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But now, at last, there are the first
signs that the drought may be breaking.

At an international plain-language
conference in Sydney this week, NSW
Premier Nathan Rees gave an impas-
sioned speech describing his own
frustration at reading the gobblede-
gook of government-speak. He quoted
this example from a NSW document:
“‘Development that is to be demolished
as exempt development under the code
must be development that can be
constructed or installed as exempt
development.”” Come again?

Rees translated for us: “You can
only demolish something that you
would have been allowed to build in the
first place.”” From which it follows that
you cannot demolish anything that you
wouldn’t have been allowed to build.

The Premier has had enough of this.
He’s issuing a memorandum to all
NSW public servants stressing the
importance of plain English so that it
‘““becomes an essential part of how the
public sector does business’’.

He’s stepping up training in the next
two years, too, and he’s establishing a
special category in the Premier’s Public
Sector Awards for the best use of plain
English in a public sector agency.

More important, Rees announced
random audits of every NSW agency
using focus groups to test the readabil-
ity and clarity of their documents.

For plain-English advocates, this is
like the sound of sudden torrential rain
on a dusty tin roof.

But why does all this matter?

Rees summed it up well when he said
plain English raised the standard of
government because it led to clearer
thinking, better decision-making, im-
proved services, cost savings and a
healthier democracy. If that sounds far-
fetched, consider a couple of examples.

In - the US, the Department of
Veterans Affairs tested the standard
letters it used to tell veterans about the
benefits they could apply for. A typical
letter sent out to 750 veterans
prompted 1128 calls from its confused
readers. Applicants had only 60 days
before their claim was denied and
many of them found the letter so hard
to follow that they missed the deadline.

When the VA revised the document
using plain English language and
design, it sent out its new letter 710
times and received only 192 Ccalls.
Readers found it clear and effective,
and more eligible veterans received
their due benefit.

In Australia, the Plain English Foun-
dation has worked with more than 50
government agencies and always finds
that clear language increases efficiency.

In one case, senior managers found
it took at least one-third less time to
review documents. In another, the
average drafting time for reports
halved. In yet another, the satisfaction
of its readers increased to a high of
92 per cent in a client survey.

These results are like the first desert
blooms after rain. And now that the
NSW Premier is trying to break the
plain-English drought, we can only
hope_there’ll be follow-up rains to
come. But that will depend on our
Prime Minister. With luck, we won’t
have to wait until the ‘“due season”’.

Neil James is executive director of
the Plain English Foundation and the
author of Writing at Work.




