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ABSTRACT

According to the UNHCR, more than one million Syrian war refugees have come to Europe
since 2011, with around 770,000 living in Germany as of January 2019. As a result, the demand
for interpretation, including by nonprofessional interpreters, has risen drastically. Against this
backdrop, this research intends to address the following questions by offering a qualitative
examination of the challenges of interpreting in the context of the Syrian refugees living in the
German city of Halle: What problems has this group experienced because of allegedly or
quantifiably poor-quality interpreting? What are the reasons for mistakes being made when
interpreting in the asylum-seeking process? How do refugees themselves see the role of
interpreters? What qualifies a person to work as an interpreter in a refugee context, and why or
how might they be unsuitable for this task? The present work is thereby intended to contribute
toward gaining a better understanding of this phenomenon, as well as to offer starting points

for further investigation.

To this end, interviews were conducted with twenty Syrian refugees aged between 25 and 58
years. All participants were native Arabic speakers who had experienced difficulties related to
the interpretation services they had accessed in Germany. In addition, twelve interviews were
run with professional and nonprofessional interpreters in Halle, revealing additional
perspectives on these challenges. Professionals reported difficulties with accents, specialized
vocabulary, and responsibility in critical situations. On the other hand, nonprofessional
interpreters had greater difficulty dealing with technical or sensitive information, often

resulting in partial translation due to their limited capabilities.
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The results revealed that asylum seekers not only face legal problems due to poor interpretation
services, but also health, educational, social, and financial problems. When asked why they
believed the interpreter had made these supposed errors, the refugees provided many potential
reasons, including ethnic differences, political differences, or even differences in nationality.
While some refugees did believe the poor-quality interpreting that they had received was
unintentional, they attributed this to a lack of professionalism of the part of the interpreters and

their failure to specialize in a specific field.

This study contributes to the existing body of knowledge on the complexities of interpreting in
refugee contexts and underscores the need to enhance training and certification standards that
address the linguistic and cultural needs of Syrian refugees. By tackling these challenges, it
aims to improve the overall quality and reliability of interpretation services, particularly those

essential for supporting refugees’ integration into German society.
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