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AUSIT was established more than 20 years ago and, in common with most organisations, it has arrived at a crossroads after an initial period of growth.  Membership is declining, NAATI is encroaching on AUSIT’s role as the voice of the profession, and discussion at both membership level and leadership level is confused at best.  
So what seems to be the problem?

Let’s start with recalling Churchill’s words: ‘Democracy is the worst form of government, except for all those other forms that have been tried from time to time’.  So for a democratically run association problems are not unusual, indeed they are par for the course, if my ten years as the executive director of two such organisations are anything to go by.  
Therefore, the measure of an organisation’s success is not whether it has problems, but how it deals with these problems, and whether it focuses on the challenges that will truly inhibit or advance the cause of its members.

I joined AUSIT in 2002, served as a committee member of AUSIT Victoria for several years, and agreed to take on the job of National Treasurer for three years. During those years I had ample opportunity to observe the decision-making processes within AUSIT.  
There were some successes, such as the beginnings of a Professional Development program and the Excellence Awards presentations. Both these activities reflected a desire on the part of some of the membership to raise their professional skills and knowledge as practitioners, and to enhance the recognition of such skills and knowledge on the part of those outside our profession.

There were also some disappointments along the way, most of which seemed to be the result of indecision or a failure to follow through with the implementation of a good idea. When saying this, I keep in mind that everything that AUSIT tries to do tends to rely on the goodwill of a small group of members who volunteer their time, skills and energy for the benefit of the organisation and its members.  

Add to this that what AUSIT usually wants to do is a world away from translating or interpreting, so the skills required are not necessarily available in abundance. It is one thing for the Institute of Management Consultants to deal with the organisational, strategic and operational issues of their organisation, quite another for an association of professional dancers or language professionals to do this.

During my time as an Executive director of two industry associations (I was also studying for a Masters Degree in Business Administration during that time), I closely studied the fundamental strategic issues facing such organisations and what often separated success from failure.  
As might be expected, my studies did not reveal a magic bullet, because every organisation faces different challenges and opportunities. Furthermore, as hinted in the last paragraph, different organisations have different strengths and weaknesses.  
However, the conclusions I arrived at did reveal one significant common factor associated with the failure of various organisations to achieve success despite the efforts of their leadership. Whilst strangely simple, and indeed self-evident once identified, the reason why many associations fail to achieve success, is the absence of a clearly identified and articulated statement about what constitutes ‘success’.  
In other words, not having a clear and universal understanding of what the organisation aims to achieve. Each member, or membership faction, that has shared aspirations or threats has a different, often vague, idea of the things they should do or the direction the organisation should take. However, its ultimate destination (aim) remains shrouded in the mists of confusion and disagreement.  
As a result, even their efforts to push an organisation in the direction they believe to be the right one, are often rendered ineffective by other members or factions pushing in a different, if not opposite, direction. Sound familiar?

So what is the situation at AUSIT?
AUSIT’s website lists our objectives as follows:

· To represent the interests of the profession at all times and in all Australian and international contexts.
· To uphold the highest professional ethics. 
· To promote the importance of the translating and interpreting profession to governments and the corporate world.
· To promote and organise professional development activities (including workshops, conferences, courses and seminars).
· To provide a forum for the study and advancement of translating and interpreting knowledge, practices and procedures.
· To create better public understanding of the translating and interpreting profession, thereby reinforcing public confidence in it.
All well and good, and these objectives are useful waypoints in achieving the organisation’s aim, which is what objectives are. As I read it though, I only see no objective, just five strategies that could support what our aim should be:

· To protect and advance the interests of the profession and its practising members in Australia, by:

· Upholding the highest standards of professional ethics;

· Promoting the importance of the translating and interpreting profession to the government, NGOs and the business sector;

· Promoting, encouraging, organising and conducting professional development opportunities and activities;

· Providing a forum for the study and advancement of translating and interpreting knowledge, practices and procedures; and,

· Creating better public understanding of the translating and interpreting profession, thereby reinforcing public confidence in it.

So what is AUSIT’s ultimate aim or mission if one of its objectives is to protect and advance the interests of the profession and its practising members?  What is this ‘interest of the profession and its practising members’?  This is where we enter ‘confused look’ territory, and logically so, because AUSIT’s aim/mission should be to realise the vision it has of the ideal future for its members, if it has one.  

Ah, you will no doubt passionately exclaim when reading this, ‘but my vision of the future is very different from that of Louis Vorstermans’!’  Yes indeed, your vision of your personal future and your vision for the profession may be completely at odds with mine, and this is where we are getting to the hub of the matter.

Let me quote the apposite words of Dr Greg Chapman, who made a presentation for our lecture series in September last year (The Five Pillars of Guaranteed Business Success, 2008, P.40, Empower Business Solutions Pty Ltd, Melbourne):

Without a vision, it is not possible to create a plan. The business [organisation] becomes directionless. Without a vision, it is impossible to work out which opportunities to say yes to, and just as importantly, which ones to avoid.  …they expend a lot of time and money trying different things then dropping them when they don’t get immediate results.

Sound familiar? We, as members of AUSIT, do not have a clearly articulated, common vision of the future for our profession, or AUSIT's role in realising that vision. It is easy enough to come up with what AUSIT should be doing generally - i.e. protecting and advancing the interests of its members - but I only see this mentioned in part.  

No, what we need to make the journey that we embarked upon in 1987 more effective, enjoyable and worthwhile, is a clearly defined and articulated destination/ aim/vision of the future.  

Of course, this destination/aim/vision of the future needs to be a collective one that satisfies the aspirations of all our members generally, and needs to be compatible with, and supportive of, our own professional aspirations. The reason for joining a professional institute or industry association is to aggregate individual power and influence in order to achieve a collective aim that we cannot achieve on our own.  
Welcome to politics. It is simply the counterpoint to the ‘divide and rule’ principle, which has been expressed in many ways; e.g. united we stand, divided we fall, etc.  

In other words, we do not join AUSIT ‘because of what AUSIT may be able to do for us’, but ‘what we may be able to achieve collectively by joining AUSIT’. So, ‘ask not what AUSIT can do for you, but what you can do for AUSIT to enable it to protect and advance your professional interests’ (apologies to Jack Kennedy).  

AUSIT is the vehicle for our journey towards a collective vision for the profession, and through international affiliations, our vision for the profession around the world. As luck would have it, we are relative latecomers in the world of professions and their representative bodies, so we do not have to reinvent the wheel. All we have to do is decide on what sort of a wheel we want, and then set out to acquire it. Simple!

At this point, it is perhaps useful to synchronise our terminology and set out the chronology of strategic planning:

Our collective vision 

A statement on how we view the ideal position of the profession and our place in it as practitioners. Think here of Dr Martin Luther King: ‘I have a dream that my four little children will one day live in a nation where they will not be judged by the colour of their skin, but by the content of their character’.

Dr King encapsulated in one sentence what he wanted to achieve in the long run, and so focused the resources and efforts of millions towards a goal that seemed all but totally impossible to realise at that time. Yet today people of my advanced age who listened to these famous words on the 28th of August 1963, when African-Americans were only permitted to sit at the back of the bus, have witnessed one of them being elected as president of the USA.  

It is a well-known secret that many among us are not happy with the current state of our profession, and quietly whingeing about it among ourselves at every opportunity is not going to fix it. We need to decide what we do want it to be, and then set out to attain it.

My personal vision is for translators like myself to achieve the recognition and rewards that a CPA enjoys today (i.e. as a CPT – Certified Practising Translator). Trust me, they did not get there overnight either, nor did dentists who started out as blacksmiths, or doctors who started out as barbers.

I imagine having a small professional practice with one, two or three highly motivated, well-educated and experienced partners and one or two support people, together with a young entrant to the profession being mentored in a professional environment. Such small practices may also be able to act as agents for a number of properly vetted freelance interpreters/translators who prefer to continue working in that capacity rather than invest in practices of their own.  
You will note I said ‘act as an agent for freelancers’ rather than as an agent for clients/governments.  Think about that - if it’s good enough for a movie star, it is surely good enough for an interpreter!
 
This is more than a dream of course, because such professional practices already exist in our midst: Polaron (Eva) and CP Translations (Chris), to name but a couple). I challenge the interpreters among us to come up with their own vision, and my fellow translators to offer a better alternative.

Our mission statement

Our (AUSIT’s) mission statement must be clearly focused on how we plan to realise the common vision we will agree upon. I can sense some justified unease arising here, particularly among community interpreters, but read on.
Internal and external audits

These are two technical steps; i.e. an internal and an external audit, in which we take stock of our strengths, weaknesses, strengths and opportunities, to make sure that we choose the right objectives and strategies for achieving our mission.  In simple terms, a SWOT analysis based on knowledge and research.

Long-term objectives

Long-term (longer than one year) objectives are defined and measurable milestones (e.g. at what point in time do we want the Professional Conduct Board to be fully operational, what should it look like, etc). This will allow us to plan for achieving those objectives and to measure and report on progress along the way.  

Strategies


In order to achieve a long-term objective, we need to develop the strategies for achieving it. Strategies will of course depend on the resources available and the outside opportunities and threats we face (hence, the internal/external audit – see above).  

One strategy for achieving the long-term objective used as an example under the previous heading - that of setting up a Professional Conduct Board - is to carefully select a number of the most qualified of our members (in this respect) in each state and encourage
 them to undertake for example specialist training in mediation and conflict resolution.  

This could be done by asking specialists in this field (the Institute of Arbitrators and Mediators, or IAMA) to conduct a course for us or by having our members attend one of their generic courses in each state. The outcome of the strategy would be a list of trained practitioners who could be called upon on a rotational basis to form an ad hoc tribunal for dealing with disputes between members, or between member(s) and third parties such as clients.  
An additional strategy - to be implemented after training some of our members - is to engage a specialist in this field to assist us in developing procedures and implementing and trialling them. 

It may be worth noting in this respect that a previous attempt (including a couple of live trials) has stalled, because a handful of senior members set up a panel and attempted to resolve a number of disputes without adequate planning or appropriate training. This is a useful example of the maxim: ‘If you fail to plan, you plan to fail’.  

From what I have seen during my days on various committees, this is not an isolated example, but a regular and ongoing occurrence. It is a terrible waste of the enthusiasm and personal commitment in terms of time, skills and resources, that some of our members invest in AUSIT.

Policies and annual (short-term) objectives 
Once the long-term objectives and the necessary strategies for achieving them have been selected, we are getting to the familiar territory of an incoming committee formulating an annual plan including the things they want to achieve during their term of office.  

This has been difficult in the past, because we simply had not defined our vision and mission, and only had a vague and limited understanding on the part of some individuals of our strengths, resources, opportunities and threats.  

Having established our vision and mission, together with the long-term objectives for successfully accomplishing the mission (see above), it is a matter of biting off what we can chew each year and moving one more step (or indeed several steps) towards it. 

Allocating resources
After setting the policies and annual objectives (short term goals), our National Treasurer will suddenly be able draft a budget based on an annual plan, rather than by vigorously sucking his or her thumb, as I had to do in the past. We have a great deal of resources, including some financial surpluses accumulated over time. However, the most important resource is our membership and their various, and often extraordinary, skills and experience.  

I am aware of a membership survey that Chris Poole has been trying to get up and running so as to do an internal audit regarding the strength of our human resources, but as with the example shown above, the survey has been in limbo for years. This is not Chris’ fault, but once again reflects the absence of a structural approach within an established framework, where the task makes sense to everyone instead of only the handful of people closely involved in the project.

Few things will ever come to fruition unless they are understood and have the backing of the majority of members. In isolation, the task does not make sense to a lot of people and is no doubt regarded as unnecessary meddling in everyone’s affairs. Set within the framework of an agreed strategic plan, everybody will understand why it needs to be done, and will be happy to make his or her small contribution!

This reminds me of the story set in the distant past where a passer-by asks a stonemason at the construction site of cathedral what he is doing. The stonemason responds rather impatiently: ‘Are you blind?  Surely you can see that I am cutting stone!’  
The bystander makes his apologies and on his way from the site comes across a labourer digging a ditch. He asks him the same question and is told: ‘I am building a cathedral!’  

A picture being worth a thousand words, I have included a useful model developed by Professor Michael Porter from the Harvard Business School on how to structure and develop a strategic plan.
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None of us need to be told what an eclectic mob of people we are in terms of cultural and educational backgrounds. This is very much in contrast with most professional bodies, such as those of accountants and teachers to name but a couple, where members traditionally share cultural and educational backgrounds; although this is slowly changing with the greater international portability of professional qualifications such as accounting (international accounting standards). 

However, what remains the same for most professional bodies is that they usually have a membership eligibility criterion based on a university degree. In Europe (and in the islands off the coast of Belgium), where our profession has been established for some time, this is also the case for translating and interpreting, with exceptions based on equivalencies combined with proven experience. (Example in the UK: ‘A first degree or postgraduate qualification in a relevant subject or a corresponding qualification accepted by ITI’ – or in Germany: ‘Membership of the BDÜ is a sure mark of quality because this Association requires every member to provide proof of graduation from a full course of study in the field of translation and/or interpreting, or evidence of many years of pertinent professional experience’.)  

There is little doubt that the significant similarity in cultural and educational backgrounds in most professions accounts for homogeneity of aspirations and therefore a better focus with regard to the aims of their professional bodies and their membership. It also separates doctors from nurses and accountants from bookkeepers because their training differs and their collective needs and aspirations differ as well.  

For example, nurses who are usually employed in a salaried capacity on either a permanent or a casual basis want to be able to take industrial action to push pay claims, whereas doctors generally want to remain independent practitioners working for a fee. A similar distinction applies for bookkeepers and accountants respectively.

By contrast, AUSIT’s membership in part comprises a substantial number of paraprofessionals who work for a small number of large agencies contracting to government departments (community interpreters), and who want to be able to take industrial action (and have done so in the past) to press for better terms and conditions of employment. The other part of the membership comprises independent and freelance translators and interpreters who work for a range of national and international clients (including agencies), and who insist on setting their own fees.

Clearly, the former are not benefiting much from their membership of AUSIT as far as their main aim is concerned, because AUSIT is not a union and is not allowed to collectively bargain on their behalf (the organisation would need to be registered as such, which costs a lot of money). Indeed, much of the focus of PD and other activities is very much on lifting the standards of independent practitioners.  

The latter feel embarrassed and threatened by talk of industrial action and strive towards ever increasing professional standards to limit entry into the field by unqualified practitioners, thereby inadvertently acting against the interests of their paraprofessional fellow members.  

This then is the clear and undeniable dilemma that AUSIT and its members face. Are we Arthur or Martha? Should we aspire to become an effective (read powerful) union negotiating better pay and conditions, or should we aspire to becoming a true professional institute, setting and maintaining high standards of qualifications and ethics (leading to better recognition and the ability to set higher fees).
Can we do both at once?
I think not. I strongly believe that AUSIT’s lack of progress and member satisfaction is largely due to these diametrically opposed aspirations within the one organisation. If we are to achieve any progress/success, we need to look at each of these divergent aspirations separately and develop separate visions and strategies for both of them.  
AUSIT would need to be split into two separate chapters, each with its own vision of the future and its own strategies for realising it. I am not providing a solution here, because to split such a small organisation into two separate and very different chapters is clearly a problem.

It may well be impossible and needs careful consideration. My aim is to provide an analysis that would get the intellectual juices flowing so that we can start looking for solutions rather than continue to go around in circles, complaining about our failures.

It is my hope that the naysayers among us don’t immediately start taking defensive positions and thereby gag the debate, because surely a debate needs to be had before NAATI completely usurps our role in an environment they may well regard as suffering from an industry leadership vacuum.

If they did so, it would spell the end of our aspirations to be regarded as professionals, because NAATI’s aspirations are those of their owner/client governments, no matter how well disguised. They aim to create and sustain as large a pool of community interpreters and translators as possible to meet the needs of the many and varied government agencies at the lowest possible cost. This is a sensible strategic objective for NAATI and it shareholders, but has little to do with protecting or advancing the interests of translators and interpreters. Indeed, it is quite the opposite, as is borne out in practice.

NAATI’s role in our profession is a significant and important one as far as community interpreting and translating is concerned. However, if those of us who aspire to a professional standing and lifestyle wish to achieve our ambitions, we need an independent professional institute where the standards are set by professional peers, rather than by bureaucrats with a vested and contrary interest.  

And if those who choose to be community interpreters and translators want to improve their professional standing, they will need an independent organisation that is able to provide effective countervailing power to that of NAATI and the large agencies tendering for community interpreting contracts and then sub-contracting it to community interpreters. In other words, they need a union of community interpreters, a guild or something similar. Recent legal advice has confirmed this view.
We need to step back, and with an open mind decide on the best way forward for both sectors of our profession. And we need to do so soon, before someone makes the decisions for us. But we need to do it in a structured, methodical way, otherwise it will not achieve the results hoped for.

Louis Vorstermans is the principal of DoubleDutch Translations, specialising in Dutch>English translations for clients both in Australia, and overseas. He entered the profession after a long career in management and believes his language skills and commercial experience, combined with his training as an engineer and an MBA, have been a successful formula for attracting a range of loyal clients who require technical translations within his field of knowledge.

� For example by reimbursing part of the cost of such a course upon completion of a term as a PCB member.
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