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Professionalization:
Conference Interpreting
— a new profession

Jennifer Mackintosh
AlIC President

L]

Abstract: Conference interpreting as a profession is some 50 years
old. This paper will look at the role played by AIIC (Association
Internationale des Interprétes de Conférence') in creating and
establishing that profession. It will also discuss the attributes
that define a profession and result in recognition by practition-
ers and non-practitioners alike. These include a code of ethics,
a training paradigm, recognisable working practices and a pro-
fessional association to which most practitioners belong. The
paper will conclude by looking at where the profession stands
now, its strengths, the challenges facing it and how it may de-
velop in the future.

Key words: professionalization; projects; challenges
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1. Background

Althdugh interpreters reputedly belong to the second oldest
profession, modern conference interpreting is a 20th century
phenomenon. Between the two world wars, in the days of the League

1. International Association of Conference Interpreters
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of Nations, English and French consecutive' interpretation was pro¥
vided at meetings of the League and a rudimentary form of simulta-
neous? interpretation was introduced. The interpreters of the time were
urbane, well educated citizens of the world, at home with prime
ministers, ambassadors and royalty alike. Accustomed to the limelight,
they preferred the immediacy of a conference table where they per-
formed their virtuoso feats of memory and oratory to the relative ano-
nymity of simultaneous. The Nuremberg trials which followed the de-
feat of Nazi Germany in 1945 were conducted in the three languages of
the victors: English, French and Russian with German as the language
of the vanquished. Consecutive was not an option given the length of
time that would be required to reproduce each intervention in the three
other languages of the proceedings. The interpreters had to work in

. simultaneous, and the authorities had to provide basic training for a
task that very few interpreters had previously performed.

The newly founded (1948) United Nations Organisation decided
from the outset to use simultaneous interpretation and a number of
universities established training programs: Geneva, Vienna, Heidelberg,
Georgetown. In 1953, a number of conference interpreters got to-
gether in Paris to found the Association Internationale des Interpretes
de Conférence (AIIC). This marked the start of the professionalization
of conference interpretation. This paper looks at the contribution AIIC

1. In consecutive interpretation the interpreter sits at the table with the participants
and takes notes of what is being said. When the speaker has finished, the inter-
preter reproduces that speech in his/her target language.

2. In simultaneous, the interpreters sit in specially constructed booths overlooking
the meeting room. They wear headphones through which they hear what is being
said and reproduce the speech into a microphone in the interpreter’s target language.
The participants listen through headsets.

3. For a description of how simultaneous interpretation was developed at Nuremberg, see
Gaiba, (1998)
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" has made to that process.

2, Process and attributes of professionalization

There are many definitions of professionalization but most have
in common that it involves a social process whereby people come to-
gether to engage in an activity as a means of livelihood, inculcating a
shared set of attitudes, values and behaviours and involving the cre-
ation of a qualifying association whereby they can claim a professional
identity.

The principal attributes of a profession are

® q professional association

communications

a code of ethics

professional standards and codified working practices
a membership and admissions system

a recognised training paradigm

external recognition

professional services to members

self regulation

If a specific activity can be demonstrated to be associated with
each of these attributes, it is fair to conclude that that activity consti-
tutes a profession. I shall address each in turn and endeavour to show
how the role of AIIC has been crucial to the development and recogni-
tion of conference interpreting as a profession.

2.1 Professional association

As mentioned above, AIIC was founded in Paris in 1953, by a
group of far-sighted colleagues who saw the need to establish the pro-
fessional credentials of this new profession. AIIC is a worldwide pro-
fessional association with headquarters in Geneva, Switzerland, staffed
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by an executive secretary and two full-time assistants. In April 2005, it
had a membership of 2,676 members in 89 countries, organised into 22
regions, ranging from geographically small regions such as Belgium,
with a very large number of members, to huge regions with relatively
few members, e.g. the Asia-Pacific Region. Each region sends one or
two (depending on size) members to represent it at twice-yearly meet-
ings of the AIIC Council.

Council members are proposed by their regions but are elected by
the triennial General Assembly, which also elects the President and
Treasurer, all for 3-year terms, renewable once. The Assembly also
elects the Membership (CACL) and Budget committees. The Council
elects the AIIC vice presidents (3) from among its members and they,
together with the President and Treasurer constitute the Bureau. The
Council also confirms the membership of the various committees; e.g.
Training, Research, Communications, Technical, Staff Interpreters, etc.
The full list can be found on the AIIC website.

Each AIIC member belongs to or is affiliated with a region but
members may also choose to identify with a Sector (each of the large
institutional employers constitutes a sector and members working in a
given sector meet to agree the terms of the agreements negotiated be-
tween that sector and AIIC). There is also a non-agreement sector,
known as the Private Market Sector (PriMS) which meets twice a year
to discuss issues of particular interest. These are varied and include
statistics on market size, interpreter availability, demographics,

marketing, business organisation, etc.

2.2 Communications

In the early days, AIIC communicated with its members by means
ofa quarterly Bulletin and special mailings. Its external communications
were largely undertaken by the regions or were the natural spin-off of
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relations with international organisations and other users of interpretation
services.

For the past few years AIIC’s communications, both internal and
external, have been primarily focused around the AIIC website: www.

aiic.pet. It is the main vehicle for projecting AIIC’s image of
professionalism and openness and a vital source of information to
members and non-members alike. Anybody wishing to consult AIIC’s
statutes or other basic texts, to check the membership of AIIC
committees, to read reports of their activities, to find out professional
development courses are on offer, check the list of approved initial
training courses and much, much more can log on to the website and
spend hours browsing. A webzine Communicate! appears on the website
5 times a year, containing news of the profession and in depth articles
addressing various aspects of the profession such as a recent research
findings, developments in the profession, book reviews. The 22 AIIC
regions may also choose to develop their own regional websites, using
the standard AIIC format. Although this is a recent option (2005), there
are already 7 regional websites (Canada, France, Germany, Luxembourg,
Spain, Sweden, USA) with more under development. '

The website has a public part, open to everybody, and a members-
only part, the Extranet, requiring a user ID and a password.

The Communications Committee is responsible for overseeing
the consistency and coherence of AIIC’s communications. The
Committee’s convenor is the editor-in-chief of the webzine.

2.3 Code of Professional Ethics

One of the first priorities of the AIIC founder members was to
adopt a code of ethics, binding upon all members and covering areas
such as the obligation of total confidentiality, avoidance of conflicts of
interest, professional solidarity, the commitment to only accept work
for which the interpreter feels competent and for which s/he is properly
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prepared, to uphold working standards and conditions, not to bring the
profession into disrepute, etc. Article 1 opens with the statement:

The Code of Professional Ethics (...) lays down the standards of
integrity, professionalism and confidentiality which all members of
the Association shall be bound to respect in their work as conference
interpreters (www.aiic.net/ViewPage.cfm/article24.htm).

Alleged infringements of the Code are dealt with by a Disciplinary
Committee.

2.4 Professional standards and codified working practices

Alongside the Code of Professional Ethics, AIIC has adopted a
Code of Professional Standards (www.aiic.net/ViewPage.cfm/article
122.htm) which defines the framework within which the profession is
practised. It covers the use of standard contracts which set out the
terms of the engagement, cancellation provisions, team size, the lan-
guages to be used in the meeting, travel conditions such as
accommodation, subsistence, travel arrangements and a disputes
procedure. The standard contract is based on the Code of Professional
Standards and is used by members when working for non-institutional
(i.e. private market) employers. The Professional Code also covers
matters such as professional address and team size (a function of the
number of languages to be interpreted into and out of).

Codified working practices are also set out in the agreements
AIIC negotiates between itself and the major institutional employers
such as the United Nations Organisation (UN) and the European Union
(EU) on behalf of all freelance interpreters. Other agreements include
Interpol, the European Coordinated Organisations and International
Trades Union Federations. These agreements define the technical and

material parameters applicable to all freelance conference interpreters



