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SPECIAL REPORT:  Obamacare Lost in Translation 
 
HHS has spent at least $44 million on foreign language translation services since 
Obamacare became law.  This amount is enough to have covered the cost of 
approximately 1,128,205 mammograms,i 2,095 knee replacement surgeries,ii and 414 
coronary bypass heart surgeries.iii
 

 

 
The Problem 
   When the Patient Protection & Affordable Care 
Activ  (ACA), more commonly known as 
Obamacare, was signed into law on March 23, 
2010, the national insurance mandate was touted 
as a deficit-reducing measure that would save the 
American taxpayer more than $1 trillion by cutting 
chronic health care related spending excess and 
abuse.  Indeed, in his final public address before 
the law’s enactment, President Barack Obama 
promised the American people that thanks to his 
signature legislation, consumers would at last get 
what they were actually paying for.v   However, 
government audits conducted since 
implementation of the embattled plan have begun 
to show that far from saving citizens money, the 
cost of overhauling the country’s insurance system 
has been exorbitant and only continues to grow.vi   
More troubling yet is the abject lack of 
transparency about where the money is going.vii

 
  

ProEnglish’s Concerns 
   Of special concern to supporters of ProEnglish’s 
efforts are the mounting costs associated with 
translating and interpreting taxpayer-funded 
materials into languages other than English.  
Since federal agencies’ expenditures in this arena 
show no sign of slowing, no authoritative final tally 
can be generated yet on this aspect of Obamacare’s 
implementation.   
 
   Notwithstanding this accounting barrier, 
ProEnglish launched an in-depth investigation into 
the foreign language costs thus far incurred by the 
U.S. Department of Health & Human Services 
(HHS).  

 
The Investigation 
   ProEnglish started its investigation on October 
16, 2013 after submitting a Freedom of 
Information Act (FOIA) request to HHS seeking all 
records tending to demonstrate any costs incurred 
to date for translation or interpretation of 
Obamacare materials into languages other than 
English. Despite the agency’s statutory obligation 
to comply within twenty (20) business days, HHS 
ignored ProEnglish’s FOIA request for months and 
has yet to turn over any information. With the help 
of FOIA Resource Center, ProEnglish has obtained 
an HHS spreadsheet listing fifteen (15) contracts 
involving Obamacare translation and 
interpretation services spending.viii

 
    

   Unsurprisingly, the HHS spreadsheet failed to 
show the actual dollar amount spent on any single 
contract listed.  The agency also did not provide a 
tally of overall spending.  Instead, the agency 
claimed that because the contract costs were not 
broken down by services, the portion accounting 
for translation services could not be revealed.  
 
HHS Spending on Obamacare Translators 
   Records published at usaspending.gov indicate 
that as of February 12, 2014, the federal 
government had disbursed more than $4.6 billion 
in connection with the Affordable Care Act.ix   HHS 
was responsible for 99.07% of this spending.   
Aside from the contracts referenced above that 
HHS has yet to disclose, the agency spent more 
than $44 million during the same period on 
services and materials provided in languages other 
than English.  In other words, the amount of 
money that HHS has spent on foreign language  
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translation services since the ACA was signed into 
law could have paid for 1,128,205 mammograms, 
2,095 knee-replacements, and 414 coronary bypass 
surgeries. 
 
   Even as the vague contract descriptions make it 
difficult to discern a valid basis for approving the 
expenses, the agreements all seem to point in 
support of ACA’s implementation.   
 
 
Below are some of the most expensive awards 
found: 
 

• On June 27 and October 28, 2013, HHS 
gave a combined $4,520,722 to the Council for the 
Spanish Speaking, Inc. (based in Milwaukee, WI), 
for unspecified costs related to Head Start.x

• On August 30, 2010, HHS paid $1.6 million 
to The Media Network, Inc. (based in Silver 
Spring, MD) to conduct a year-long “Spanish-
language ad campaign.” 

 

• On June 20 and December 11, 2013, HHS 
gave a combined $1,417,054 to the Spanish 
Speaking Unity Council (based in Oakland, CA) for 
unspecified costs related to Head Start.xi

•  On August 30, 2011 and April 30, 2012, 
HHS paid $2,398,749 to the Quijote Corporation 
(based in Los Angeles, CA) to conduct a “Spanish-
language multimedia and grassroots campaign.” 

 

•  On December 23, 2009 and August 30, 
2010, HHS gave the Spanish Speaking Unity 
Council another combined $2,234,400 in American 
Recovery & Reinvestment Act (ARRA) funds to 
expand its Early Head Start program.xii

• On July 1, 2010 and July 20, 2011, HHS 
gave a combined $2,047,543 to the Center for 
Applied Linguistics (based in Washington, DC) to 
study the development of literacy in Spanish-
speaking children. 

 

• On December 11, 2009 and July 29, 2010, 
HHS also gave $1,820,015 to the Milwaukee-based 
Council for the Spanish Speaking in ARRA 
expansion funds for Early Head Start. 

 

 

 
Our Continued Fight for Transparency 
   This loss to taxpayers has represented a boon to 
some individuals.  In 2009, Luis Gutierrez, who 
owns Dream Management, Inc. based in 
Baltimore, MD, lamented the impact of a sagging 
economy on small business owners such as 
himself.xiii   Yet, with the passage of Obamacare, 
Gutierrez’s specially designated minority set-aside 
enterprise has won him $39,000 in federal 
contracts annually by offering over-the-phone 
translations to HHS workers struggling to 
communicate with non-English speaking callers.  
Another like Gutierrez is Adam Shapiro, who won 
$25,000 from HHS last year to promote the use of 
Medline (the federal government’s Spanish-
language version of WebMD) to Spanish speakers 
on Facebook.   
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   While these single contracts may seem 
insignificant when considered individually, 
ProEnglish launched its investigation precisely to 
expose and prevent these abuses as it fights 
unrelentingly to make English the official 
language of the United States. 

   ProEnglish will continue exercising oversight of 
the federal government’s expenditures on 
translation and interpretation of Obamacare 
materials into languages other than English.  
ProEnglish will also continue to keep its 
supporters apprised of any new documents it 
obtains.

 

 
Endnotes 
                                                           
i According to its website, HHS.gov/HealthCare, the average out-of-pocket cost of a mammogram prior to the ACA becoming law was $39 
per individual. “Women and the Affordable Care Act,” May 10, 2013. http://www.hhs.gov/healthcare/facts/factsheets/2011/08/affordable-
care-act-women.html 

ii “Knee replacement surgery debate shifts from cost to benefits,” CNBC, Aug. 22, 2013, citing the Journal of Bone & Joint Surgery 
http://www.cnbc.com/id/100978057 

iii “Heart Surgery in India for $1,583 Costs $106,385 in U.S.,” Bloomberg, July 28, 2013, citing the average cost of coronary bypass heart 
surgery at Ohio’s Cleveland Clinic as provided by dada on CMS.gov.  http://www.bloomberg.com/news/2013-07-28/heart-surgery-in-india-
for-1-583-costs-106-385-in-u-s-.html 
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iv http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/pkg/PLAW-111publ148/pdf/PLAW-111publ148.pdf 

v http://www.whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/remarks-president-house-vote-health-insurance-reform 

vi http://www.treasury.gov/tigta/auditreports/2013reports/201313115_oa_highlights.pdf 

vii http://www.forbes.com/sites/theapothecary/2013/10/14/obamacares-website-is-crashing-because-it-doesnt-want-you-to-know-health-
plans-true-costs/ 

viii HHS’s spreadsheet is here attached as Appendix B. 

ix These results are here attached as Appendix A. 

x According to its website, the Council for the Spanish Speaking has 733 students enrolled in its Head Start program, representing tuition of 
$6,167. 

xi According to its website, the Spanish Speaking Unity Council has a total of 119 students, not all of them enrolled in the actual Head Start 
program.  Even if all students took part in Head Start, this grant amounts to $22,721 per child, costing taxpayers twice as much tuition as a 
first-year pays at Virginia Tech. 

xii Assuming all students referenced in footnote 8 were in the Early Head Start arm of the school instead, this represents tuition of $9,388 
per year. 

xiii http://www.bizjournals.com/baltimore/stories/2009/11/23/smallb4.html 


