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* This phase comes from a good friend, Owen Schmidt, “Say What You Mean and Mean What You Say”

Presentation for …

John S. Irving, Retired



Plain Language …

Many environmental documents are …

• … too large, wordy, repetitive, complex, and cumbersome

• … lacking consistency and a coherent story

• … focusing on a ‘legal’ air-tight document instead of writing for the public

• … ‘looking’ for the ‘look’ and not for ease of reading and decision making

• … lacking in communication between authors



Plain Language …

• The Plain Writing Act of 2010 requires federal agencies to use plain 

language when communicating with the public. Plain language is clear 

communication that the public can easily understand and use.

• The Plain Writing Act of 2010 requires federal agencies to use plain 

language when communicating with the public. Plain language is clear 

communication that the public can easily understand and use.
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Make Sure They Mean What You Intend

• Among vs Between

• Its vs it’s 

• Effective vs Efficient

• Their vs There

• Insure vs Assure vs Ensure

• All, Entire, Every, Always, …



Reword to Delete the Following Words

• ensure → make sure

• provide or providing → give, offer, say

• exist or existing → reword to eliminate (everything exists)

• would or will → often, deleting ‘would’ or ‘will’ does not change 

the meaning of the sentence or thought

Ensure Provide Exist



Be Careful Using Words Ending with …

• ize … ‘utilize’, ‘prioritize’, intellectualize …

• tion of … ‘completion of’, ‘reaction of’, ‘pollution of’ …

• ment of … ‘development of’, ‘establishment of’, ‘judgement of’ …   

  You can’t do much about ‘Department of …’



Say It More Simply …

The Environmental Safety Lead 

will serve on the committee to 

ensure coordination of safety 

regulations between the groups.

The Environmental Safety Lead 

serves on the committee to 

help groups work together to 

coordinate safety regulations.

Project personnel must endeavor 

to reduce the size of the project 

in order to decrease the number 

of potential alternatives to be 

considered in the document.

Project personnel can reduce 

the number of alternatives 

they need to consider in the 

document by reducing the 

size of the project.



Say It More Simply …

“The committee provides the 

management and oversite of all 

activities that have the potential 

…”

“The committee manages and 

oversees activities that have 

the potential …”

They utilized water from a nearby 

stream to cool the engine.

The Researchers use water 

from a nearby stream to cool 

the engine.



Say It More Simply

No sample control procedural 

requirement exists to approve 

surveys prior to shipment.

There are no sample control 

procedures to approve 

surveys before they are 

shipped.



Say It More Simply

Completion of the actions will be 

documented in the Corrective 

Action Management System.

The Corrective Action 

Management System documents 

completed actions.

Development of the chart assists 

the researcher in identifying 

casual factors associated with the 

incident.

Developing a chart helps the 

researcher understand the 

unplanned or unintended factors 

associated with the incident.



Say It More Simply and Clear …

The purpose of the ‘Irving’ Project is to 

improve the resiliency, processes, and 

functions of the planning area, considering the 

multiple-use values for the area: improving 

forest health, increasing resiliency to 

disturbances (including wildfire), improving 

biodiversity and habitat for fish and wildlife 

species, providing abundant clean water (both 

for fish and downstream uses), contributing to 

the social and economic health of nearby 

communities and forest users, as well as 

protecting historical properties. 

The ‘Irving’ Project will improve the multi-

use value of the planning area by: 

• improving forest health

• increasing resiliency to disturbances 

(including wildfire)

• improving biodiversity and habitat for 

fish and wildlife species

• supplying abundant clean water for 

fish and other downstream uses

• contributing to the social and 

economic health of nearby 

communities and forest users, and

• protecting historical properties.



Say It More Simply  -- Examples …



Active vs Passive

Field activities assessments are conducted 

by trained personnel to ensure that plans 

and procedures are being followed.

Trained personnel conduct field 

activities assessments to verify the 

correct use of plans and procedures.

• Often ‘active’ voice instead of ‘passive’ voice is clearer.

For about eighteen months, the program 
has been accomplished by in-house 
personnel in the operations center, all of 
whom have primary tasks other than the 
operations center upgrade.

For about eighteen months, in-house 

personnel, in addition to their primary 

tasks, are also carrying out the 

operations center upgrade.



So Many Words and Phrases … 
                             … So Little Time
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Solution … Or At Least One Solution
Microsoft Macro Microsoft Document

Add your own ‘pet 
peeves or words 
of interest



How it works …
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