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Real pricing data — federal court rates, freelance fees, and hidden
costs for in-person and remote legal interpretation

v  Federal court certified and professionally qualified interpreter rates
v  Freelance and agency rates by language and metro area
v Hidden fees to watch for (travel, cancellation, minimum hours, rush)

v How to negotiate better rates with agencies and freelancers

legalterp.com | Free download Litigation attorneys, paralegals, immigration lawyers, and legal operations
— Updated 2026 managers who need interpreters for...



How Legal Interpreter Billing Works

Legal interpreter billing varies significantly by setting, language, and engagement type. Unlike
a simple hourly rate, invoices typically combine a half-day or full-day rate (or per-hour
minimum), travel charges, and various add-ons. Understanding the structure is the first step to
controlling costs.

Billing Structure Overview

Component Description Typical Range

Half-day rate Standard booking for up to 3-4 hours of $250-$600
interpretation

Full-day rate Up to 7-8 hours of interpretation $450-$1,100

Hourly rate Per-hour billing (freelance or agency) $75-$200/hr

Per-minute rate (OPI/ On-demand phone or video interpretation $1.50-$4.50/min

VRI)

Travel / mileage Interpreter travel to courthouse or deposition site $50-$200

Cancellation fee Late cancellation (typically < 48 hours) 50-100% of
booking

Quick Budget Reference

* Short hearing or client meeting (1-2 hours): $200-$500

» Half-day deposition (3-4 hours): $400-$800

Full-day trial testimony: $600-$1,200

e Multi-day trial (per day, certified interpreter): $566-$1,200+
Remote OPI session (30 min): $45-$135




Federal Court Interpreter Rates

Federal Court Contract Interpreter Rates — Your Benchmark

The Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts sets contract rates for interpreters used in federal
proceedings. These serve as the national pricing benchmark. Private-market and agency rates
typically exceed these figures, especially for rare languages.

Interpreter Category Half-Day Rate Full-Day Rate Overtime (per hour)
Federally Certified (Spanish only) $320 $566 $80
Professionally Qualified $280 $495 $70
Language Skilled (non-certified) $196 $346 $49

Source: Administrative Office of the U.S. Courts, FY2025 rate schedule (effective October 1, 2024
through September 30, 2025).

Interpreter Categories Explained

Category Definition

Federally Certified Passed the Federal Court Interpreter Certification Examination (FCICE). Currently
available only for Spanish.

Professionally Passed a telephone language proficiency assessment for non-Spanish languages.
Qualified Used for 350+ other languages.
Language Skilled Has some interpreter training/experience but has not passed formal federal

assessment. Used when certified/qualified interpreters are unavailable.

Key Rule of Thumb

Certified interpreters cost 15-65% more than language-skilled interpreters — but only certified
interpreters meet the standard required by federal courts under the Court Interpreters Act (28
U.S.C. Section 1827). Never cut costs on certification level in federal proceedings.




Private/Freelance Rate Ranges

Rates by Language Tier

Language Tier Full-Day

Spanish (most common) $75- $300- $500-$900 Largest supply; most
$150/hr $500 competitive rates

European languages (French, $100- $400- $700- Moderate supply

German, Italian, Portuguese) $175/hr $650 $1,100

East Asian (Mandarin, $125- $450- $800- High demand, moderate

Cantonese, Japanese, Korean) $200/hr $750 $1,300 supply

Southeast Asian (Viethamese, $100- $400- $700- Regional demand

Tagalog, Thai, Khmer) $175/hr $650 $1,100 concentrations

Middle Eastern (Arabic, Farsi, $125- $450- $800- Specialty demand for

Dari, Pashto) $200/hr $750 $1,300 immigration

African languages (Somali, $125- $450- $800- Very limited supply

Ambharic, Swahili, Wolof) $225/hr $800 $1,400 drives premium

Indigenous / Rare languages $150- $500- $900- Extreme scarcity; may

(Mayan dialects, Mixtec, tribal) $300/hr $1,000 $1,800+ require travel

Sign language (ASL, certified) $100- $400- $700- ADA mandate ensures
$175/hr $650 $1,100 steady demand

Language Scarcity Premium

Rare language interpreters (e.g., Q'anjob'al, Mixteco, K'iche') command 2-3x the rate of Spanish
interpreters due to extreme supply constraints. For immigration cases involving indigenous Central
American languages, budget $200-$300/hr and book 2-4 weeks in advance.




Rates by Setting and Metro Area

Rates by Legal Setting

Setting Typical Rate Range Notes
Federal court proceedings $280-$566/day Set by AO rate schedule
(contract)
State court proceedings $150-$500/day Varies widely by state; some pay as low as
$75/day
Depositions (private) $100-$250/hr Billed hourly; 2-hour minimum typical
Immigration hearings $250-$550/day DOJ contract rates
(EQIR)
Law firm client meetings $75-$175/hr Usually 1-2 hour minimum
Arbitration / mediation $100-$200/hr Similar to deposition rates
Remote / OPI / VRI $1.50-$4.50/min On-demand; no travel costs

Rates by Metro Area

Metro Area Hourly Range Notes

New York City $125-$225/hr Highest rates; massive multilingual demand
Washington, DC $100-$200/hr Federal court and immigration concentration
Los Angeles / San Francisco $100-$200/hr High demand for Spanish, Mandarin, Korean
Miami $90-$175/hr Spanish dominant; competitive market
Houston / Dallas $85-$160/hr Growing market; immigration demand
Chicago $90-$170/hr Diverse language needs

Midwest / Rural $75-$125/hr Limited supply for non-Spanish languages



Hidden Fees & Add-Ons

Always get an itemized quote. The hourly or day rate is rarely the final number. Budget 15-30%
above the base interpretation cost for add-ons.

Add-On

Minimum booking (2-hour)

Travel time billing

Mileage / parking

Same-day / rush booking

surcharge

Cancellation fee (< 48 hrs)

Cancellation fee (< 24 hrs)

Overtime / extended session

Sight translation surcharge

Document pre-review

Consecutive interpretation
(per hour)

Simultaneous interpretation
(per hour)

Second interpreter (for
simultaneous)

Agency markup on freelancer
rate

Equipment rental
(simultaneous setup)

Typical Cost

2-hour rate even for 30-
min sessions

$50-$150

$30-$100

+25-50%

50-100% of booking

100% of booking

+25-50% per hour

$50-$100 per document

$75-$150/hr

Standard rate

+25-50% premium

2X base rate

30-60%

$200-$800/day

When You Need It

Most freelancers and agencies enforce
minimums

Interpreter charges for commute to site

Especially in urban metros with
expensive parking

Less than 24-hour notice

Short notice cancellation

Almost universally the full rate

Sessions running past agreed-upon time

On-the-spot oral translation of written
documents

Interpreter reviews technical documents
before session

Default mode for depositions and
hearings

Requires higher skill; preferred for trials

Required for sessions over 2 hours of
simultaneous

Agencies charge 1.3-1.6x the
interpreter's direct rate

Receivers, transmitters, sound booth for
large proceedings



Request an all-inclusive quote that specifies: hourly/day rate, minimum booking, travel,
cancellation terms, and whether simultaneous interpretation requires a second interpreter. Don't
accept "interpretation services — $X/hour."



How to Negotiate Better Rates

Numbered list

Compare agency vs. freelance. Agency rates include a 30-60% markup. Freelance
interpreters charge directly, typically 25-40% less for equivalent service and credentials.

Book early. Rush bookings (< 48 hours) incur 25-50% surcharges. Schedule interpreters 1-
2 weeks ahead for common languages, 2-4 weeks for rare languages.

Consolidate multi-day assignments. Interpreters often discount 10-20% for guaranteed
multi-day bookings (e.g., a 5-day trial vs. single-day engagements).

Use remote interpretation for routine matters. OPI/VRI eliminates travel fees entirely.
At $1.50-$4.50/min, a 30-minute client call costs $45-$135 vs. $200+ for an in-person
minimum booking.

Share interpreter costs in multi-party cases. If all parties need interpretation,
negotiate cost-sharing for a single interpreter rather than each side booking their own.

Negotiate minimum booking hours. Many interpreters will reduce the 2-hour minimum
to 1 hour for established relationships or regular volume.

Request volume contracts. Firms with regular interpretation needs can negotiate 15-
25% discounts on retainer agreements.

Avoid agency equipment upcharges. For simultaneous interpretation, rent equipment
directly from AV vendors at 30-50% less than what agencies charge.

Bundle pre-session document review. If the interpreter needs to review technical
materials, include this in the booking rate rather than paying a separate prep fee.

Get three quotes. Rate variation within the same market and language pair can be 30-
50%. Always compare at least 2-3 providers.
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Budget Planning Worksheet

Use this worksheet to estimate total legal interpretation costs.
Print and fill in for each case.

Line Item Estimated Cost Actual Cost
Interpretation fee (hourly/half-day/full-day) $ $
Number of sessions x rate $ $
Simultaneous interpretation premium (if needed) $ $
Second interpreter (if simultaneous > 2 hrs) $ $
Travel time and mileage $ $
Parking / tolls $ $
Equipment rental (simultaneous setup) $ $
Sight translation of documents $ $
Pre-session document review $ $
Rush / same-day surcharge $ $
Agency markup (if applicable) $ $
15% contingency buffer $ $
TOTAL ESTIMATED $ $

Complete this worksheet before requesting quotes. Knowing whether you need consecutive or
simultaneous interpretation — and for how many hours — is the single biggest factor in your final
cost.

CTA box

Want a quick sanity check on your numbers? Email this worksheet to contact@legalterp.com or
browse certified interpreters at legalterp.com



LegalTerp

LegalTerp

The most comprehensive directory of certified legal interpreters in the
United States

Find interpreters at legalterp.com
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