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Martin Cutts, Research Director, Plain Language Commission, UK
It’s my pleasure to welcome you to this international plenary on plain
language progress around the world.
This is not the post-lunch siesta slot. Please don’t even think of having a quiet
snooze at the back. We have some cracking speakers for you, from all corners
of the known world. Their every sentence has been carefully crafted for
clarity, laconicism and pith. However, we have only 90 minutes between us,
and there are nine speakers, so the more mathematically endowed will know
this means 7.5 minutes each…plus a bit of time for questions.
I want to lead off by saying a few words about what’s been happening in the
UK and EU. First, four recent highlights from the UK.
1. Last year every household received an apparently clear and welldesigned census form that had benefited from extensive pre-testing of
the questions and wide public consultation on wording. As a form, it
looked like a success, and it will be fascinating to see whether people
coped with the form better than the 1991 version, which was widely
reviled.
2. Since 1995 our tax ministry has been rewriting 6,000 pages of tax law
into plainer English and the new texts are now being enacted. There is
also a new page layout for these texts, using better navigational aids,
clearer type and more white space. The work has been done by a 40strong team led by legislative drafters from the parliamentary
counsel’s office, and it responds to cries of anguish from disenchanted

tax and accountancy professionals, and outsiders like me. So well done
the Inland Revenue: now we all just love to pay those taxes you
impose.
3. Around 15,000 documents carry a clarity badge from one of the three
organizations that give them. Our badge is the Clear English Standard.
Documents can display it if they’ve been through our editing process
and met our published criteria. Basically we act like an editorial oyster,
filtering out all the slime, excrement and grit. Among our customers is
the Financial Services Authority, the main financial services regulator
in the UK, so most of their public leaflets and information factsheets
about pensions and investments carry our logo, and we also have a
version of the logo for use on accredited websites such as theirs.
4. An English product is starting to revolutionise writing-skills training.
It’s a product we sell (demo from www.clearest.co.uk) although we
didn’t make it – I only wish we had. It’s called StyleWriter and it’s an
electronic editing program that everyone can have on their PCs. In the
USA, the Federal Aviation Administration and the Environmental
Protection Agency have installed it almost universally, alongside a
customized one-day electronic writing-skills course. Truly I believe
this will change the world and make the manufacturers very rich
indeed!
Twenty words, now, about progress in France, Germany and Italy. Here
it’s fair to say that plain language is not all that hot, but things are
warming up. Clarity magazine no. 47 (www.clarity-international.net)
gives more details. In the EU bureaucracy, the European Commission’s
translation department, headed by Emma Wagner, has led a popular and
influential Fight the Fog campaign. We at Plain Language Commission
have helped her by publishing ‘Clarifying Eurolaw’ and latterly

‘Clarifying EC Regulations’ (both on free download from
www.clearest.co.uk). These show that what some EC lawyers regard as
mission impossible is really just a stroll in the park.
I come to an event like this almost as to a religious retreat, to revitalise my
belief in the cause. For me, the conference has succeeded in doing that,
and I hope it has done the same for you.
I have no doubt about it – as Joni Mitchell and her friends used to sing in
Cabbagetown – ‘we shall overcome’. Or should that be ‘we will
overcome’?
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Martin Cutts, Research Director of the U.K.'s Plain Language Commission, has
long been at the heart of the plain English movement. Recently he has been
working with the Financial Services Authority (www.fsa.gov.uk) to prepare
consumer guides and fact sheets. In 1998, Martin lectured on plain language to
European Union officials and politicians in Brussels and Luxembourg and
addressed the International Legislative Drafting Institute at Tulane University,
New Orleans. In 1997, he gave papers at the Plain Language in Progress
conference in Calgary. Also in the 1990s, Martin visited India four times,
lecturing and giving courses on plain language; he maintains his links there
through occasional consultancy work for consumer groups and insurers. He is
the author of several books and many articles about plain English and about
plain language in the law. A member of Clarity and the Information Design
Association and a Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts, Martin graduated from
Liverpool University in 1976. He co-founded the U.K.'s Plain English
Campaign in 1979.
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The story of the plain language movement in Australia is slightly different to
the story in Canada and the US, and, I think, much of Europe. In Australia,
the impetus to move towards plain language has come mainly from the
private sector. We haven’t had as much government regulation as some
other countries (such as the USA). We have had Government initiatives, but
they have been focussed mainly on Government departments and the public
service. And we haven’t had the Government funding that has been so
characteristic of the plain language movement, particularly in Canada. In
that sense, maybe we are more similar to the UK plain language movement.
Because I am a lawyer, and because that is the field of my plain language
consultancy, I’ll be concentrating today on plain language developments in
the legal area in Australia.
I was going to say that my involvement in plain language began in around
1987, but it just occurred to me that it actually began when I first learned to
speak, when I spoke in words of one syllable. But 1987 was the year of the
landmark Law Reform Commission of Victoria Report (that’s the Australian
state of Victoria) called Plain Language and the Law. I was working as
legal precedents manager at Mallesons Stephen Jaques, a big Australian law
firm, and that firm was very quick to see the advantages of adopting a plain
language writing style. We picked up the plain language ball and ran with it.
Other law firms did the same and are still running with it.
Australian lawyers have been so enthusiastic about plain language that it is
almost possible to argue (as my colleague Christopher Balmford does) that
the battle for acceptance of plain language is already won there. Certainly
now, as a consultant, I am rarely asked to come to persuade law firms that
plain language is safe (10 years ago I had to do regularly). Now the demand
is for in-house training in plain language writing. And, interestingly, there is
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very little demand from law firms for external consultants to come in and
actually rewrite documents. The skills are already in the law firms. That
seems like a healthy development – though not so healthy for my bank
account. But it is also a sign that Australian lawyers feel confident that they
know what they are doing and believe they can write in plain language.
Plain language drafting has been taught in Australian law schools now for a
decade.
What these advances are forcing me to do is not to look to the past of the
plain language movement, but to look to the future. So what I’m doing
nowadays is casting a critical eye over what is lacking in the Australian legal
scene in terms of plain language and clear communication. And what I’m
seeing – and it came into focus very quickly in the first half of this year – is
a desperate need for reform in the courts and tribunals.
In Australia, in the past few years, governments have been radically cutting
the financial aid available for people who cannot afford to pay for a private
lawyer. There’s only very limited legal aid available for civil litigation, and
nowhere near enough for family law and criminal cases. And there are not
enough court-appointed lawyers. The private profession does some “probono” work, but it is not enough. At the same time, Australia is becoming
an increasingly litigious society. For those, and other reasons, the
perception is that the courts are flooded with self- representing litigants.
And that neither the courts nor the litigants are coping.
I say, “the perception is” because until recently there have not been reliable
statistics. However, here are some from an Australian law Reform
Commission report from 2000 1:
•
in the Family Court, up to 41% of cases have at least one selfrepresented litigant (and another study has the figure as high as
50%)2
•
in the Federal Court, 18% of cases involved self-represented
litigants (and of these 31% were applicants in migration cases)
•
in the Administrative Appeals Tribunal, 35% of all cases
involved self-represented litigants.
1

Australian Law Reform Commission, Managing Justice: a review of the federal Justice
System, Canberra, 2000 (Report 89)
2
Litigants in Person in the Family Court of Australia, John Dewar, Barry W Smith and
Cate Banks, 2000, Family Court of Australia
© 2002 Michèle M Asprey
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But instead of me talking statistics and telling you why reform is necessary
in the language and procedure of the courts, let me – in the best practice of
clear communication - show you.
I thank the Australian Broadcasting Commission and the Law and Justice
Foundation of New South Wales for providing me with this excerpt from the
film series DIY Law – “Secrets and Lies.” 3
At this point Ms Asprey showed a short excerpt from a 30 minute film. It
told the story of Sokkun Yamamoto, a political refugee from war-torn
Cambodia, living in Australia since 1998. She had applied to the
Department of Immigration to sponsor her elderly mother to come and live
in Australia, but her application was rejected. Sokkun appeals to the
Migration Review Tribunal. Sokkun conducts the appeal herself, but when
it comes time to receive the verdict, it comes in a form that she cannot
understand, and she is forbidden by court procedure to ask question of the
Tribunal member.

For me, apart from the Tribunal member’s Cheshire Cat Grin as she walks
away up the corridor, the most chilling moment of the film is when Sokkun
has to sign the document containing the decision - a decision that she does
not understand.
The film I just showed highlights that it is not just the language of the law
that needs changing, but the whole way the decision is given to the
applicant. It is not just how the decision reads, but the way you find out if
you have won or lost. Surely that is the most basic requirement of all. It is a
matter of justice, and a matter of consumer rights too.
Now Australian courts have already begun to recognise this, and to act.
Efforts are bring made, particularly by Family Court of Australia and the
Judicial Commission of NSW, to improve judicial communication. And we
have a new Judicial College of Australia just starting up now.
But it really is just beginning. As you can see from the film, the courts and
tribunals need help. They need to see what other jurisdictions are doing, so I
want to collect material. Please, if you see me after this and you have any

3
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information to share, I’d love to speak to you. Introduce yourself to me and
we can talk. But, for now, thank you for listening.
Michèle M Asprey
September 2002
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International Plenary Panel:
Plain Language Progress Around the World

Recent Developments in the Plain Language Movement in
Australia

Michèle Asprey
Michèle Asprey is an Australian lawyer with a special interest in plain language
writing. Her book, Plain Language for Lawyers (Federation Press, 1991; second
edition, 1996; third edition, forthcoming in 2003) was the first such Australian
text. It has been very well received. Michèle now works freelance, rewriting
documents, giving seminars, and consulting on plain language.
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PLAIN LANGUAGE
NATIONAL LITERACY SECRETARIAT, HRDC:
The NLS was formed in 1988 as a federal response to a national issue. The NLS works
to ensure Canadians have opportunities to develop ever-expanding literacy and numeracy
skills needed to meet the demands of everyday life. We work in partnership with the
provinces and territories, business and labour, literacy organizations, voluntary
organizations, and other government departments to develop literacy activities in Canada.
At the federal level the NLS provides expertise, policy and research support.
FOCUS: I will focus my presentation on NLS’s involvement with Plain Language.
Federal and provincial government colleagues, the Canadian Labour Congress, and other
Canadians, far more knowledgeable than I, have already provided a lot of information
about other PL activities in Canada.
NEED: Plain Language is of critical importance because of 3 factors in Canada:
1) IALS tells us that 38 % of Canadians face literacy challenges that limits their ability to
deal with complex tasks.
2) Canada has the highest immigration levels of OECD countries resulting in a
substantial percentage of the population not having English or French as their first
language.(260k-2001-02, aiming to 300k-1% in next year)
3) Canada’s population is aging rapidly and IALS tells us that the current over 65
population has significantly lower literacy levels than the under 65 population.
NLS INVOLVEMENT WITH PLAIN LANGUAGE
PROMOTION & AWARENESS:
In 1989, NLS was looking for a federal government initiative for ILY (1990) that could
improve access for low literacy Canadians. The NLS was inspired by the UK’s major
work in plain language. The US was also doing some work. A plain language initiative
seemed like a good idea, especially since a number of federal departments had asked the
NLS for advice and direction on how better to serve clients. An interdepartmental
working group was established, including 14 departments and agencies to raise awareness
and provide training on plain language.

Some departments involved at that time continue to be involved today- such as Revenue
Canada and some central agencies such as Treasury Board.
In 1991, we published “Plain Language-Clear and Simple”/Pour un Style Clair et
Simple” guides. Later these were published in Braille and audio format. They are sold
through Canada Communications group- over 30,000 in English and 12,000 in French
have been sold to date without promotion. NLS has also distributed thousands free to our
partners.
I brought a limited number of copies for participants.
I have also provided a 2 pager that lists the contact information for all the materials I will
refer to in my presentation as well as key websites and links.
In terms of awareness and promotion, we’ve also supported numerous plain language
awareness and promotion projects undertaken by folks in the literacy community.
LEARNING MATERIALS:
NLS has supported the development of numerous learning materials at low literacy
levels. Eg. Canadian Red Cross- First Aid Manual, Consumers’ Association of CanadaConsumer Magazine &Shop Smart & Food Tips
Other examples would include- PL guide to welfare rights, tenants rights and
responsibilities, career planning, job prep materials, health and safety information,
WHIMS etc.
NLS DOES NOT fund organizations to redo all their materials in PL.
RESOURCE MATERIALS AND TOOLS:
Plain Language Trainer’s guide (E & F) which NLS has made available to partners which
enables people to deliver workshops on the use of Plain Language.
Literacy Audit Kit, developed by AAAL is a tool that enables an organization to assess
their accessibility to low literacy clients. It looks at the organizations’ communicationforms, pamphlets, signage, and verbal communication and identifies problems and
solution to improve accessibility.
SUPPORT TO LITERACY PROVIDERS OF PLAIN LANGUAGE SERVICES:
NLS has encouraged and supported provincial literacy coalitions, amongst others, to
develop plain language training and services and to integrate that into their literacy
awareness and promotion activities.
SPECIAL PROJECT:
I would like to mention a special initiative which could be a wonderful case study of
plain language impact:
The Canadian Public Health Association (CPHA) is a national organization whose
membership includes some 40 health related associations such as doctors, nurses,
optometrists, physiotherapists, dietitians, pharmacists, etc.

CPHA started a Literacy and PL awareness project, supported by the NLS, with its
membership to improve awareness about literacy and the need for PL communications
with patients. Every member organization received workshops and began to understand
the need for PL and the role it could play in improved health services to Canadians.
CPHA developed training and materials to help its membership adopt plain language
practices such as “medication packaging and labeling guidelines” in general and for
specific groups like seniors with low literacy. Member associations have also developed
units that are now included in the training programs about literacy and plain language.
CPHA has now established a permanent National Literacy and Health Program. They
provide PL services such as assessment, revision, creating new documents, workshops, as
well as PL Health information,(they have just published a Directory of Plain Language
Information for North America). They also support research that focuses on literacy and
health research.
Lots of other activities but not enough time.
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Yvette Y. Souque, BSW and MA is a Program Manager at the National Literacy
Secretariat (NLS), Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC). Yvette's
background in community development and many years working in the
voluntary sector has served her well in current work with literacy. Yvette joined
the NLS in 1991, assuming responsibility for the federal-provincial/territorial
partnership program in the four western provinces and three northern territories
of Canada. She has built partnerships with provinces, colleges, community
literacy, social services, school boards, first nations and the literacy community,
focusing on the development of the literacy field and resources for and
knowledge about adult literacy.
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This is the Plain Swedish Group

The mission of the Plain
Swedish Group
The Plain Swedish Group
• informs about plain language work in
Sweden and other countries
• organizes conferences and seminars
• participates at international plain language
conferences.

What is plain Swedish?
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Match your writing to the needs of the readers.
Consider carefully the purpose and message.
Structure the document clearly.
Write informative headings.
Write pithy summaries.
Use “I”, “we” and “you” to make the writing more human.
Avoid passive constructions.
Take pride in everyday Swedish.
Explain difficult but necessary words.
Use concrete words.
Read your colleagues´ documents and give them advice.

Why plain Swedish?
Plain language
• increases the trust between citizens and
authorities
• leads to democratisation and better legal
rights
• makes work more fun and effective
• saves time and money
• is stated in the law!

The web site Klarspråk
www.justitie.regeringen.se/klarsprak

The Black List
lDo

not write: subsequent to

lInstead,

write: after, following

Guidelines for the authorities
§ 8.1 Do not use unnecessary abbreviations
• Mostly, avoid abbreviations of words,
expressions, names and terms.
• Explain abbreviations the first time they appear
in the text in the following way:
Pensions will be paid by the National
Government Employee Pensions Board
(NGEPB).

The Plain Language Test
www.justitie.regeringen.se/klarsprak/
klarsprakstest

The Plain Swedish Crystal
• The winner of 2002
The report Death concerns us all by a
Government Committee

The Plain Swedish Bulletin
• Published 4 times a year
• 3 200 subscribers

• The winner of 2001
The local authority of Borås
• The winner of 2000
The report Staten i omvandling
• The winner of 1999
The National Housing Board
• The winner of 1998
The Regional Social Insurance Office of
Västerås

Plain Swedish seminars
•
•
•
•

Plain Swedish for everybody
Plain Language opens Sweden
Plain Language on the Internet
Plain Language for people with reading
disabilities
• Plain Language in the Nordic countries

Plain language projects at some
authorities
• The Swedish Patent and Registration
Office
• The National Board of Student Aid
• The Regional Social Insurance Office in
Västerås
• Plain Language Network of Dalarna
• The Swedish Migration Board and the
Aliens Appeals Board
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Bengt Baedecke joined the Swedish Government Offices as a language expert
in September 1999. Previously he worked as a communications specialist at
McKinsey & Co. and before that as a language consultant at WM-data. He has a
B.A. in English, German, and Philosophy and further academic qualifications in
language consultancy.
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Plain Language Developments in Ireland: An Overview
Brian Hunt 1
_________________________

1. Introduction
The adoption of plain language in Ireland is making slow but steady progress. My experience
would seem to suggest that an organisation’s positive view of plain language is not always
apparent from their activities or output. As a consequence, in order to ascertain the views of
many organisations, I had to engage in communication directly with them.

There appear to be a number of stages which an organisation goes through prior to adopting
plain language – awareness of plain language and a favourable attitude towards plain
language being two key steps. All of the businesses and organisations which I contacted
were aware of the drive towards plain language. Also, they were all receptive and very
positive about the role which they see plain language playing in their organisation. Of the
organisations which I contacted, only a sma ll number had a tangible plain language policy in
place. The others strongly favoured and actively encouraged its use. The development of a
policy is a significant step along the road towards attaining plain language – and many of the
organisations which I contacted are moving firmly in that direction.

2. Government - The Public Sector
It might be reasonable to expect that on a subject as important as plain language, that the
Government might take a leading approach. However, in Ireland this has not been the case.
The private sector have clearly taken a lead in the adoption of plain language.

Our

Government have not yet published a policy on plain language. Despite the absence of an
identifiable policy on plain language, virtually all of the leaflets and guides published by the
various Government Departments are written in a plain and reader-friendly way.

For

example, the following is an extract from a brochure produced by the Department of the
Environment on planning legislation:

1

Dip. L.S., B.A., M.Litt., Dip. L.S., Dip. Int. Arb., A.C.I. Arb. (Ireland). © 2002.

1

“What is a protected structure?
A protected structure is a structure that a local authority considers to be of special
interest from an architectural, historical, archaeological, artistic, cultural, scientific,
social or technical point of view. Details of protected structures are entered by the
authority in its Record of Protected Structures, which is part of the Development Plan.
Each owner and occupier of a protected structure is legally obliged to ensure that the
structure is preserved. …
How does an owner or occupier know which works require planning permission?
An owner or occupier of a protected structure may request the local authority to issue
a declaration indicating the types of works that could be carried out without affecting
the character of the structure or any element of the structure which contributes to its
special interest. These works would not require planning permission. A local authority
will, in general, issue such a declaration within three months of receiving a request.”2

In 1999, a Government Report entitled “Reducing Red Tape: An Action Programme of
Regulatory Reform in Ireland” recommended that “All Departments should be required to
provide user -friendly information to client groups and easily-read guides to legislation”.

Plain Language Laws
In its report entitled “Statutory Drafting and Interpretation: Plain Language and the Law”,
(LRC61-2000) the Irish Law Reform Commission strongly advocate the use of plain
language in legislation.

Among other things, it recommended the use of familiar and

contemporary language in legislative drafting; shorter and less complex sentences; the active,
rather than the passive voice; positive statements rather than negative ones; and, increased
use of examples, maps and diagrams.

In November 2001, a legislative Drafting Manual was prepared in the Office of the
Parliamentary Counsel for use by drafters. This Manual commends the use of plain and
simple language in so far as that is possible without giving rise to ambiguity. It advocates the
use of plain language in the following terms:

2

Department of the Environment, “A Guide to Protected Buildings”.
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“A simple sentence is easier to understand than a complex or compound sentence. If
the meaning of a complex sentence can be precisely stated in two or more simple
sentences, use the simple sentences. If a word has the same meaning as a phrase, use
the word. Omit needless words.”

It also encourages adherence to the following plain language principles:
•

“use simple and familiar words unless they do not accurately express the intended
meaning;

•

use a single word, if possible, rather than a phrase;

•

prefer verbs to noun forms;

•

do not use different words to express the same meaning, or the same word to
express different meanings;

•

delete unnecessary words as they can lead to confusion and ambiguity;

•

where possible, avoid Latin and French expressions, jargon, journalese and
archaic words or phrases.”

There is a view which suggests that plain language cannot be fully embraced in the context of
legislative drafting due to the need for absolute accuracy. This need for accuracy often
precludes the use of plain and simple language – which by its nature lends itself easily to
ambiguity and differing interpretations. The necessity for plain language legislation could
also be questioned on the basis that it has never been established that ordinary citizens are
even interested in reading legislation.

Explanatory memoranda are published with each Bill and they seek to explain the
background and each provision of the Bill in plain and simple language. They are prepared
by the Government Department sponsoring the Bill.

Following the Law Reform

Commission’s criticism of the decline in the standard of explanatory memoranda, the Office
of the Parliamentary Counsel to the Government presented a Report to the Government Chief
Whip entitled “Explanatory Memoranda: An OPC Perspective” (February, 2002). In the light
of the complexity of much of our legislation, this Report suggested that the role which
explanatory memoranda play should be enhanced, so as to become more simplified and
informative for members of the public.

3

Also in February 2002, the Government published a Consultation Document entitled
“Towards Better Regulation”. This document states that Ireland aspires to enacting high
quality legislation, which it defines as laws which are “clear (well drafted), coherent (can be
easily followed), effective (achieves its objectives) and accessible (can be easily located).”.

Ombudsman, Information Commissioner
Following a review by a ‘working group’, the Office of the Ombudsman and also the Office
of the Information Commissioner are now using plain language.

As part of the

implementation of their plain language initiatives, a plain language policy is being developed.
In the interim, staff undergo training in plain language. The following is an example of some
of the plain language practices to which both Offices are now adhering to:
•

The avoidance of Latin and other foreign language terms,

•

The avoidance of legal and technical language, and where it is unavoidable explain its
meaning,

•

The avoidance of bureaucratic or pompous language,

•

The avoidance of words like “herewith”, “pursuant”.

Insurance Ombudsman
In its recent Reports, the Insurance Ombudsman of Ireland has emphasised the need for
insurance companies to “demystify” their language and has consistently called for the
adoption of plain language:

“In previous years I drew attention to the need for simplification of the language of
the insurance world. I would continue to urge companies to make this a priority. It
would greatly improve communication and understanding between them and their
policy holders.”

The 2000 Report goes on to point out the practical benefits which the adoption of plain
language could have for all parties:
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“It would generally improve communication and understanding between them and
their policyholders. It would attract questions at the point of sale, would assist
potential policy holders in fully understanding the essential features of the policy
being sold, create more consumer satisfaction and fewer complaints to insurers.”.

3. Business – The Private Sector
Industry Leaders
Forfás is the National Policy and Advisory Board for Enterprise, Trade, Science, Technology
& Innovation in Ireland. It is the body in which the State's legal powers for industrial
promotion and technology development have been vested. Forfás has not yet developed a
policy on plain language, but it strives to “communicate as effectively and clearly as
possible”.

The Irish Business and Employers Confederation (IBEC) represents and provides economic,
commercial, employee relations and social affairs services to some 7,000 companies and
organisations from all sectors of economic and commercial activity. IBEC works to shape
policies and influence decision-making in a way that develops and protects members'
interests and contributes to the development and maintenance of an economy that promotes
enterprise and productive employment.

IBEC are in favour of plain language, and are

particularly critical of the complex language used in Irish legislation.

Primary Services - Telephone, Electricity and Gas
Our largest telephone company – Eircom plc provides its staff with a brochure so as to
encourage consistency in the implementation of its plain language objectives. This brochure
promotes many aspects of plain language. It encourages;
•

the omission of unnecessary words,

•

the use of the active voice,

•

the use of positive language,

•

the use of short sentences,

•

the use of short paragraphs,

•

the avoidance of formal language, and

•

the avoidance of jargon.
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Though not having a tangible plain language policy in place, our largest electricity company
(the ESB) and also our main gas company (An Bord Gáis) both enthusiastically advocate the
use of plain language. The ESB are eager to “encourage the use of clear language, without
unnecessary complication. We believe that the use of plain language helps us to inform our
customers, staff and business partners with greater speed and accuracy.”. An Bord Gáis are
similarly positive; saying that it “favours the use of clear and simple dialogue with its
customers and among its employees. … We view the use of simple words and plain language
as key to providing good customer service.”.

Insurance Companies
Just as in legislative drafting, the use of plain language can be inhibited where there is a
potential for legal uncertainty.

This point was expressed by a number of insurance

companies. They are clearly fearful that the adoption of plain language might diminish the
rights of the client or the insurer.

As expressed by Allianz, this fear derives from the fact that “contract wordings are, in many
cases, derived from legal precedent and legal custom and practice.”. Despite this, they are
committed to using plain language in their contracts in so far as that is possible.

One of the leading life assurance companies, Eagle Star Life is strongly in favour of the use
of plain language. However they point out - from a practical perspective - that plain language
can not be used in all circumstances – particularly in long and detailed contracts involving
substantial amounts of money.

Another major life assurance company, Irish Life have a Plain English Policy in place. In
1998 they began working with plain English consultants in the UK so as to ensure that its
literature is expressed in plain and simple terms. In the company’s own words: “Using the
plain English approach to writing means that Irish Life does not hide important information
behind financial jargon or small print.”. They point out that they were the first ever Irish
based financial services company to achieve both the “Crystal Mark” (awarded by The Plain
English Campaign) and also the “Honesty Mark” which is testament to their commitment to
the use and promotion of plain language. Staff training on the use of plain English is widely
implemented within Irish Life, this is supported by a “Plain English Jargon Buster” on their
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Intranet Site. At present they are rewriting all of their standard form letters which they will
send to their plain English consultants for approval.

Banks
One of Ireland’s major banks – the Bank of Ireland actively engages in the use of plain
language. It avails of the services offered by plain language consultants in the U.K. – which
they found to be “beneficial … and extremely thorough”. As a result of this, some of the
Bank’s brochures now carry the “Crystal Mark”.

4. Concluding Remarks
While I am unable to report as much progress as I would like to, I feel that in Ireland we are
making real progress towards eliminating the rhubarb and verbosity of times past. Until plain
language has been embraced by all sectors of Irish society, the Irish public will have to battle
with the complexity of terms and conditions, grapple with standard contracts and be baffled
by standard type letters.

It is easy to become disillusioned with the slow speed at which plain language is being
adopted. However, it is important to recognise that changing time-honoured practices and
traditions is a slow and often difficult process. Though we would wish otherwise, it takes a
considerable amount of time. Despite the fact that the benefits of plain language are
undeniable and clear, in many cases the adoption of plain language requires active
encouragement.

However, as I have outlined, the private sector has clearly taken a leading role in the adoption
of plain language. The level of awareness and positive attitude towards plain language
among businesses is very encouraging and augers well for the future of plain language in
Ireland.

7

International Plenary Panel:
Plain Language Progress Around the World

Plain Language Developments in Ireland: An Overview

Brian Hunt
www.betterregulation.ie

Brian Hunt, Research Officer in the Office of the Parliamentary Counsel to the
Government of Ireland, has recently published two articles about plain legal
language: "Plain Language: The End of the Road for Recondite Legislation?"
Bar Review, Vol. 7 (1) (2001); and "Plain Language: Is it Really the Answer?"
Stat. L.R., Vol. 23 (1) (2002).

Plain Language Association International (PLAIN)

Fourth Biennial Conference Proceedings
Toronto, Canada — September 26 - 29, 2002

International Plenary Panel:
Plain Language Progress Around the World

New Zealand
Jacquie Harrison
Presented to the Fourth Biennial Conference of the PLAIN Language Association
International, September 27, 2002
http://www.unitec.ac.nz/
Copyright © 2002, Jacquie Harrison

International Plenary Panel:

Plain Language Progress Around the World
New Zealand: Jacquie Harrison
In New Zealand, the plain language movement started in the mid 1980s with
Consumer magazine articles about gobbledegook in consumer business documents
such as insurance contracts. The media gave some attention to Consumer’s
Gobbledegook Awards, and a Plain English Campaign headquarters was established.
In the government sector, departments and agencies were cautious about adopting
plain language.
In 1985, the New Zealand Labour government established the Law
Commission, an organisation designed to undertake legal research, write reports and
make recommendations to the Minister of Justice. One of the main aims of the Law
Commission is to provide practical suggestions for making legislation as
understandable and accessible as possible. In 1993, the Law Commission published
Report No 27, The Format of Legislation, which promoted changes to the standard
typography and design of New Zealand statutes that would increase reader
comprehension.
The Law Commission has since published other reports, including the June
1996 Legislation Manual: Structure and Style, which included a set of plain language
guidelines for the use of legal drafters. The adoption of the guidin g principles and
their subsequent effect on New Zealand statutes were left up to the enthusiasm of
individual drafters within various government bodies, the drafting policy of those
bodies and the policy and direction of the Parliamentary Counsel Office.
By 1988 the Ministry of Consumer Affairs was producing plain language
standard forms for credit contracts and the Public Trust Office was advertising and
using plain language legal documents.
In the early 1990s the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the New Zealand
Ministry of Transport employed private firms specialising in plain language and
document design to re-design standard forms, resulting in reduced error rates and
considerable cost savings for these government agencies.

The Valabh Committee, reporting in 1990 on the core provisions of the
Income Tax Act 1976, recommended substantial changes to that Act, which led to the
establishment of a Inland Revenue Department team to rewrite the Act. This proved
to be a significant development for plain language in New Zealand. The rewrite, now
in its tenth year, has taken rather longer than originally anticipated. The first stage,
introduced in 1994, involved the reordering and renumbering of the Act and the
grouping together of core provisions. The second stage, introduced in 1996, rewrote
the core provisions to provide an overview of the scheme and purpose of the Act and
re-structured the Act to operate on a gross rather than a net income basis. At our 2000
PLAIN conference in Houston I reported on a pilot testing project comparing the
accessibility of the original and rewritten tax legislation that I conducted during 19981999 with Elizabeth McAra, then Chief Law Drafter for the IRD and leader of the
rewrite team and Professor Margaret McLaren of the University of Waikato. The third
stage was introduced into Parliament in the form of a bill in November 2002.
Some reservations have been expressed about the rewritten legislation.
Records from the Executive Committee of Government outline a concern that people
may have unrealistic expectations about the ease of reading of the rewritten Income
Tax Act, and question the merits of the gross income approach that the rewrite team
adopted.
However, it is clear that plain language is now part of a mainstream
government approach to public information. The Transport Accident Investigation
Commission provided a ministerial briefing paper in August 2002 that stated
unequivocally: “Reporting in plain language helps prevent accidents and, in times of
controversy, minimises speculation and confusion.” The Cabinet Office Step by Step
Guide to Cabinet and Cabinet Committee Processes includes a chapter on presenting
papers for cabinet that is essentially a requirement for writers to follow plain language
principles.
Specific government projects to increase the accessibility of law and
legislation in New Zealand include one that will make judicial decisions available on
the Internet. The database for this is now in prototype and, according to AttorneyGeneral Margaret Wilson in September 2002, is near to going live. The second is the
Parliamentary Counsel Office’s Public Access to Legislation (PAL) project, which
offers free public access to legislation and regulations. The PCO launched its
unofficial website for the PAL project in the late 2002, and the Attorney-General

described the project as one of several PCO initiatives to improve accessibility and an
essential part of Government’s efforts to improve interaction with citizens and to
improve democratic processes in New Zealand.
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Turmoil in the financial services industry
Over the next few years, we are expecting to see a huge change in the
way that our financial services industry communicates with consumers.
Thanks to the relentless pressure put on the industry and the
Government by groups such as ourselves (which has been nothing less
than putting a bomb under them), they are being forced to change their
ways.
For example, a recent independent review for the Government
recommends greater use of plain English in savings products.
The review by former Lloyds of London chief Ron Sandler found that
‘wide use is made of technical terms which are largely
incomprehensible to the layman and, in many cases, may not even
mean the same thing when used by different providers.’
In a letter to Chancellor Gordon Brown, Mr Sandler warned that: ‘The
savings marketplace is generally daunting for the consumer, with much
jargon and a vast array of subtly differentiating products.
‘Information on underlying costs and performance is often
opaque ~ or even, in the case of many with-profits products, entirely
absent.’
Mr Sandler also suggested a range of ways to simplify the products that
were sold, in particular by tackling the regulation and taxation involved.
One of the projects that we are working on is introducing our guide to
pension terms. We have been working with pension providers to create
a set of agreed definitions. If we can get an agreement of these terms,
and everyone uses them to mean the same thing, we will have made a
good step forward to creating a ‘level playing field’.

Speaking at the launch of this guide Pensions Minister Stephen Timms,
Chief Executive of the Occupational Pensions Regulatory Authority
Caroline Instance, and editor of ‘Pensions World’ Stephanie Hawthorne
all backed our efforts to make pension information easier to understand.
Latin terms get the death sentence
Another development has seen one of biggest shake-ups of
the last hundred years for the civil justice system in England and Wales.
Based on Lord Woolf’s 1996 report, ‘Access to
Justice’, the reforms should revolutionise the way
cases in the civil courts are conducted. They will
also sweep away Latin phrases and much of the
centuries-old legal language.
The changes were designed to cut delays, complexity
and the cost of litigation. This should result in
making our civil justice system more accessible to
the general public.
The changes, part of the ‘big bang’ in civil legal
procedure, are being driven through by the Lord
Chancellor’s Department. A spokesman for the
Department explained, ‘It has been obvious for
some years that our legal system is too slow, too
expensive and too complicated for most people to
use. People can’t afford to go to court, and people
who do get their day in court can’t understand what
the judges and lawyers are saying. So we’ve tried to
make things cheaper, clearer and faster.’
As with all major projects, change doesn’t happen
overnight. While many of these changes have been taken
on board, it will still take some time to turn good ideas
into reality.

Progress of the Tax Law Rewrite project
This project is of major importance and will lighten the bureaucratic
burden that has previously been placed on
the taxpayers of our country.
So far, 13 exposure drafts containing more than 2000
draft clauses have now been published.
The first legislation prepared by the Project was enacted as the Capital
Allowances Act 2001. That statute is now in force and has been well
received by the tax community who regard it as a significant
improvement on the previous legislation in terms of its clarity and user
accessibility.
To quote John Pearce of the Inland Revenue’s Tax Rewrite
Project: ‘The Project has, of course, encountered difficulties and these
have meant that progress has not been as rapid as was envisaged at
the outset. There are many reasons for this, but
two can be mentioned here. The first is that the existing
legislation has proved far more complex and difficult to analyse
(and, accordingly, to clarify and rewrite) than anyone expected. The
second reason is that the project’s progress crucially depends on the
availability of experienced Parliamentary drafters.
‘The project’s plans for the coming months centre on the Income Tax
(Earnings and Pensions) Bill. It is currently envisaged that this Bill will
be presented to Parliament around the end of the year, with the Bill
being enacted during the early months of next year.’
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Greetings from South of the Border. Some of you attended yesterday’s session
where we talked about Plain Language in the United States -- mostly my agency,
FDA in the Department of Health and Human Services. For those of you who
missed it, I’ll do a 2-minute recap, then give you a snapshot of some Plain
Language successes at other US agencies.
During the last Administration, the President and VP put Plain Language on our
radar screen when they issued a memo directing all US Federal Agencies to use
Plain Language. In the current Administration, we looked for a Plain Language
spokesperson & champion – and we may have found one in my own
Department, HHS. But, while details are being worked out, the impetus to write
clearly that began officially in 1998 continues in many Federal agencies. My own
agency is a good example.
FDA can point to plainly written regulations, guidances, internal documents, even
some of our scientific White Papers. Of immense value to consumers are our
clearly written nutrition facts labels on food and our improved OTC drug labels,
with Prescription drug info soon to follow.
Every year FDA recognizes clearly written documents as part of our regular
annual award ceremonies. This is unique in the Federal Government. And
FDA’s website is so clearly written, it routinely wins awards.
Plain Language has become such a part of FDA’s culture that it even played an
important role in the days following September 11. Last October, we had the
challenge of explaining the meaning of “presumptive positive” to FDA’s mailroom
staff who may have been exposed to anthrax. This was very difficult…and
unfortunately the messages were not reviewed to see if they were written
“plainly”.
But several months later, just days before the 4 th of July, we were successful in
persuading scientists to use Plain Language and quickly revise info about
potassium iodide dosages for children. This was important because of a threat
that a “dirty bomb” would explode on the Mall near the Washington monument
during 4 th of July festivities, releasing radioactive iodide into the atmosphere.
Clearly parents would need to quickly understand what to do, if their children
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were exposed and needed to take potassium iodide to prevent radiation
poisoning.
Writers at our sister-agency, the NIH, concentrate on sharing information about
disease prevention and the results of clinical research. They generate an
enormous amount of clearly written health information for health professionals
and the public including patient information booklets and Web sites. Here’s one
example of NIH information on a very hot topic – hormone replacement therapy.

The Women's Health Initiative
New Facts About: ESTROGEN/PROGESTIN HORMONE THERAPY
Study Results:
Estrogen/progestin therapy resulted in a 26% increase in breast cancer,
which caused the study to be stopped. No increase in deaths from breast
cancer occurred from the combined therapy--or in deaths from other causes.
Estrogen/progestin therapy also resulted in:
•
•
•
•
•

41% increase in strokes
29% increase in heart attacks
Doubled rates of blood clots in legs and lungs
37% less colorectal cancer
34% fewer hip fractures and 24% less total fractures

And, as I mentioned yesterday, they recognize their best writers at a separate PL
award ceremony every year.
Now for some snapshots from other agencies, which illustrate our Plain
Language progress in the new Administration. I’ll start with the Dept. of
Education. While for many years their attorneys have been reviewing
documents to be sure they are written in clear, simple English, staff report that
the Bush Administration appointees have been even more supportive of this
effort.
In fact, a few months ago, the Undersecretary of Education sent a memo
Department-wide on the subject of “well-written and timely regulatory documents”
to all senior officers involved in developing regulatory documents. It said, in part:
What we write, and how well we write it will be a major factor in sustaining public
interest and involving parents, educators, and local officials in our efforts. In
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short, we want to put a new face on the Department’s regulatory documents.
Guidelines stated:
• Draft each document in clear, simple English so the public can understand
it.
• Avoid jargon, terms of art, and legalistic and bureaucratic language. Don’t
write for education ”insiders.”
• Write in short sentences, short paragraphs and brief sections. Make sure
headings fully reflect the material that follows.
Next, one of the early leaders in Plain Language, the Veteran’s Benefits
Administration – They started using Plain Language in 1995, years before the
Federal Gov mandated it, & they call it “Reader-Focused Writing.” Since ‘95,
they've had many changes in top management. But one of the initiatives that
survived is the plain language initiative - probably because their plan was based
on what their customers told them they needed from VBA.
It also helps that the current Secretary for Veterans Affairs is a very vocal
advocate for writing letters to our veterans so they can understand them. After
several years of training writers and focus testing their revised drafts, VBA
reports it has rewritten 95% of its pattern letters and paragraphs which are used
in roughly 30 million pieces of correspondence annually. Now they are tackling
forms.
They believe evaluating pattern letters, paragraphs & forms is a must. Therefore,
they test all high-usage letters& forms with representative readers, since the only
true test of knowing whether a document is understandable is to ask the reader.
The project manager reports that the biggest challenge was the fact that people
just didn't think that they could "change the writing habits" of their employees.
She said, “We really were trying to change the thought process of people before
they actually started writing – To convince them that good writing was about clear
thinking.” But, with the passing of time, the VA reports they've pretty much
succeeded on this one.
The Bureau of Land Management is proud of their plainly written regs including
one especially well-written one on Mining Claims which makes use of Q&A
format and pronouns through-out. I learned that when the new administration
arrived, they questioned some of these Plain Language techniques, especially
the Q&A format. When the PL lead was asked if he was going to rewrite it, he
simply said, “No, that’s how we write our regs.” And so, they continue to do so.
They have also greatly improved their notices to the public, for example the
Notice of Competitive Lease Sale.
Before ”Notice is hereby given that on May 5, the US Dept. of the Interior, Bureau
of Land Management, Utah State Office, will offer for competitive sale, pursuant
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to 43 CFR Part 3120 and procedures herein, certain Federal lands in Utah for oil
and gas leasing.”
After: “We are pleased to announce that we will offer for competitive sale certain
Federal Lands in the state of Utah for oil and gas leasing.” Followed by Q&As to
walk people thru the process.

Security & Exchange Commission – In the early 1990s, the SEC was a
pioneer in Plain Language in the US Gov. and many of you are familiar
with SEC’s Plain Language Handbook. However, anyone who’s been
following corporate scandals this past year in the United States knows that
the SEC has been busy in areas other than Plain Language.
Nevertheless, Harvey Pitt did talk about Plain Language in his first
appearance after being selected as head of the SEC. He said, ”The SEC
promotes Plain English in the filings of companies. It’s something we also
ought to practice.” And when you visit their website (http://www.sec.gov/),
you’ll see that at SEC, despite distractions, they do still practice what they
preach.
And echoing Mr. Pitt, last July, President Bush said: "The SEC currently
requires the annual disclosure of a CEO's compensation. But that
information is often buried in long proxy statements, and seldom seen by
shareholders. I challenge every CEO in America to describe in the
company's annual report -- prominently, and in plain English -- details of
his or her compensation package, including salary and bonus and
benefits."
OPM - Our Office of Personnel Management, long a source of frustration for
those who wish to enter the Federal job market, has a new person in charge of
Employment Service. Richard Whitford urged vacancy announcement writers to
stop producing long, bureaucratic job postings and replace them with
straightforward, plain English descriptions that entice people to work for federal
agencies. “Try putting some excitement in recruitment!” His tips include:
• Use the 2 nd person, “you” and
• Format announcements simply, use bullets and white space. (Sound
familiar?)
At my Dept. (HHS) the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Budget found she
increased the number of job applications for budget analyst position 5-fold by
rewriting announcements using these suggestions and posting them in places
familiar to non-federal workers.
OPM’s Quick-Tips for Effective Job Announcements
•

Use Rhetorical Questions. These are as familiar and engaging as Q&A's, but
don't require an answer, for example, "Do you have the right background to apply
for this position?
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•

Use White Space and Bullets. Candidates find densely formatted text difficult
and unfriendly. Use white space and bullets.

•

Use Interesting Headers. Make sure headers guide the candidates to what they
most need to know.

•

Speak Directly to the Reader. Use the second person "you" or imperative.

Next, IRS – There are few things we dislike more than paying taxes – however,
trying to figure how to fill out complicated, frequently indecipherable tax forms
only makes it more painful. I’m happy to report that the folks at IRS are starting
to recognize they need to be more customer-friendly. A few years ago, they
began by having one of our leading Plain Language champions, Melodee Mercer
of the Veterans Benefit Administration, work with them on a pilot project to do a
major redesign of their official letters. IRS sends out about 110 million annually.
The pilot project ended in last year and 7 new letters are out already. 13 more
will issue next year.
The catalyst behind this improvement at IRS was outgoing Commissioner
Charles Rossotti who was successful in achieving a major turn-around for this
once-beleaguered agency because he re-organized it around taxpayers, not
chapters of the tax code. This people-orientation was also evident in the more
taxpayer-friendly PL notices that resulted from the pilot. Let’s look at a notice
called We Want to Send you a Refund Check “ before & after” the pilot:
Our Plain Language representative from IRS describes the “Before” version as
“intimidating and belligerent.” Fortunately, even thought Mr. Rossotti is leaving,
many IRS decision-makers, including one of the four current Commissioners, are
starting to get interested in Plain Language. So, I’m told it’s safe to say IRS is at
the beginning of a culture shift in accepting Plain Language.

FAA – And finally, here’s a report from FAA’s Annetta Cheek, who continues to
be THE driving force behind the Federal Gov’s continuing progress in PL.
The plain language program at FAA started in late 1999 (about the time Annetta
began working there) in response to a customer survey showing that commercial
pilots did not believe the agency’s standards and regulations were clear. Annetta
reports that, as she’s seen in other agencies, FAA has many more people who
advocate plain language than write it. Indeed, Annetta admits that teaching
people who have written in a bureaucratic style their entire careers to write in
plain language is a long-term challenge. Here are some of the things they’ve
done so far:
• Presented a one-day short course in plain language principles to about
300 FAA staff nationwide.
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•
•
•
•
•

Redrafted a major regulation in plain language to serve as a model for
others ( 14 CFR Part 11.)
Provided 100 staff with copies of Stylewriter editing software. Another 150
will get the program this fall.
Printed Plain Language posters for display around the agency.
Developed an FAA plain language manual, based on the manual prepared
several years ago by the Plain English Network.
Developed a plain language web site (faa.gov/language) that features a
“tip of the month” and will soon start a “plain language challenge” feature.
This will challenge readers to redraft a particularly obscure passage into
plain language.

Annetta tells FAA folks that “The winners will get our eternal gratitude
…and other valuable prizes.”
I’m sure that all the readers of the government’s new, plainly written
documents will be eternally grateful for these clear, understandable written
messages from their government.

Thank you.
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