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Presentation of the topic

In the 2010s and 2020s, Europe has witnessed a marked increase in the number of refugees,
asylum-seekers and migrants trying to enter or cross the continent. The first phase of what has
come to be termed the “European migrant crisis” or “European refugee crisis” (Schuster &
Baixauli-Olmos 2018, 734; cf., Filmer & Federici 2018) involved people from the Middle East
(especially Syria), countries further East (e.g., Afghanistan) and from North and Equatorial Africa
attempting to enter Europe from its southern and south-eastern sea and land borders. They were
escaping from outbreaks of wars and internal conflicts, ongoing political instability, economic
uncertainties, and the impacts of global warming (Sveda & TuZinska 2021). Sizeable movements
along the so-called “Eastern Mediterranean” or “Western Balkan” routes coincided with an
increase in northward and westward migration from Albania and Kosovo. While some sources
date the beginning of this wave to 2015, a year in which around 4.7 million migrants entered
European Union countries (Schuster & Baixauli-Olmos 2018), it should be remembered that
Turkey, at Europe’s south-eastern corner, had been dealing with a mass influx of people fleeing
the Syrian CivilWar ever since the summer of 2011. The second major migration phase came from
Eastern Europe itself. This was sparked by the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022,
which pushed significant numbers to seek refuge in Europe and elsewhere. As of November 2024,
more than six million displaced Ukrainians were scattered across Europe (UNRIC 2024).

As the size and diversity of the refugee and migrant communities increased, so too did the need
for linguistic and cultural mediation in receiving and transit countries. Interpreters were vital at
all stages of the migration process and in multiple settings. At the very beginning, this meant in
rescue ships, reception centres, reception camps, official ports of entry and local government
institutions; later on, migrants would find themselves needing the services of interpreters in
classic “community interpreting” settings like hospitals, clinics, schools, police stations and
courts.

The special issue will focus on how the challenge of providing urgently needed community
interpreting in response to these two migration phases was met in South-Eastern and East
Central European countries. The geographical area covered ranges from the countries that were
the first landing-points for the migrants that arrived in or before 2015, primarily Greece and
Turkey, through the countries which saw a sharp increase in asylum applications in 2015, like
Hungary, to countries where a relatively small number of migrants settled but which a much large
number passed through on their way to seemingly more hospitable destinations in Western and
Northern Europe (above all, Germany); these include Bosnia-Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia,
Montenegro, North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia and Slovenia. We understand “East Central
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Europe” to denote the countries that border on Ukraine and that were thus the first to experience
the mass exodus in the aftermath of the Russian invasion; this means above all Czechia, Hungary,
Moldova, Poland and Slovakia, but also North-East European countries, such as Estonia,
Lithuania and Latvia. What makes our geographical focus particularly interesting is that the
societies and polities in question were mostly not used to large-scale immigration, especially
from outside Europe. On the contrary, countries as different as Turkey and Poland had
traditionally been countries of emigration but were now also experiencing considerable
immigration (Kirisgi 2010; Komornicki, Szejgiec-Kolenda & Czapiewski 2024). What is more,
because of local traditions of ardent monolingualism and the prevalence of ethnically-rooted
populist nationalism, the region witnessed considerable resistance to immigration (Sveda &
Tuzinska 2021) and to measures, including community interpreting, designed to facilitate
migrants’ access to public services.

At the outset of the migration crises, few countries in the impacted area possessed a suitable
infrastructure for training, accrediting, recruiting, assigning and regulating community
interpreters. Thus, a conspicuous feature of South-Eastern/East Central European responses
was widespread recourse to ad hoc solutions, such as the deployment of non-professional
interpreters and mediators (Cemerin & Crnko 2019; Schuster & Baixauli-Olmos 2018), the use of
pivot languages and linguae francae, and the deployment of machine translation. Another reason
why untrained, volunteer interpreters were relied upon so much was that, in many places, few
professional interpreters possessed the language combinations and cultural competence that
matched the needs of the migrant communities. One thinks, for instance, of the lack of
interpreters in the area capable of providing interpretation between the vernacular and Arabic,
Farsi or Pashto.

Literature on the topic has been emerging in the last few years (e.g., Cemerin & Crnko 2019;
Federici & Declercq 2020; Pokorn & Mikoli¢ Juzni¢ 2020; Polat Ulas 2021; Skourmalla & Sounoglou
2021; Sveda 2021; Nu¢ Blazi¢, lacono & Orthaber 2023; Sveda & Stefkové 2023; Eser & Lai 2024;
lacono, Heinisch & Pollabauer 2024). However, so far no publication has been devoted to
scrutinising and comparing how the countries of South-East and East Central Europe faced up to
the new and urgent communicative challenge. The aim of the special issue is to bring together
original papers that describe, explain and discuss how community interpreting was deployed (or
even initiated) in this relatively peripheral area of Europe in response to the two abovementioned
post-2015 migration crises. Contributions may choose to take a macro-approach and survey
developments, infrastructure, and initiatives within a single country. Alternatively, they may focus
on individual cases, such as the work of a particular NGO involved in coordinating interpreting
provision or an interpreter training program introduced by an institution of higher or further
education. Other contributors might prefer to compare developments or cases in multiple
countries in the area or take a diachronic approach, tracing a subject within one territory across
one of the migration phases or even drawing a comparison between the two phases.

Possible topics include, but are not limited to, the following:

e New community interpreting needs and practices as a challenge for local traditions of
translation and interpreting.

Community interpreting policies in one or more of the countries in the area.

Community interpreting and legislation, both on the EU level and within individual countries.
Community interpreting provision and practices across different sectors and institutions.
Interpreters’ associations’ responses to the migration challenge.

Training initiatives in higher or further education.

Non-professionals and volunteer networks (including online networks) in the provision of
community interpreting.



e Ad hoc forms of community interpreting (e.g., use of pivot languages or linguae francae,
“crowd-sourcing” (Filmer & Federici 2018), machine translation/interpreting).

e Remote interpreting in the migrant crisis.

e Ethical challenges of community interpreting.

e Psychological impact of interpreting for asylum-seekers and other migrants.

e Working conditions of community interpreters.
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