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1. Introduction

This book is about official written translation and official translators in the world.
Official translations may be broadly defined as translations that meet the re-
quirements to serve as legally valid instruments in a target country. This kind
of translation is of growing importance in the increasingly smaller world we
live in. It arouses interest in students, scholars, trainers and practitioners. Given
the absence of any comprehensive monograph on this subject, our study is more
than justified.

However, our task is not easy. Official translation takes on extremely varied
forms throughout the world, and discussing the practice of translation is always
difficult when you must exclude references to a specific pair of languages in
order to reach a wider audience. In order to overcome this problem, English
will be the source text in our examples and, for the target language, I will give
an English version of what would have been my translation. Since translation
procedures are simply expression procedures, my point is that the transition
from the source to the target can be explained through intralinguistic opera-
tions. Hopefully, re-expression in the same language may be an accurate enough
representation of many of the translation procedures that occur between two
different languages.

When considering the social context of this kind of translation, I will make
frequent references to the Spanish situation. My intention is to use them as an
example, not to present the Spanish situation as ideal or unique.

The discussion of official translation in this work is meant to portray only its
practice and not theoretical considerations. This has proved an impossible task;
even when priority has been given to introducing the reader to practice, gener-
alizations about practice always lead us to theoretical considerations. Teaching
practice consists not only of explaining how to translate a text; it necessarily
implies endowing future translators with critical tools that will allow them to
make their own choices consciously and creatively.

Official translation is not a well-defined activity. It overlaps with fields such
as oral translation, legal translation, court translating and interpreting, and com-
munity interpreting. Nevertheless, I have tried to restrict the description to the
most common types of translation tasks we may find.

Official translation is often considered an activity subject to numerous strict
norms, or as an extremely constrained form of translation. However, this is not
always the case. Firstly, there are many different kinds of norms, and their de-
gree of obligation varies from legal norms to uses and customs. Secondly, the
number of compulsory norms in our field is usually extremely low. Thirdly,
transgression of the norms is inherent to the practice of any kind of translation,
as this 1s the only way to develop new techniques and reach higher standards of
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quality. Lastly, even the most constrained ways of translating admit a high
degree of freedom and creativity, which allows translators to find their job ex-
tremely enjoyable.

Work as an official translator makes you feel socially useful, even powerful;
it gives you a prominence that other kinds of translation do not. Official transla-
tion is also one of the most personalized types of translation. It lets you meet
your client and the recipient of your work. Official translation is strongly linked
to ethical considerations. Being an official translator brings to life the idea of
being a bridge between cultures, for which the client’s trust is an indispensable
condition. Official translation also allows high doses of creativity. It is a pres-
tigious profession and a very old activity: official translation in Spain has been
documented as far back as the ninth century; the first reference to ‘sworn trans-
lation” was in 1551 (Feria 2002a).

Welcome to a whole new world.



2. Professional Practice

In Spain, the official written translating of documents is called sworn transia-
tion and is carried out by professionals called sworn translators. But official
documents are also rendered by translators who are non-professional or have
not achieved sworn translator status. We will thus call the transiating of these
documents official translation, rather than sworn translation. When we refer to
translators who perform official translation, we will call them official transla-
tors, whatever their professional condition may be.

Documents may be translated for different purposes. They may be intended
for the government of a country or community speaking a foreign language,
often in order to certify allegations in a legal or administrative process and usu-
ally as evidence in a court case. They may be translated so that a legal situation
originating in a foreign language country can be recognized, or in order to ap-
ply for the recognition or validation of merits acquired in a foreign country.
Legal texts can also be translated in order to apply the source norm to foreign
citizens, which is a basic principle of Private International Law. For instance, a
Moroccan citizen living in Spain can require their divorce demand to follow
Moroccan law; in that case, the Spanish judge and lawyers may need a transla-
tion of the corresponding law, jurisprudence and doctrine plus the official
translator’s expert commentary.

Since official translations must include a statement that certifies fidelity to
the source text, the translator becomes a public authenticator of the contents of
the translation. In order to acquire the status of an authenticator, a translator
must sit an exam set by the Spanish Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Translators
with a university degree in translation and interpreting must have met certain
requirements in order to receive the appointment without taking the exam. These
conditions are specific to Spain and situations vary enormously all around the
world, as we will discuss later.

Documents for official translation may contain any of the following
elements:

O Recorded elements: births, marriages, academic studies, deaths, wills, ille-
gal activities, or other legal or administrative acts (such as sales agreements
or medical prescriptions)

O Documentary elements, such as letters, reports, blank certification forms,
completed certification forms, validated certifications, translations, author-
ized translations and authorized and validated translations

a Validating elements, such as the certification of formalities corresponding
to different moments of a proceeding (the certifications of a registrar, a
notary public, a court clerk, the Hague apostille, for example)



