedded in practitioner 
training. 

SCOA recommends:  

 

Standard 6: Good Business Practices 

Transparent business practices are critical to sector integrity. SCOA supports requirements for 
disclosure of subcontracting arrangements, conflict of interest declarations, and transparent 
pricing models. We also advocate for inclusive recruitment policies that prioritise: 

 

 

Recommendation 4: Compliance with Industry Standards 

• A tiered compliance model where full ISO certification is optional for small LSPs, 

replaced by an accessible equivalent compliance checklist. 

• NAATI-developed resources (e.g. a compliance toolkit) made freely available to 

endorsed LSPs. 

• Inclusion of culturally responsive practice measures in the audit process, 

including consultation with CALD community partners. 

Recommendation 5: Data Security  

• Mandatory training for practitioners on the AUSIT confidentiality principles. 

• A data breach response policy co-developed with CALD communities to 

address fears of surveillance or exposure. 

• Use of multilingual data consent and privacy forms that clearly explain how 

client data is stored and used. 

Recommendation 6: Good Business Practices  

• Employment of practitioners with lived experience of displacement or migration. 

• Gender and age diversity, particularly for sensitive assignments (e.g., gender-

based violence support). 
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Standard 7: Quality Assurance and 

Complaints Mechanisms 

A rigorous quality assurance framework must be based on both technical standards and user 
experience. Many clients, particularly new arrivals, may not understand how to provide 
feedback or fear that complaints will affect their visa status or service access. 

SCOA recommends: 

 

We also recommend that NAATI conduct annual independent audits and publish summary 
findings to build public trust in the endorsement process.  

Conclusion 

SCOA appreciates the opportunity to provide this submission and reiterates our strong support 
for a robust, inclusive, and accountable LSP Endorsement Model. As the peak body 
representing settlement service providers, we are committed to working with NAATI and 
stakeholders across government and community to ensure the model uplifts both practitioner 
standards and client outcomes. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Recommendation 7: Quality Assurance and Complaints Mechanisms  

• Development of multilingual, culturally safe complaints systems co-designed 

with CALD communities. 

• Community outreach campaigns to build awareness of complaints processes. 

• A quality assurance dashboard for LSPs to publicly report on feedback, 

complaints, and service outcomes. 
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List of recommendations  

  

Recommendation 1: A Dual Approach: Utilising Bi-cultural Workers 

and Supporting Professional Standards 

• Parallel to engaging NAATI certified practitioners in high-stake environments, 

we recommend conditional use of non-certified practitioners in emerging 

languages and low-risk settings, where a clear justification and risk mitigation 

strategy is in place.  

• Targeted recruitment and scholarships for bilingual individuals from 

underrepresented communities to undertake certification training. 

Recommendation 2: Professional Development and Training  

We recommend that the LSP Endorsement Model includes minimum PD hours per year 

and structured access to training that covers: 

• Vicarious trauma and trauma-informed interpreting 

• Ethical dilemmas and conflict mediation 

• Interpreting in mental health, legal, and child protection contexts 

• Digital skills for using remote platforms 

Recommendation 3: Minimum Service Conditions for Practitioners 

• For interpreters: Introduce a minimum two-hour engagement period across all 

face-to-face assignments. This would counter the current disincentive created 

by short-duration bookings and allow practitioners to focus on quality rather than 

volume. 

• For translators: Standardise per-word rates and establish fair timelines for the 

completion of work.  

• Briefing protocols: LSPs must provide pre-assignment briefings, particularly in 

high-stakes settings such as courts, hospitals, and migration interviews.   

Recommendation 4: Compliance with Industry Standards 

• A tiered compliance model where full ISO certification is optional for small LSPs, 

replaced by an accessible equivalent compliance checklist. 

• NAATI-developed resources (e.g. a compliance toolkit) made freely available to 

endorsed LSPs. 

• Inclusion of culturally responsive practice measures in the audit process, 

including consultation with CALD community partners. 
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