Breaking down language barriers
in Lewisham
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The situation

The average metropolitan council spends £300k-£500k per year on language support services. By
reviewing this expenditure, local authorities can expect to make savings of up to 40%, equating to a
considerable £200k per local authority across local government. As well as considerable savings,
reviewing language services also offers the opportunity to engage with a significant minority of heavy
service users and dramatically improve the perception and take up of public services. Given the vulnerability
of some minority group members, and the ever increasing financial constraints on local government,
councils cannot afford not to review their provision of translation and interpretation services.

Over 130 languages are spoken in Lewisham, which is the 15th most ethnically diverse authority in
England. Lewisham also has large hearing and visually impaired communities. For people for whom
written and/or spoken English is not a first language, there can be massive barriers to getting access
to council information and services.

According to the Race Relations (Amendment) Act and the Disability Discrimination Act, local authorities
are obliged to ensure that all sections of the community are able to play a full and active role in local
life. This is, in part, facilitated by the provision of translation and interpretation (T&I) services.

The project

Following an internal audit conducted in May 2005, Lewisham commissioned iMPOWER to do a full
review of its T&I function in March 2006. The objectives of the review were to improve the customer
experience whilst also identifying potential cost savings.

An extensive consultation revealed four key challenges facing Lewisham’s T&l service:

=) Positioned in the Libraries department and not considered core business, the service team were
unable to provide a high quality service

Ad hoc arrangements with a series of external suppliers meant that Lewisham was not getting good &
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Demand was not being effectively managed, and significant untapped demand was uncovered ﬂ

i

A lack of corporate policy on T&I provision had led to general confusion among council staff around
how to provide this service, and how to finance it. k







