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DAYTONA BEACH -- Unable to speak English, Juan Ramon Alfonzo stood before a judge and expected to receive probation for stealing a toolbox. 

To his surprise, the judge sentenced him to 15 years in prison, followed by 15 years of probation, for stealing a dump truck valued at $125,000. 

Now, court officials agree Alfonzo entered the wrong plea because his court-hired interpreter, Marianne Verruno, provided an incomprehensible translation. 

Two weeks ago, a circuit judge tossed out his plea and sentencing to allow Alfonzo to start the court process over. 

"Ms. Verruno is far from being fluent in Spanish," an expert interpreter wrote in a report to the judge. "She may be conversant enough for social situations but her Spanish is not minimally adequate to interpret in a court of law." 

The incident raises questions about the qualifications and screening process for court-hired interpreters in the 7th Judicial Circuit, especially given the area's growing Hispanic population. But a court official says changes are under way to improve training for interpreters. 

Alfonzo claimed Verruno's confusing translations from English to Spanish prevented him from understanding he was pleading no contest to a first-degree felony punishable by 30 years in prison. Alfonzo thought he was pleading to a misdemeanor charge of stealing a toolbox, said Thomas Mott, Alfonzo's new attorney who helped him retract his 2004 plea. 

Mott said he fears other defendants could have received bad information in the nine years that Verruno served as a translator. Court officials are working to provide The News-Journal with a list of cases she has handled. 

"One can only conclude that (Alfonzo) would not be the only one in this position," Mott said, "given the fact that the translator has been performing at a substandard level." 

Local court officials say they cannot recall another complaint about bad translations. A federal accrediting association, however, says Florida may be vulnerable to similar problems. It is one of several states in the nation that do not require court-appointed interpreters to pass a skills test and be accredited by the National Association of Judiciary Interpreters and Translators. 

	The translations 

	1.) Judge: We have microphones, and this is all being recorded so that we have a record of this proceeding. In case, you - this is a case number 04-37-34473 - and you are charged with principal to grand theft with damage over $1,000, and/or grand theft over $100,000, and driving while license cancelled, suspended or revoked. Do you understand those are the charges? 

2.) Verruno, the court interpreter: Tenemos microfonos de que todo esta grabando para que tenemos acta en lo que de todo lo que hay, fue dicho. En el caso de ce, en el caso numero 0434473, y usted esta acusado de gro, robro robo grande, principal de mas de $1,000 dolares. Y manejando mientras que la licencia fue suspendida o revocado. Uste me entiende . . . 

3.) Marty, the expert, who interpretted Verruno's translation: We have microphones of the all is recording so that we may have record meanwhile of the everything of the is, was said. In this case of ce, in the case number 0434473, and you are accused of gro, robro big robbery, main, of more than $1,000 and/or big robbery more than $100,000. And being driving while license was suspended or revoked. Do you understand me . . . ?



1.) Prosecutor Peter McGlashan: That's difficult to hear, Your Honor. This is a co-defendant to the dump truck ring, where this dump truck was retrieved or recovered. The victims are here; Mr. and Mrs. Linsley. And in this case, I guess, there's some damage and restitution owed. And as we had a previous discussion at the arraignment of this case, they feel strongly about it, although there's no direct link between - I have no evidence connecting the two thefts. But they would like to address the court. 

2.) Verruno, the court interpreter: Si su Senoria, de que eso es un, un pensa de camioneta peque -de que lo recogieron y las victimas estan prezente y . . . Sr. y Sra. Stansleyy el caso de que hay danos y de que y, tiene que pagar. Y de que como hemos hablado antes . . . ellos se sienten muy fuerte de eso, de que se sienta de que han . . . un conexion aunque no hay evidencia, eh, de los, ah, robos, pero si ellos quieren hablar a la par de . . . 

3.) Marty, the expert, who interpretted Verruno's translation: Your Honor of the that is a, a "pensa" of a pickup small - of that they picked it up and the victims are here present and . . . Mr. and Mrs. Stansley and the case of that there are damages and of the and, you have to pay. And of the as we have talked about before . . . they feel themselves very strong of that, of the he feels of that they have - a conexion even though there is no evidence, um, of the, ah, robberies, but if they want to speak along with . . .



Circuit Judge William A. Parsons, who tossed out Alfonzo's guilty plea, said there is no way to know whether the problem occurred before because, until two years ago, court reporters only recorded proceedings in English. 

Alfonzo's case is unique in that a digital recording system put in place two years ago allowed an expert to evaluate the translations, Parsons said. 

"I was not comfortable enough with the translation and that (Alfonzo) did not fully understand his rights," the judge said. "I need to be properly comfortable that the decision (to enter a plea) is free and voluntary. Otherwise I am not doing my job." 

Court records indicate Verruno was required only to fill out a one-page application to be hired as a court translator. On it, Verruno wrote she was fluent in Spanish and aphasia -- the ability to translate for people unable to speak, such as stroke victims. 

But Joan Peters, executive director of the National Aphasia Association in New York, said it is impossible to be fluent in aphasia. 

"It is a condition, not a language," Peters said. 

Verruno, reached by phone at her Ormond Beach business, would not comment. 

It is unknown whether she took a test before being hired, said court administrator Mark Weinberg. Her only evidence of training is a certificate from the University of Arizona after completing an 18-day course in 1999, three years after she was hired, according to court documents. The certificate does not state which language she learned nor does it verify her ability to speak Spanish fluently. 

But since the faulty translation was revealed, officials with the 7th Judicial Circuit no longer are hiring her as an interpreter for $52.50 an hour. 

In the 7th Circuit, which covers Volusia, Flagler, Putnam and St. Johns counties, court interpreters are required to attend a two-day orientation. They are encouraged to take a written and oral qualifying exam, but it is not mandatory, said Claudia Villalba, Volusia County Courthouse Interpreters Unit Supervisor and the first federally-certified court interpreter hired by Volusia County. 

"They were doing the best they could with what they had at the time," Villalba said. "We are now improving the quality of services provided by interpreters by providing training." 

Villalba said when she was hired in July 2004 she discovered none of the interpreters had gone through a state qualification process, which is left up to individual circuits to decide whether to adopt. She decided to terminate interpreters who were unwilling to receive training and be retested, who considered interpreting a hobby or who were not qualified, Villalba said. 

Verruno, meanwhile, was only assigned misdemeanor cases while the expert reviewed her translations to Alfonzo, Villalba said. Her last job as interpreter for the court was last August, Villalba said. 

Verruno was hired in 2004 to interpret court proceedings for Alfonzo, 50, who does not speak English and is illiterate in his native language of Spanish. 

Alfonzo's run-in with the law dates to July 2004. He was arrested in a traffic stop after two men were reported to have left a stolen dump truck at a convenience store on State Road 44. Police found a toolbox in the pickup occupied by Alfonzo and another man. Alfonzo was charged with grand theft and driving with a suspended license, the report said. 

Alfonzo told The News-Journal that his first attorney, assigned from the Public Defender's Office, said he would get probation for a year if he entered a plea, but that he would not be pleading to stealing a dump truck. On the day of the sentencing Dec. 21, 2004, Alfonzo said he was shocked to learn he would spend 15 years in prison. In fact, a transcript of the hearing shows his interpreter never mentioned a dump truck, only a pickup truck. 

A friend recalled Alfonzo screaming in court and the judge ordering him removed. 

"It was as if the devil in flames fell on me," Alfonzo said in Spanish from the Volusia County Branch Jail. "I just half understood the interpreter but I am certain that at no time did I declare myself guilty for stealing a truck because there was never a discussion about a truck being stolen until the day I was sentenced." 

Judge Parsons withdrew Alfonzo's plea on Dec. 30 after a federally certified expert in Tampa reported the interpretation was of poor quality. 

The expert, Maria Cecilia Marty, evaluated transcripts from the court's digital recording in English and Spanish, and said the interpretation did not make sense. 

"The interpretation was so highly deficient, (Alfonzo) never even got to the part about his right to go to jury trial," Marty said in a telephone interview. "Maybe, if he got 5 percent of what was said, he was lucky. " 

Alfonzo is scheduled to return to court March 6. 

In the neighboring 9th Judicial Circuit, which covers Orange and Osceola counties, a court official said interpreters must pass a written and oral test before being hired. Still, the public and the court would have more assurances if interpreters needed to be certified through the national accrediting association, said Agustin S. De La Mora, coordinator of court interpreters for the 9th Circuit. 

"Bilingualism is not enough," said De La Mora, who is also federally certified. "The case in question highlights the need and reason why trained interpreters should be doing the job." 
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