March 2, 2021
Letter in Support of HB 2359
Chair Prusak, Vice Chairs Salinas and Hayden, and members of the committee,

My name is Felicity Ratway. | have a Master’s degree in Interpreting and Translation Studies, |
am certified through OHA and NBCMI, and | have been working as a health care interpreter in
Oregon since 2015. | am writing to urge your support of HB 2359 because this bill would allow
for the enforcement of existing law protecting patients’ right to access credentialed, Certified
and Qualified interpreters on the Oregon Health Authority registry and keep interpreters and the
patients we serve safe during public health crises like the one we are going through now.

Limited English Proficient (LEP) individuals make up 8.7% of the US population, and that
number is growing®®. People with limited English proficiency experience significant health
disparities. They are less likely to access the medical care they need'®, and when they do
access care, they are more likely to have communication issues, less likely to receive quality
care, and less likely to be satisfied with their care®*'°. They experience poorer health
outcomes, and are more likely to have uncontrolled chronic conditions® '3,

The CCO 2.0 contract, ORS 413.552, ORS 414.625, Title VI of the Civil Rights Act, the federal
Culturally and Linguistically Appropriate Services (CLAS) Standards, Section 1557 of the
Affordable Care Act, Title Ill of the Americans with Disabilities Act, and many other state and
federal protections guarantee LEP individuals and individuals with disabilities the right to trained
interpreters in a timely manner at all points of contact in the health care setting. Nonetheless,
patients in Oregon continue to face language access barriers. In 2020, OHA finally started
verifying whether CCOs are meeting their legal and contractual obligation to ensure that
patients have access to Certified and Qualified interpreters. With this data, what interpreters and
patients have been seeing on the ground is supported by evidence in black and white: Certified
and Qualified interpreters have not been prioritized for appointments, even when we were
desperate for work in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic and the agencies we work with were
reporting significant decreases in work™

When health care providers meet their obligations to provide trained interpreters, it makes a
difference. Patients who work with trained healthcare interpreters have higher satisfaction™* ¢,
better understanding®®, better care?®, and better health outcomes? *®° compared to those who
rely on ad hoc interpreters, such as family, friends, and bilingual staff who are not trained as
interpreters. Patients who have access to interpreters are less likely to resort to emergency
services, and more likely to access preventive care™® ',

This legislature already knows that the consequences of failing to provide access to trained
interpreters can be dire. That’'s why we have Certification and Qualification credentials that
require 60 hours of training and ongoing continuing education, a statutory requirement to work



with interpreters that hold those credentials, and a statutory requirement that CCOs provide
their members with access to Certified and Qualified interpreters under ORS 414.625. HB 2359
would allow those requirements that are already on the books to actually be enforced, with
accountability for CCOs, providers, and language companies--so that the burden doesn’t fall on
one stakeholder alone.

But aside from the quality of language access services, | want to talk to you about health and
safety issues. The disparate impact of the COVID-19 pandemic reflects pre-existing inequalities
in our communities. Access to information during these chaotic times is crucial, especially for
the communities most gravely impacted. Health outcomes of people of color, people with
disabilities, immigrants, and refugees depend on the quality and availability of language access
services. | was frankly shocked by the lack of preparedness when the pandemic hit. Health
disparities were exacerbated because vulnerable populations were not sufficiently protected by
health policy measures. Individuals and community-based organizations wrestled with issues
that I'd expected state or county officials to address. There were shortfalls in integrating
language access services into platforms used for remote visits, providing patients access to
credentialed interpreters, and ensuring interpreters had access to and were trained to use PPE.

| addressed members of the Oregon Senate regarding the issue of interpreters' access to PPE.
The Oregon Health Authority published a recommendation that interpreters be provided PPE,
but the recommendation was not consistently followed. So | personally connected with counties
across the state to ask them to provide PPE for interpreters, created a request form where
interpreters could request PPE, picked up PPE from Multnomah and surrounding counties, and
recruited volunteers to help distribute to hundreds of interpreters as safely as possible through
contactless home deliveries and staggered pickup times in parks.

Language minorities, who are predominantly immigrants and people of color, have a higher risk
of developing COVID-19. Working with interpreters who don't have PPE exacerbates that risk.
Because contract interpreters travel between different hospitals and clinics, one interpreter
without PPE could potentially spread COVID-19 to many different locations. That's just one of
many examples of vulnerable communities without adequate protections facing unnecessarily
heightened levels of risk during this pandemic. We must do better.

In addition to the issues accessing PPE, | worked in the same room for hours with a fellow
interpreter who - when she later found out that she had COVID at the time of the assignment -
informed our interpreting company that she had tested positive. My company never informed me
that | was exposed. It was well after the fact that the interpreter herself let me know. When
interpreters don’t know about such exposures and continue working, it puts vulnerable patients
at risk.

HB 2359 would give interpreters access to PPE, require them to be informed of exposures, and
require that they receive CDC-recommended job-specific trainings, which many of us have not
received as contract workers.



This bill is the next step forward to make sure that existing legal requirements are actually
enforced and protecting interpreters and the patients we serve. Please vote “aye” on HB 2359.
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