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By Order of the Police Commissioner

POLICY
It is the policy of the Baltimore Police Department (BPD or Department) to take all reasonable steps
necessary to ensure timely and meaningful access to law enforcement programs, services, and
activities, regardless of national origin or primary language. When performing law enforcement
functions, BPD members shall provide language assistance to limited English proficient (LEP)
individuals whenever such assistance is requested or required. Such assistance shall be provided free
of charge.
GENERAL
Title VI of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Maryland Code, Article §10–1103 of 2002 and the Safe Streets
Act of 1968 require recipients of Federal financial assistance to provide meaningful language access.
More importantly, the BPD recognizes the importance of effective communication between its members
and the diverse communities they serve.
Language barriers impede the effective delivery of law enforcement services in a variety of ways.
Ineffective communication with LEP victims, witnesses, and suspects creates investigative and
evidentiary challenges and prevents LEP individuals from fully understanding important rights,
obligations, and services, and even jeopardizes safety.
PURPOSE
The purpose of this policy is to establish language access procedures for members to follow when
encountering LEP individuals whose primary language is not English and who have a limited ability to
read, write, speak, or understand English.
Be advised that communications with individuals who are deaf or hard of hearing are addressed in
Policy 1103, Communicating with Individuals Who Are Deaf and Hard of Hearing.
DEFINITIONS
Exigent Circumstances ─ Emergency situations that require deviation from procedures, such as a
threat to life, safety, or property; a fleeing suspect; or the potential loss or destruction of evidence.
Interpreting ─ The process of first fully understanding, analyzing, and processing a spoken or signed
message and then faithfully rendering it into another spoken or signed language.
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Limited English Proficiency (LEP) Person ─ An individual whose primary language is not English
and who has a limited ability to read, write, speak, or understand English. LEP individuals may be
competent in certain types of communication (e.g., speaking or understanding) but still be LEP for other
forms of communication (e.g., reading or writing).
Language-Skilled Bilingual Member ─ A sworn or civilian member who is able to communicate in a
language other than English but who has not been designated as qualified and proficient in a foreign
language through the Department’s formal qualification process.
Primary Language ─ The language in which an individual most effectively communicates. Members
should note that many languages have regional variations (e.g., Puerto Rican vs. Honduran Spanish).
Professional Interpreter ─ A paid language professional, not a BPD member, who conveys a
message produced in a source language into a target language in real time, and whose task is to
convey every element of the message. This term can refer to a Telephone Interpreter or an On-Site
Professional Interpreter.
Qualified Bilingual Member (QBM) ─ A sworn or civilian member who has been tested, trained and
designated as qualified to provide language assistance. Independent entities provide proficiency testing
in the member’s identified foreign language and training through a formal procedure established by the
Department’s Strategic Services Bureau.
Sight Translation – The oral translation of a written text, i.e., the process of rendering written content
in the source language into the target language in oral form in real time.
Translation ─ The process of rendering source language content into target language content into an
accurate written form.
PROCEDURES FOR PROVIDING INTERPRETERS AND OTHER LANGUAGE ASSISTANCE
1.

The Department will make every reasonable effort to provide meaningful and timely assistance
to LEP individuals through a variety of available tools and methods, including language
identification cards, translated forms and documents, and language interpreting. Language
access will be provided to LEP individuals at no cost.

2.

Members should generally follow the procedures described below in all encounters with LEP
individuals, absent exigent circumstances. Although members have a variety of resources
available, which resources may be needed for effective communication will depend on the
circumstances, including the nature, importance, and duration of the communication at issue. To
the extent exigent circumstances require a member to deviate from the procedures outlined
below, members shall use the most reliable interpreter available on a temporary basis until the
exigency has passed and then revert back to the procedures set forth in this policy.

3.

When it is apparent in police-related matters that effective communication is not possible due to
a language barrier, members shall take reasonable steps to provide language access in the
LEP person’s primary language.
3.1.

As a best practice, members should ask an individual in which language they prefer to
communicate when speaking to the member.
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The member shall not attempt to struggle through an encounter with an LEP person in
English if it is clear that the individual cannot express themselves in English, or if he/she
requests language assistance, unless presented with exigent circumstances.

Qualified interpreter services shall be available to members for the purpose of communicating
with LEP individuals. Depending on the situation, members may access an interpreter by
telephone or, alternatively, a contracted or qualified in-house interpreter (QBM) who can deliver
interpreter services on site. Contact the Communications Section to determine if a QBM is
available to respond to the scene or if a Telephone Interpreter or an On-Site Professional
Interpreter needs to be called.

IDENTIFICATION OF PRIMARY LANGUAGE
1.

Members should use the Language ID Card (see Appendix A) to aid in the identification of the
primary language spoken by the LEP individual. The Language ID Card lists the foreign
languages commonly encountered in the Baltimore area. For each of the languages listed, three
sentences tell the LEP person to point to the LEP person’s primary language and that an
interpreter will be called to assist at no cost.

2.

Language ID Cards are posted in all public reception areas of police buildings and can be
accessed via Appendix A of this policy, and via a BPD-issued mobile phone (see Appendix B for
assistance in locating the card on BPD-issued phones).

3.

Members should show the Language ID Card to an LEP individual so that the LEP person may
identify their primary language. If the LEP person is able to identify the primary language on the
Language ID Card, the member shall then request the appropriate interpreter.

4.

If the LEP person does not appear able to read or understand the Language ID Card, the
member shall contact the department’s telephone interpreter service to assist in identifying the
LEP person’s primary language.

USE OF QUALIFED BILINGUAL MEMBERS (QBMs)
1.

The Department maintains a corps of QBM interpreters who assist in providing language
assistance to LEP individuals. These members have met oral proficiency standards established
by the BPD and are qualified to serve as a Department-authorized interpreter in more complex
communications.
1.1.

2.

Members of the Command Staff (Captain or above for sworn members and Deputy
Director or above for civilian members) cannot be designated as QBMs.

QBMs must demonstrate, through a formal procedure established by the Strategic Services
Bureau, their competency to communicate in the foreign language. The Department also
provides these members with training in interpreting techniques, roles, and ethics so that they
understand and follow confidentiality and impartiality rules for interpreters.
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Based on the scoring metrics provided by Berlitz, the vendor providing language testing,
a score of B2 or higher (B2, C1 or C2) is considered proficient for the purposes of BPD’s
Qualified Bilingual Member criteria.

3.

The Strategic Services Bureau shall establish a list of all QBMs and their contact information.
The Language Access Program (LAP) Coordinator will maintain this list, update it whenever
changes in certification are made, and share any updates with the Communications Section.

4.

QBMs, when requested, may provide language interpreting between the requesting member
and the LEP person. A QBM should not be expected to, nor should they agree to, take over a
call or case from the requesting member.

NOTE:

5.

A primary officer remains the primary officer, whether or not a QBM assists in providing
language assistance. The QBM’s purpose is to provide language interpreting for the sake of
facilitating communication between the primary officer and the LEP individual. Nevertheless, a
QBM may need to break out of the role of interpreter if a safety or security risk arises.
To obtain the assistance of a QBM, members must:
5.1.

Make a request via Citywide for a Qualified Bilingual Member in a specified language;

5.2.

If no QBM responds, contact the Communications Section, which will query CAD for any
active QBMs with that language and assist in connecting the requesting member to a
QBM;

5.3.

If unsuccessful, Communications will refer to the list of QBMs and attempt to call
relevant QBMs on the list.
5.3.1. In the event a QBM is off-duty when called, the commander of the member
requesting language assistance has the discretion to approve the QBM for
overtime (or compensatory time, in the case of some civilian QBMs).

6.

After responding to provide language assistance for a requesting member and LEP person, the
QBM will provide prompt reporting to the Language Access Coordinator.

PROFESSIONAL INTERPRETER SERVICES
The BPD will provide Professional Interpreters in appropriate circumstances and/or when a QBM is not
available to help facilitate communication with an LEP individual. Professional interpreters are available
over the telephone, as well as on-site.
Telephone Interpreter Services
1.

The Department has contracted with Language Line Solutions (“Language Line”) to provide
Professional Interpreter services by telephone in over 200 languages. Language Line
interpreters are available to assist members by telephone on a 24/7 basis, 365 days a year.

2.

Language Line interpreters may be used to communicate with an LEP individual. This
communication may be at the scene of a crime or during a call for service. Language Line also
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may be used to communicate with LEP persons who visit a district stationhouse or other police
building. As a general rule, Language Line should be used for shorter and less complex
communications or for emergency situations where immediate language access is necessary.
The more lengthy, complex, and important the communication, having an on-site interpreter is
preferable for effective communication. For example, where possible, members should not use
Language Line to conduct formal witness and crime victim interviews or to interrogate a crime
suspect. (See Appendix B, Guide to Using Language Line)
3.

To access Language Line, members shall call 1-844-898-7554.

NOTE: In case the above number does not work, the BPD’s Language Line account can also be
accessed by dialing 1-800-523-1786 and providing Client ID 530787.
3.1.

Explain the situation to the operator (cell phone, 3-way call, speaker phone, etc.).

3.2.

Advise the operator the language spoken by the LEP individual, if known.

3.3.

Always speak in first person.

3.4.

Talk directly to the LEP individual, not the interpreter.

3.5.

Speak in one or two sentences and allow the Language Line operator enough time to
interpret.

3.6.

Be clear and concise and use your normal volume and pace.

On-Site Professional Interpreters
1.

For more important, lengthy, and complex communications, including formal witness and crime
victim interviews and suspect interrogations, members should use a QBM or an On-Site
Professional Interpreter. When a QBM is unavailable, or when it is in the best interest of the
Department and the integrity of an investigation, members may obtain assistance from an onsite Professional Interpreter provided by the BPD’s approved vendor.

2.

The assistance of an On-Site Professional Interpreter must be requested in writing, via an
Administrative Report, Form 95, and approved by the member’s commanding officer. If
approved, the report must be forwarded to the LAP Coordinator for approval. If approved, the
LAP Coordinator will then arrange for the services to be delivered by the BPD’s vendor.

USE OF LANGUAGE-SKILLED BILINGUAL MEMBERS
1.

Language-Skilled Bilingual Members include all sworn and civilian members who have the
ability to communicate in a language other than English. The Department encourages
employees who are not designated as qualified, but nonetheless possess language skills, to use
their ability to speak a foreign language during the course of their work. This allows the
Department to provide the public with a more timely and personalized response, while
simultaneously reducing inconvenience to LEP persons.
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2.

A Language-Skilled Bilingual Member may communicate in the foreign language if the member
reasonably believes that his/her level of language proficiency is sufficient to accurately
communicate given the circumstances of the interaction. If at any time the member determines
that the member’s level of language proficiency is insufficient to properly communicate with the
LEP person, a QBM or Professional Interpreter shall be requested.

3.

Some factors Language-Skilled Bilingual Members should consider when determining whether
to conduct police-work in the foreign language include whether or not the LEP person is in
police custody, the potential severity of the outcome of the interaction, and the exigency of the
situation. For example, a Language-Skilled Bilingual Member ordinarily should not conduct
formal witness and crime victim interviews, nor should a Language-Skilled Bilingual Member
conduct custodial interrogations.

ORDER OF PREFERENCE
Members shall provide contracted or qualified interpreter services to LEP persons they encounter in the
following order of preference, unless deviations are required to respond to exigent circumstances.
1.

Direct communication via a Qualified Bilingual Member ─ The preferred method of providing
services to LEP persons is through the use of a QBM.

2.

Telephone Interpreter ─ When a QBM is not available to provide interpreting services in person,
members may access an interpreter by telephone using Language Line.
2.1.

3.

A member may contact Language Line before attempting to request a QBM if the
member requires assistance in determining the individual’s immediate needs or to
ensure the individual’s safety.

On-Site Professional Interpreter ─ Depending on the nature, importance, and complexity of the
communication (as well as the availability of other interpreter resources), an On-Site
Professional Interpreter may be used with the approval of the member’s commanding officer
and the LAP Coordinator.

USE OF FRIENDS, FAMILY, AND BYSTANDERS
General
1.

Asking friends, family, and bystanders to interpret can result in a breach of confidentiality, a
conflict of interest, or inadequate interpreting. Therefore, absent exigent circumstances,
members shall allow friends, family, and bystanders to interpret only in very informal, nonconfrontational contexts and only to obtain basic information. It may be appropriate to use a
bilingual member of the public to interpret, for example, if the use of such an interpreter will
expedite the delivery of police services without adversely impacting the quality of the services
provided. In making this determination, the member shall consider the following factors:
1.1.

Nature and importance of the police services being provided,

1.2.

Apparent linguistic capacity of the interpreter, and
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Apparent impartiality of the interpreter.

During domestic violence encounters, it is prohibited to rely on a family member to interpret,
unless exigency exists, because of potential partiality due to fear of arrest or other personal
biases (see below regarding Reliance on Children).
2.1.

In exigent circumstances, family members may be temporarily asked to interpret in
domestic situations only where safety might be compromised and if no feasible
alternative exists. Once the situation is stabilized, a QBM or Professional Interpreter
shall be used to verify the details of the domestic incident.

Exigent Circumstances
When exigent circumstances exist where waiting to obtain a QBM or Professional Interpreter could
jeopardize safety or obstruct justice, members may use the most readily available resource for
language assistance, whether a Telephone Interpreter, a bilingual friend or family member, or a
bilingual bystander. Once the exigency has passed, the member shall seek assistance from a QBM or
a Professional Interpreter.
EXAMPLE: A member may use the temporary assistance of a bilingual member of the public in order
to secure a crime scene, to apprehend a crime suspect, or to render/obtain medical
treatment for someone who is injured. Once the emergency has passed, the member shall
seek assistance from a QBM or a Professional Interpreter to question the LEP
individual(s) involved.
Reliance on Children
Members should avoid asking children to act as interpreters for any kind of police incident, including
domestic violence, absent exigent circumstances. Children can be potential witnesses to the incident,
particularly in domestic-related cases. Children may also lack the cognitive ability, vocabulary, or
impartiality needed to interpret effectively.
Reliance on Suspect
The alleged offender in any type of incident, including domestic violence, shall not be used as an
interpreter. Using an alleged offender to interpret may increase the risk of purposeful misinterpretation
and give the individual control over the situation. Similarly, members shall avoid asking a family
member or friend of the suspect as an interpreter.

FIELD CONTACTS, INTERVIEWS, AND INTERROGATIONS
1.

Language-Skilled Bilingual Members may use their foreign language skills while engaged in
daily field contacts, provided the member reasonably believes his/her language proficiency is
sufficient to accurately communicate under the circumstances. If at any time a Language-Skilled
Bilingual Member determines that his/her language proficiency is insufficient to complete the
communication, a QBM or Professional Interpreter shall be requested.
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If the circumstances surrounding an LEP individual’s interaction with the police changes during
a field contact so as to require formal witness, suspect, or crime victim interviews, the
Language-Skilled Bilingual Member shall immediately request the assistance of a QBM or
Professional Interpreter.

Formal Witness and Crime Victim Interviews
The accuracy of victim and witness statements is a priority in criminal investigations. Thus, to ensure
effective communication and accuracy, a QBM or a Professional Interpreter shall be provided, free of
charge, when taking formal statements or conducting a formal interview of an LEP witness or victim.
When available, written forms will be provided to witnesses or victims in their primary language. If a
form has not been translated into an LEP individual’s primary language, or in the case of an LEP
person’s illiteracy, forms shall be read or Sight Translated to the LEP witness or victim in the LEP
person’s primary language by the QBM or Professional Interpreter. The name of the document and who
provided Sight Translation shall be noted in the appropriate report.
Interrogations
1.

Interrogations of suspects potentially involve statements with evidentiary value, upon which an
individual may be impeached in court. As such, accuracy is a priority. Moreover, any failure to
protect the rights of LEP individuals during arrest and interrogation presents risks to the integrity
of the process. For these reasons, a QBM or a Professional Interpreter shall be used for any
interrogation of an LEP suspect. The preferred method for interviewing an LEP suspect is direct
communication through an on-site interpreter; Language Line may be used in situations where
timely on-site interpreter services are not available.

2.

The Miranda admonition and all other written forms shall be provided to the LEP suspect in the
suspect’s primary language when available. If the Miranda admonition or another written form
has not been translated into the LEP individual’s primary language, or if the LEP person is
illiterate in the primary language, a QBM or a Professional Interpreter shall read or Sight
Translate the form to the LEP individual in the primary language. The name of the document
and who provided Sight Translation shall be noted in the appropriate report.

DOCUMENT TRANSLATION
The BPD uses an outside vendor for document translation, translating such vital documents as the
Miranda Warning, the Waiver of Prompt Presentment, and other forms and important public
information. The LAP Coordinator shall serve as the central conduit for document translation. Any
requests for document translation must be made in writing via an Administrative Report, Form 95,
and approved by the member’s commanding officer. If approved at the command level, the report
must be forwarded to the LAP Coordinator for approval. Upon approval, the LAP Coordinator will
make arrangements to have the document(s) translated with an approved vendor.
INCIDENT REPORTS
Whenever an incident report is prepared regarding an incident involving an LEP individual, the report
shall identify the primary language spoken by the LEP individual, the person who served as the
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interpreter, the interpreter’s contact information, and a detailed explanation of the manner in which
interpreter services were provided.
NOTIFICATION OF AVAILABLE LEP SERVICES
1.

Each division, unit, or office with direct public access (e.g., district station house, Internal Affairs
Division, etc.) shall display signs in foreign languages that LEP services are available free of
charge to LEP individuals. Signs shall be displayed at:
1.1.

Public entrances, and

1.2.

On the BPD’s website.

2.

Each division, unit, or office shall have online access to translated written forms and documents
for LEP individuals. These documents are printable for use when addressing the needs of LEP
individuals.

3.

The commanding officers of all districts and units with direct public access shall ensure that the
signage is posted and visible to the general public.

4.

The LAP Coordinator, in conjunction with commanding officers of all districts and units, shall
conduct outreach meetings with LEP populations where the entire agenda focuses on language
assistance issues.

COMPLAINT PROCEDURES FOR LEP PERSONS
1.

Any LEP individual who wishes to file a complaint with the BPD, including complaints about
the provision of oral or written language assistance, may do so by calling the Internal Affairs
Section (IAS) at (410) 396-2300, visiting any police facility, or e-mailing IAS at
complaints@baltimorepolice.org. Language assistance will be made available to the LEP
person during the complaint process.

2.

IAS will provide written notice of the disposition of any complaint made by an LEP individual
in the complainant’s primary language. In the event formal disciplinary charges result from
an LEP complaint, the BPD will ensure that an interpreter is available for any scheduled
administrative hearing.

3.

IAS will track all complaints made by an LEP person, including any complaints about the
provision of oral or written language assistance.

TRAINING
1.

The Director of the Police Training Academy (PTA) shall oversee the provision of periodic
training on the BPD’s Language Access procedures. Training shall be provided to all new
recruits, as well as to members as part of in-service training and/or roll call at least every
two years.
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Training will include the following components:
2.1.
2.2.

Legal obligation to provide meaningful access to programs, services, and benefits to
LEP individuals;
BPD’s language access policies and procedures;

2.3.

How to identify LEP individuals and their language assistance needs;

2.4.

The role of foreign language interpreters and their ethical obligations;

2.5.

How to access language assistance, including on-site and telephone interpreters;

2.6.

When it is appropriate to use Language-Skilled Bilingual Members and when QBMs
or Professional Interpreters shall be contacted;

2.7.

How to work with interpreters, including Language Line interpreters;

2.8.

Cultural diversity and language barriers in policing; and

2.9.

Documenting the provision of language assistance services.

LANGUAGE ACCESS PROGRAM (LAP) COORDINATOR
1.

The Police Commissioner or designee shall appoint an LAP Coordinator for the BPD who
will be responsible for developing and monitoring all aspects of the BPD’s language access
program and services. The LAP Coordinator will annually review:
1.1.

Pertinent demographic data, including the languages spoken by district as reported
by the United States Census Bureau, and departmental interpreter utilization data to
determine the changing needs of the community;

1.2.

Language access policies and procedures;

1.3.

Availability of all translated vital documents in publicly accessible police buildings;

1.4.

LEP signage in all publicly accessible police buildings;

1.5.

BPD’s inventory of written materials to ensure that documents are translated in
appropriate languages;

1.6.

Number of calls for service, contacts, and investigations involving LEP persons;

1.7.

Frequency of use of QBMs and Professional Interpreters (including Language Line
interpreters), the nature of the call or contact, and the language requested;

1.8.

Annual cost of providing language access services to the community;

1.9.

Number of complaints concerning language access and any resolution reached; and
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1.10. Number of complaints involving LEP complainants or LEP witnesses.
2.

Based on this review, the LAP Coordinator will make appropriate updates and
improvements to the BPD’s language access policies and procedures. The LAP
Coordinator shall also be responsible for:
2.1.

Monitoring compliance with this policy;

2.2.

Determining the number of languages in which to qualify members, and the number
of members who will be qualified in a specific language;

2.3.

Establishing written qualifications for QBMs who serve as interpreters and develop a
structured application and assessment process;

2.4.

Creating and maintaining a list of all QBMs and sharing it with the Communications
Section and other units that may require the information;

2.5.

Promoting and organizing the testing process to qualify members as bilingual;

2.6.

Consulting with community-based organizations to identify and address languageaccess concerns;

2.7.

Working with the Community Collaboration Division to ensure appropriate attention
is given to the needs of Baltimore’s LEP communities;

2.8.

Conducting outreach meetings with LEP populations where the entire agenda focuses
on language assistance issues.

2.9.

Developing new LEP policies, procedures, and initiatives to further improve the
BPD’s delivery of services to LEP communities;

2.10. Updating the Department’s website, as needed, with forms, reports, community
outreach information, and other matters involving the LEP program;
2.11. Identifying all language services that are available and educating BPD’s workforce
about such services (e.g., translated documents, online resources, certified bilingual
staff, private contractors, community groups); and
2.12. Preparing a bi-annual report for the Police Commissioner addressing the BPD’s
language access efforts and compliance with the Department’s policy on language
access services for LEP persons.
LANGUAGE QUALIFICATION PROCESS FOR BILINGUAL MEMBERS
1.

The BPD shall have a formal language certification process for sworn and civilian members
with self-identified foreign language abilities and an interest in serving the BPD as an
interpreter. Candidates will be required to undergo an objective testing process by a
qualified vendor selected by the BPD. Testing will be provided at no charge to the member.
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To successfully become a QBM, a bilingual member must:
2.1.

Demonstrate proficiency and the ability to communicate information accurately in
both English and the target language;

2.2.

Have knowledge in both English and the target language of any specialized terms
and concepts relative to law enforcement work; and

2.3.

Understand and adhere to the role of an interpreter.

3.

The BPD will provide QBMs with appropriate training, including periodic refresher training,
at the BPD’s expense. Members must also attend the initial in-person training in order to
qualify as a QBM.

4.

Qualifying members must complete Form 131, Agreement to Provide Interpreting Services
(see Appendix D), in order to become a QBM.

5.

QBMs will receive an annual financial incentive for use of their bilingual skills, provided
funds are available.

6.

The Department reserves the right to require that a previously designated QBM retake the
language proficiency test.

7.

The Department reserves the right to remove the title of QBM from a previously designated
QBM for cause.

Director, Human Resources Section
1.

Take reasonable steps to develop in-house language capacity by hiring personnel with
specific language skills.

2.

Consider members’ foreign language skills and the needs of Baltimore’s diverse
communities and immigrant populations when assigning personnel to patrol districts.

Director, Police Training Academy
1.

Coordinate training for QBMs and maintain training records for QBMs.

2.

Coordinate training for new recruits and other members to present the Language Access
Program and accompanying topics listed in the section above entitled, “Training.”

Director, Fiscal Services Section
1.

Ensure members who are QBMs receive an annual financial incentive, provided funds are
available.

2.

Assist the LAP Coordinator, as requested, to ensure contracts with vendors providing
Professional Interpreting and Document Translation remain active and invoices are paid in a
timely manner upon receipt.
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Shift Commander, Communications Section
1.

Maintain a current list of all QBMs.

2.

Ensure dispatchers assign a QBM when language assistance is needed, as identified by a
911 operator or a primary officer.

3.

Ensure dispatchers attempt to assign a QBM as the primary officer to calls for service
requiring language assistance, when appropriate.

APPENDICES
A.
B.
C.
D.

Language ID Card
Finding Language ID Card on BPD-Issued Phone
Language Line User’s Guide
Agreement To Provide Interpreting Services, Form 131

ASSOCIATED POLICIES
Policy 1103, Communicating With Individuals Who Are Deaf and Hard of Hearing
RESCISSION
Remove and destroy/recycle PCM 01-12, Communicating with Limited English Proficient (LEP)
Individuals, dated 16 January 2012.
COMMUNICATION OF POLICY
This policy is effective on the date listed herein. Each employee is responsible for complying with the
contents of this policy.
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