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Abstract 
 
This paper attempts to identify the needs of establishing an accreditation system for 
legal translators in Hong Kong and, through the comparison of various accreditation 
systems in China and overseas, to formulate strategies for developing such system. 
 
Introduction 
 
Hong Kong is one of the few places in the world that implements a bilingual legal 
system. Legal translators play an important role to bridge the gap between English 
and Chinese users of legal documents and legislations. Legal documents are highly 
specialised in terms of nature and language. A slight modification of words may result 
in very different outcome, and the translation of which requires a high standard of 
competency of legal translators. In some countries like Australia, translators have to 
be certified before they can undertake translation works. Considering the required 
standard of legal translation, one will no doubt question why legal translators need no 
certification. In an era where we need chartered financial planners or licensed real 
estate agents to guarantee service quality, the development of an accreditation system 
for legal translators is imperative. 
 
The need of an accreditation system for legal translators 
 
We may examine the need of establishing an accreditation system in three areas, 
namely, demand of legal translators, quality assurance of legal translators as well as 
their status and remuneration.  
 
Demand of legal translators in Hong Kong  
 
Early in 1971, in response to a public outcry for raising the status of Chinese language, 
the Hong Kong Government established the Chinese Language Committee which was 
chaired by Sir Kenneth Fung. In its third report, the Committee studied various issues 



 

concerning the use of Chinese in court proceedings and in law, and in particular, the 
translation of Hong Kong statutes into Chinese. However, the proposals put forth by 
the Committee had not been adopted as the Government anticipated the difficulty and 
the lack of specialists to handle the task (張 2000:126). At that time, there were not 
many bilingual lawyers in Hong Kong and it was unlikely that they would give up 
their lucrative legal practice and took up the formidable translation job. It leads to the 
question why the Government would not engage translators to tackle the task. One 
possible reason is that legal translation not only requires competency in translation but 
also knowledge in law. As practicing lawyers will not care to do translation while 
general translators are not up to the job, we need legal translators to address to this 
particular need. In fact, the demand for legal translation is huge. Although all statutes 
in Hong Kong previously available only in English have been translated, there are 
numerous legal documents such court judgments, testimonies, contracts and 
conveyancing documents that need to be translated. And this need is in the rise as 
trades and businesses between Hong Kong and the Mainland has been growing since 
the return of the Hong Kong sovereignty. More legal documents will have to be 
translated into and from English for our China counterparts. To answer the increasing 
demand of legal translation, tertiary institutions in Hong Kong started to offer courses 
to nurture legal translators in recent years. Accreditation is one way to raise the 
professional standard of the legal translators and attract more enthusiasts to join the 
profession.  
 
Quality Assurance of legal translators 
 
The quality of legal translation is important in that inaccuracies, however small, may 
lead to undesirable consequences. There were court cases where judges had to rule on 
the Chinese translation of the statue (e.g. HKSAR v Tam Yuk Ha)1. Inaccurate or 
erroneous interpretations in court hearings may lead to unjust conviction. Yu (2002: 
146) recounted a trial for attempted rape in which the court interpreter translated the 
evidence given by the victim “我地耐不久都有來往” (we saw each other every now 
and again) as “we had intermittent intercourse”. If such error had not been rectified, 
the accusation of attempted rape would be much less convincing, and the defendant 
would very likely have walked away without receiving any punishment he deserved. 
These examples show that there is no room for errors in legal translation. Accuracy in 
legal translation involves word selection, syntax and sentence structure. And a 
competent legal translator should possess knowledge of legal systems, legal writing 
and legal terminology. Accreditation is one possible means to maintain the standard of 
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1  See [1996] 3 HKC 606 and [1997] 2 HKC 531 

 



 

legal translators and to keep poor legal translations to a minimum. 
 
Status and remuneration of legal translators 
 
Like translators of other fields, legal translators in Hong Kong have not risen to 
professional status. There is no professional body to control the standards of legal 
translators. There are no rules to govern their conducts and practice. Standards of 
legal translators are largely recognized by their experience in the profession. 
According to a salary survey2, legal translators with 1-4 years experience are earning 
$14,000 to $25,000 per month. Those with 5 years experience or more are earning 
$28,000 to $35,000 per month. Their salary range is significantly higher than that of 
general translators. A salary survey conducted by another personnel agency in Hong 
Kong3 reveals that the salary of general translators with 1-3 years experience are in 
the range of $9,000 to $15,000 per month, while those with over 3 years experience 
are in the range of $13,000 to $18,000 per month. Chan (2005) attributed the low 
salary of translators to the inability of translation service buyers in distinguishing 
between good translators and bad translators due to asymmetric information in the 
translator market, and as a result they tend to pay below a fair level. Accreditation will 
serve as an effective signal to differentiate good translators and bad ones. It will 
eventually professionalize translators and improve their pay and working conditions. 
This theory also applies to the pay of legal translators. With accreditation, the 
standard of the legal translators can be assured and their overall pay will be raised.  
 
Comparison of selected accreditation systems 
 
In devising a suitable accreditation system for legal translators in Hong Kong, we may 
study and compare existing systems in different countries in order to draw from their 
experience. In this paper, comparison will be made among three accreditation 
systems , namely, China Accreditation Test for Translators and Interpreters (CATTI) 
of China, American Translators Association (ATA) of the US and National 
Accreditation Authority for Translators and Interpreters (NAATI) of Australia. 
 
CATTI is the most authoritative accreditation test for translators and interpreters in 
China. It was launched by the Ministry of Personnel of the People’s Republic of 
China in 2003. The test is implemented throughout the country and the certificate 
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2  Gemini Personnel Ltd, Guide to HK Market Salaries APR 2010, 
<http://www.gemini.com.hk/assets/doc/survey_hk.pdf> (27 April 2010) 
3  Trust Personnel Agency, Salaries Survey (Hong Kong) (2010 First Quarter), 
<http://www.jobstp.com/Salary%20Survey%20HK.pdf> (27 April 2010) 
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awarded is recognized nationwide.  
 
ATA, founded in 1959, is the largest professional association of translators and 
interpreters in the US. Certification is awarded based on a specific language pair and 
direction (i.e. from or into English). It provides objective evidence of a translator’s 
competence in that language combination.  
 
NATTI, founded in 1977, is the national standards and accreditation body for 
translators and interpreters in Australia. Its accreditation is the only credential 
officially accepted by employers for translation and interpreting in Australia.  
 
Eligibility for sitting the examinations 
 
CATTI: Currently only level 3 and level 2 examinations are available. They are open 
to the general public without limitations on applicants’ education, background or 
experience (Zhang 2006).   
 
ATA: The certification examinations are open to ATA members only. Those who want 
to take the exam must first apply for Associate or Student membership, which is open 
to anyone. In addition, they have to meet education and experience prerequisites4 and 
provide proof of such. Once they pass the exam, they will be automatically advanced 
to Active or Corresponding members.  
 
NATTI: Accreditation may be obtained through passing the accreditation test or 
completing a translation/interpreting course approved by NATTI or based on overseas 
qualification, professional association membership or advanced standing. To be 
eligible for sitting the Professional level test, one must have a degree or diploma in 
any field or work experience in translation.  
 
Examination Fees  
 
CATTI:  Level 3:  RMB300 (approx. HKD341)5 for translation;  

RMB360 (approx. HKD410) for interpreting 
Level 2:  RMB360 (approx. HKD410) for translation; 

4 

                                                       
4  They have to (1) be currently accredited by a member of the Fédération Internationale des 
Traducteurs; or (2) hold an advanced degree or a degree/certificate from a translation and 
interpretation programme approved by ATA; or (3) have a bachelor’s degree plus two years of 
translation or interpreting experience; or (4) have five years of translation or interpreting experience.   
5  The exchange rate adopted in the conversion is RMB1 = HKD1.1380 

 



 

RMB430 (approx. HKD489) for interpreting 
 
ATA: USD300 (approx. HKD2,330)6 
 
NAATI: Professional Test fees for overseas candidates are AUD 1,192 
(approx. HKD8,550)7 plus an application fee of AUD95 (approx. HKD681).  
Examination formats 
 
CATTI: There are 4 levels of professional competence, namely, level 3 (lowest) , level 
2, level 1 and senior level (highest). However, currently only level 2 and level 3 tests 
are available. There are separate tests for translation and interpretation. Both the 
translation and interpreting tests consist of two parts: General and Practical. The 
120-min general translation test consists of multiple choice and fill-in-the-blank 
questions only. The 180-min practical translation test requires candidate to do two 
pieces of translation, one from Chinese to English and the other from English to 
Chinese. The 60-min general interpreting test tests the candidate’s ability on listening 
comprehension. The 60-min practical interpreting test requires the candidate to 
complete two interpretation tasks, one from Chinese to English and the other from 
English to Chinese. The difficulty of the level 3 test approximates the level of a 
graduate with non-foreign language major who passes the 6th grade College English 
Test (CET-6)8 and has some translation/interpreting experience. The difficulty of the 
level 2 test approximates the level of a post-graduate degree with non-foreign 
language major or a bachelor’s degree with foreign language major plus 3 to 5 years 
of translation/interpreting experience.  
 
ATA: The certification programme offers only one level of examination for translators 
(not for interpreters). It is a three-hour open-book exam. The exam presents three 
passages of approximately 225-275 words. One is a general passage which is 
mandatory. The candidate must also choose one passage from either the domain of 
science/technology/medicine or the domain of law/business/finance. Each 
examination paper will be marked by two graders. Candidates have to receive a Pass 
on both passages from both graders before receiving certification.  
 
NAATI: The accreditation is available for both translators and interpreters. There are 
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6  The exchange rate adopted in the conversion is USD1 = HKD7.7677 
7  The exchange rate adopted in the conversion is AUD1 = HKD7.1727 
8  CET tests are not a professional‐level certification. Students who fail at CET‐4 are ineligible for a BA 
degree. CET‐6 is a higher level test, the pass of which represents a student’s English has reached 
college level (Zhang 2006). 

 



 

four levels in each category: Paraprofessional, Professional, Advanced (Conference 
for interpreters) and Senior Advanced (Senior Conference for interpreters). 
Accreditation tests are available for the first 3 levels of translators and the first 2 
levels of interpreters. Accreditations of other levels are reserved for persons currently 
active at the highest level of the profession or possess demonstrated extensive 
experience at the senior level. Examination format varies among different levels. 
Generally, the interpreting test consists of an interpreting section (dialogue 
interpreting, sight interpreting and/or consecutive interpreting in both ways) which 
attribute to 90% of the total marks and a cultural/social and ethics section which 
attribute to 10% of the total marks. Candidates have to score 70/100 overall to pass 
the exam. Generally, the translation test requires the candidate to translate 2 passages 
(one from English and one into English) which attribute to 90% of the total marks, 
and answer several ethics question which attribute to 10% of the total marks. 
Candidates also have to score 70/100 overall to pass the exam.  
 
Pass rate:  
 
CATTI: In 2008, a total of 19,7359 candidates took English level 2 and 3 translation 
and interpretation tests and 2,282 passed the test. The overall pass rate is 12.00%. The 
breakdown is as follows: 
 
 Test level  No. of 

candidates 
took the test 

No. of 
candidates 
passed the test 

Pass rate  

Level 2  6,212 785  12.64% Translation  
Level 3  8,194 998 12.18% 
Level 2  2,048 118 5.76% Consecutive 

Interpreting  Level 3  3,221 377 11.70% 
Simultaneous 
Interpreting  

Level 2 60 4 7.00% 

Total   19,735 2,282 12.00% 
 
ATA: According to the ATA website, overall pass rate is below 20%. 
 

                                                       
9  The data provided in the website of CATTI under the webpage titled “Statistical Data for CATTI in 
2008” shows some inconsistency in different parts of its statistics report. In the first paragraph, it 
states that “Examinees who participate in the test: 21,554; examinees who pass the test: 2,282; pass 
rate: 10.59%). My calculation according to the breakdown provided in table form shows that 
examinees participate in the test should be 19,735, hence a pass rate of 12.00%. 
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NAATI: According to the Information Booklet and Application Form of the NATTI 
test, the pass rate is approximately 20%.  
 
Validity of accreditation 
 
CATTI: The CATTI certificate is valid throughout the country and is one of the 
prerequisites for professional translator employment. The certificate is valid for 3 
years. Holders of the certificate must participate in the continuation education or 
special training organized by the Translators Association of China (TAC) before the 
certificate expires. Only upon completion of the required course holders may 
re-register their certificates.  
 
ATA: The certified person is entitled to use the designation CT after their names. The 
certification has to be recertified every 3 year. Individual has to demonstrate ongoing 
participation in education activities relevant to translation before gaining 
recertification. Certification will be withdrawn as the holder ceases to be a member of 
ATA.  
 
NAATI: The accreditation of NAATI is valid for 3 years. In order to revalidate the 
accreditation, one will have to met certain minimum requirements for continuing 
practice (actual translating and/or interpreting work completed) and professional 
development (training and/or self development completed). NAATI accreditation will 
qualify a person for gaining bonus points for migration. Accreditation of professional 
level entitles a person to certify translation with a NATTI stamp.  
 
Proposed accreditation system for legal translators in Hong Kong  
 
From the comparison above, we note that the structure of accreditation systems varies 
significantly from one to another. The ATA system has the virtue of being simple and 
clear-cut yet widely recognized by the profession. The CATTI system provides a level 
playing field for those who are keen to become a professional translator without 
limitations on their education or career background. Its examination fees are set at a 
much affordable level so that the financially constrained are not excluded. The 
NAATI system is the most sophisticated and well developed. It offers a wide range of 
accreditation in different levels and its accreditation can be obtained through means 
other than taking exams.  
 
In formulating an accreditation system to meet the needs of the legal translation 
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industry in Hong Kong, the specialised skills of translation involved and the situation 
of Hong Kong should be taken into account. A competent legal translator should be 
proficient in translation skills with sound legal knowledge. Individual with both 
degrees in translation and law can be deemed to possess adequate knowledge in legal 
translation. Like NAATI, people with proven ability and qualification should be 
allowed to seek accreditation through ways other than taking exams. Individuals with 
lower academic qualifications must go through the examination route. On the basis of 
fairness, the exam should, like CATTI, be open to all regardless of their education and 
experience. 
 
As Hong Kong has implemented a bilingual legal system and both Chinese and 
English are official languages enjoying the same status, it is important that legal 
translators are capable of doing both-way translation. The accreditation for one-way 
translation adopted by ATA, though emphasises the mother language proficiency of a 
translator, may not be suitable for the system in Hong Kong. The accreditation exam 
for legal translators can be divided into the following three parts: 
 
(1) General legal knowledge and terminology (30%) 

Although not required to be equally knowledgeable in law as a lawyer, a legal 
translator should show a general knowledge in the legal system and legal concepts 
and be familiar with legal terminology.  
 

(2) Legal translation (60%) 
As the types of legal documents are many, the candidate should be required to 
translate two legal texts from Chinese to English and two from English to Chinese. 
The four passages should be dealing with different areas of law. 
 

(3) Professional ethics (10%) 
As legal translators have specialist knowledge in the profession, they should not 
make use of such knowledge to exploit their clients. In addition, they may acquire 
information not available to the public during their course of business. The rules 
governing the professional ethics of legal translators should be part of their 
knowledge.  

 
CATTI aims at all translation practitioners in China. ATA and NAATI, apart from 
serving practitioners in their countries, also accept applications from overseas. 
Relatively, the users of the proposed system in Hong Kong will be much fewer. We 
should take advantage of a simple structured system like the one of ATA. It is 
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therefore proposed that only one level of exam will be available. The proficiency of 
an accredited translator can be differentiated by the grade they obtained from the 
exam. The certification can be graded with “Pass”, “Merit” and “Distinction”.  
 
The pass rates of the three accreditation exams studied in this paper are all no more 
than 20%. This shows that pass requirements are very strict. It is one way to ensure 
and promote the professional standard of their accreditation. There is skepticism about 
the actual pass rates higher than those published. Some even speculate that 
accreditation bodies intend to create an image that their exams are difficult in order to 
attract more people to purchase their study materials or enrol in one of their training 
courses. However, these allegations are not substantiated. It is without doubt that 
accreditation bodies will strive to maintain a low pass rate to make sure those 
accredited are up to the required standards and their accreditation can be widely 
recognized. The pass rate of CATTI is the lowest among the three. One possible 
reason is that there is no requirement on the qualification of those taking the exam and 
the overall standard of the candidates would therefore be lowered. Although ATA and 
NAATI have set minimum requirement for those attempting their exams, their pass 
rates are still not much higher. Ko (2005) pointed out that there is a mismatch in 
expectations about the requirements of the translation between NAATI and those 
taking the NAATI test, so that even translation practitioners with years of experience 
failed the test. For instance, NAATI expects candidates to convey the full meaning of 
the information from the source text and into the target language in the appropriate 
style and register while examinees may not be aware of such requirements (Ko, 2005: 
4). As mentioned above, the proposed system in Hong Kong will be open to people 
from all backgrounds, it is expected that those less qualified will drag down the 
overall pass rate. The pass rate of 20% experienced by ATA and NAATI can be a good 
reference point for the proposed system to review its own exam. If the pass rate of its 
exam is much higher than 20%, the accreditation body should evaluate the 
effectiveness of its exam and consider ways of improvement. 
 
The three systems in the comparison share a common feature that all their 
accreditation awarded are only valid for 3 years. After that period the accredited 
person will have to apply for revalidation and supply proof of participation in 
continuing education or professional practice. In order to pursue excellence in the 
profession, the proposed system should likewise set a validity period for its 
accreditation and 3 years seems to be an international norm. The accredited legal 
translators will have to complete further translation-related trainings or translation 
works to order to have their qualification revalidated. This will encourage translation 
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practitioners to continue upgrading their competency and build on their translation 
skills. 
 
Other recommendation 
 
The accreditation body of the proposed system may engage the Hong Kong 
Examinations and Assessment Authority (HKEAA) to administer exams on its behalf. 
There are a number of professional bodies, such as the Chartered Institute of Linguists, 
conducts their examinations in Hong Kong through the HKEAA. Lo (2010) stated 
that the HKEAA will protect the integrity of the examination procedures by strictly 
adhering to the rules and regulations as stipulated by the examination bodies. 
Accreditation bodies in general will find the qualifications more credible if the 
examinations being assessed are conducted by a credible third party like the HKEAA. 
Although the HKEAA does not play any accreditation role in the exams, accreditation 
body can still benefit from the expertise of the HKEAA in organizing examinations.  
 
Websites:  
 
ATA, http://www.atanet.org/ (26 April 2010) 
 
CATTI, http://www.catti.net.cn/ (26 April 2010) 
 
NAATI, http://www.naati.com.au/ (26 April 2010) 
 
NAATI Information, http://www.auexpert-diy.com/NAATIinformation.pdf (28 April 
2010) 
 
中國資格考試網, http://www.zige365.com/fanyi/ (26/04/2010) 
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