Agenda ltem No: 6

Recommissioning of Translation and Interpretation Services

To: Children and Young People Committee

Meeting Date: 23 June 2026

From: Executive Director for Children Education & Families
Electoral division(s): All

Key decision: Yes

Forward Plan ref: 2026/006

Executive Summary: The Council should provide translation and interpretation

services to ensure equitable access to services, in line
with the Equality Act 2010 and the Public Sector Equality
Duty. Following an appraisal of recommissioning options,
a National Framework Multi-Supplier model is
recommended as it offers the best balance of flexibility,
resilience, quality and value for money. The procurement
decision is sought to enable competition and mobilisation
by July 2027.

Recommendation: The Children and Young People Committee is asked to:

a) Approve recommissioning and procurement of the
Translation and Interpretation services via a National
Framework Multi-Supplier Model, with a service start
July 2027 with a maximum contract value of up to
£912,000.

b) Delegate authority for awarding and executing a
contract for the provision of Translation and
Interpretation Services commencing July 2027 with a
term of 3+1 years and delegate the approval of any
extension periods to the Executive Director for Children
Education and Families in consultation with the Chair
and Vice Chair.

Voting arrangements: Co-opted members are eligible to vote on this report.



Officer contact:

Name: Chris Bush

Post: Service Director for Strategy and Commissioning
Email: chris.bush@cambridgeshire.gov.uk
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A healthy, fair and sustainable Cambridgeshire

This report focuses on ensuring fair access to services for residents facing
language barriers, supporting inclusive outcomes across Children’s Services
and wider directorates to support statutory functions, equality duties and
safeguarding.

This work is in alignment with the following priorities:
e Low carbon council
e The best start in life for children and young people
e Stronger ties

Background

Local Authorities provide translation and interpretation services to ensure fair
access for residents who experience language barriers, in line with the Equality
Act 2010 and the Public Sector Equality Duty. Support is also necessary where
English is not the first language and accurate communication is required to
meet statutory responsibilities.

The current Translation and Interpretation Service, delivered by an organisation
called ‘thebigword’ began in July 2023 under a 3+1 contract with a value of
£568,728. The Council is using the available 12-month extension to allow time
to complete the procurement by July 2027.

The service covers a full range of interpreting and translation provision including
Face-to-Face (F2F); Video Remote Interpretation (VRI); telephone interpreting;

document translation, and British Sign Language (BSL). The service is used by

103 teams across the Council.

Since the contract began in July 2023, the service has supported a high volume
of interpretation and translation activity across the Council. The largest area of
demand has been telephone interpreting, followed by Video Remote
Interpretation (VRI) and Face-to-Face (F2F) bookings, with document
translation also representing a significant workload. The most frequently
requested languages vary by service type but consistently include Polish,
Lithuanian, Arabic, Turkish and Russian, as shown in table 1.

Table 1
Total jobs July 2023 — | Top 5 languages

Serviced Area February 2026 translated

Lithuanian
VRI and F2F bookings | 4q0 ;3';?%
(combined) Turkish

Arabic
Telephone Interpreting 6407 é‘g?igf
calls Lithuanian




2.5

2.6

3.1

3.2

3.3

3.5

Turkish
Pashto

English > Polish
English > Lithuanian
English > Arabic
English > Turkish
English > Russian

1147 projects (there
could be many
documents within a
single project)

Document Translation

The CEF Directorate is the largest user of the service, generating around 90%
of F2F/VRI requests, 46% of telephone interpretation, and 60% of document
translations.

Demand across translation and interpretation services peaked in 2024 and is
now stabilising, with face-to-face activity declining in recent months. Telephone
services show a consistent baseline usage, and document translation presents
low-volume but high-cost volatility (Appendix A).

Main Issues

Rising demand has pushed expenditure beyond original forecasts, with
£571,764 spent by December 2025. Between July 2023 and December 2025,
11,941 translation and interpretation jobs were completed, an average of 398
per month, which is more than double the anticipated volume at the start of the
contract. The Council is using the available 12 month extension, and although
the original contract value has been exceeded, continued delivery remains
compliant under procurement rules, and a modification notice will be published
accordingly.

Significant cost pressure comes from F2F and VRI, which together account for
61.6% of total spend (£315,158), and travel costs associated with F2F bookings
average £3,000 expenditure per month.

The contractual KPI framework was not designed to support continuous
improvement and the data sharing arrangement with the incumbent provider
does not consistently provide the level of detail needed to fully understand
service demand. In addition, some aspects of the booking system are
restrictive, preventing easy access to booking jobs. However, the provider is
actively supporting improvements to the booking system as part of current
contract management.

The service is commissioned and managed by the Children’s Commissioning
Team. Council teams book services directly with the provider, and the provider
submits all invoices to the Children’s Commissioning Team. As there is no
central resourcing function to undertake this activity, the Commissioning Team
is responsible for coordinating the end-to-end process: issuing job invoices to
services for verification, to review and validate before payment is made. This
service recharge model, combined with the requirement to provide contract
oversight across all council teams, places additional resourcing pressures on
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the Commissioning Team, particularly when managing service-delivery
concerns and intervening when operational issues arise.

Service Recommissioning

An options appraisal (Appendix B) explored viable recommissioning options and
found that of the three procurement routes considered, a national framework
operating on a multi-supplier basis offers the best overall balance of flexibility,
capacity, resilience and provider competition. It is also the most commercially
favourable approach, enabling the Council to benefit from an established
framework supported by a broad pool of qualified and vetted translators.

The options appraisal identified several opportunities that can be implemented
in conjunction with procurement through a national multi-supplier framework
model:

e Access to an active market — Engagement with 20 providers showed
strong capacity to meet more ambitious KPIs and offer more user-friendly
booking systems. Competition through a multi-supplier framework would
enhance quality, widen access to specialist and rare languages (including
BSL), strengthen resilience, and allow clearer requirements for flexible,
provider-managed booking systems from the outset.

¢ Practice and culture changes — The appraisal recommends adopting a
remote-first model, with telephone interpreting as the default and VRI as the
main alternative to F2F, to improve efficiency and reduce travel costs.
When F2F is deemed essential, the introduction of a travel-cap (Appendix
C), benchmarked with other authorities at £50—-£160 per assignment, would
further support cost control and encourage the use of local interpreters. A
more detailed set of KPIls and booking management metrics can support
improvements in service quality, accountability and data insight.

¢ Interpreter quality and practice standards — Benchmarking with Local
Authorities and through colleague engagement indicate that interpreter
quality can vary. To address this, a practice-standards document can be
introduced for interpreters to sign up to, forming part of the service
specification and monitored as a KPI. The aim would be to strengthen
safeguarding and improve the quality and consistency of support provided
to service users and Council teams.

e Use of Al for document translation - For non-sensitive documents,
accessible corporate Al-enabled translation tools should be used to reduce
external translation costs. Al can generate a first draft, with providers
commissioned only to proof-read rather than complete full translations. This
method can result in meaningful cost reductions while maintaining
appropriate safeguarding standards. Sensitive and legal documents should
be translated by the commissioned provider.
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e Procurement rules during the extension period — Continuing into the
extension period is compliant with procurement rules, including modification
limits (e.g. not exceeding 50% of the original contract value), and is
undertaken in reliance on Regulation 72(1)(b), which permits additional
services where a change of supplier is not feasible and the modification
does not alter the overall nature of the contract.

It is recognised that the proposed term of this contract extends beyond April
2028 and therefore beyond the timetable for Local Government Reorganisation.
Officers have considered this and determine this to be necessary because
market engagement/procurement planning has shown that a longer-term
contract will secure best value for money both now and in the future and
support the resilience of the market. As part of the procurement process
suppliers are being notified of impending LGR and being asked to adapt their
bids according in anticipation of novation to new unitary councils. Additionally,
all contracts that are anticipated to extend beyond April 2028 contain provisions
to take into account novation, alteration or cessation of the service to ensure
flexibility and a successful transition.

Translation and Interpretation services are currently delivered across
Cambridgeshire, Peterborough and the district councils through different
commitments and commissioned contracts. This can create a risk of
misalignment and duplication in the context of Local Government
Reorganisation (LGR), particularly where organisations may otherwise become
committed to incompatible contractual arrangements. To mitigate this the
following is proposed:

To utilise a flexible national framework, enabling the service to scale and adapt
in line with changing organisational structures.

Adopt a proportionate contract term of 3+1, ensuring continuity of provision for
service users regardless of the LGR outcome, while retaining sufficient
flexibility. This reflects both organisational uncertainty and the pace of
technological change as advances in Al may reduce reliance on human
interpreters over time, and therefore it would not be prudent to commit to a
long-term fixed arrangement. Equally, a short contract term would not
represent value for money due to the cost and resource required to
recommission and undertake procurement activity.

As set out in section 4.3, the contract will include appropriate LGR provisions,
including novation and flexibility clauses, to support future realignment.

Alternative Options Considered
The following alternative options have been considered:
(@) Do nothing - This option would not comply with statutory equality duties

and would prevent the Council from meeting essential statutory service
obligations where English is not a spoken language.
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(b) In house model - While an in-house approach is technically viable, it is not
considered favourable due to the significant operational and resourcing
demands it would place on the Council. It is also not a commonly adopted
model among Local Authorities.

(c) Bespoke Council Procurement — This is a viable option and could offer
maximum flexibility to tailor a service specification, KPIs and booking
systems, enabling the highest degree of customisation and innovation.
However, it would require significantly more internal financial investment,
procurement and legal resourcing and carries more complex mobilisation
risks.

(d) National Framework, Single Supplier Model — This is a viable option and
provides simplicity and stability. However, it offers limited flexibility,
concentrates risk, and constrains opportunities for innovation and
competition.

Conclusion and reasons for recommendations

Demand for translation and interpretation services has risen substantially,
resulting in increased expenditure and growing operational pressures across
the Council, particularly within Children’s Services. The current arrangement
provides a foundation for delivery, but greater flexibility in data sharing,
improved visibility of activity levels, and enhancements to the booking system
would further support efficient service management.

Procuring translation and interpretation services via a national framework
operating on a multi-supplier basis offers the strongest overall balance of
flexibility, capacity, resilience and value for money. It aims to provide access to
a wider and more competitive supplier market. It can support improved
performance management through the design of more ambitious KPls, and
supports access to specialist and rare languages, including BSL. This approach
is also the most commercially advantageous route for the Council by providing
access to pre-vetted suppliers, competitive pricing, and a faster, fully compliant
route to market.

In addition to the recommended procurement route, cost control and culture
changes could be adopted to ensure the service is cost efficient, sustainable
and delivers improved outcomes. These include adopting a remote first model
(telephone and VRI), implementing a travel cap for F2F appointments, and
using corporate Al enabled tools for nonsensitive document translations.
Together, these measures could strengthen safeguarding, improve service
quality, and support better cost control.
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Significant Implications

Finance Implications

The service is demand-led and rising activity levels have resulted in expenditure
exceeding original forecasts. This remains an inherent risk with demand led
services. The recommendations set out in this report, alongside strong contract
management, directorate decision making and practice oversight and
centralised budget management, provides the strongest opportunity for effective
cost control within the contract term budget.

Legal Implications

Procuring via a National Framework provides a compliant route to the market in
line with the Procurement Act 2023. Procurement colleagues will provide
oversight on the process.

Risk Implications

Whilst the current arrangement is delivering a service, it continues to present
cost control risks, particularly around travel-cost escalation associated with F2F
translations. Concerns also remain around inconsistent interpreter quality. The
recommended multi-supplier model, alongside the development of continuous
improvement KPIs, improved booking-system requirements, and organisational
practice changes including remote-first delivery, travel caps, an interpreter
practice-standards document, and greater use of Al for document translation,
could help mitigate these risks and strengthen service performance.

Equality and Diversity Implications
A full Equality Impact Assessment (EqIA) has been completed (Reference
02073) to ensure the new framework promotes inclusive access and mitigates

risks for vulnerable groups, particularly those with protected characteristics
under the Equality Act 2010.

Climate Change and Environment Implications (Key decisions only)
Adopting a remote-first model and reducing reliance on F2F appointments is
expected to lower interpreter travel into Cambridgeshire, reducing carbon
emissions associated with F2F service delivery. Introducing a travel-cap is also

likely to incentivise the use of local interpreters, further reducing travel-related
environmental impacts.

Source Documents
It is a legal requirement for the following to be completed by the report author.

None.



