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This letter responds to your Federal Register notice of May 21, seeking comments on upcoming OMB guidance on transparency and open government. We appreciate the opportunity to comment. 
Who are we?

The Center for Plain Language is a federally tax-exempt non-profit organization committed to making plain language the standard for all government communications. We work closely with the federal group of plain language advocates, PLAIN, to encourage and to help the government communicate more clearly. Our website is www.centerforplainlanguage.org.

Transparency and openness require more than being able to find information
The proposed OMB guidance does not go far enough to accomplish the goals of transparency and openness.  The proposed guidance focuses on making it easier for citizens to find and access specific government information. Finding is critical, but when citizens find information, they also must be able to understand and use the information to meet their needs. 

Too often, technical solutions don’t consider whether the intended audience can understand and use what they’ve found.  Hard-to-use databases with clunky user interfaces, convoluted instructions, and impenetrable content will defeat the best efforts to distribute information to the public. 

A commitment to plain language would support the administration’s goals of transparency and accessibility.  In its recommendations, OMB’s guidance should address not only ways to get information to the public, but also the clarity with which the information is presented, and the readability of the information itself.   
What is Plain Language?

Plain language is relevant to all types of communication, including forms, databases, and websites, as well as print material. A communication is in plain language if the intended audience can

· find what they need,
· easily understand what they find, and
· use it to fill their needs.

We urge OMB to focus not just on the first part of this definition, but on the other two parts as well. Finding the information citizens want is only the first step. If they can’t understand or use it, we do not have openness or transparency.

An example
Consider, for example, www.regulations.gov. 

First, from the name of the site, most people will think that they should come here to find a government regulation.  But that is not the case.  The site is primarily for proposed regulations that are open for public comment. The home page does not say "if you are looking for a regulation that is already in effect, go to http://www.gpoaccess.gov/CFR/ (not that they’d have an easy time if they got there, but that’s another story)..

Second, finding a document that is on www.regulations.gov is not easy. A simple search using keywords results in a long list that has many types of documents from many different agencies all together. From a simple search, people can narrow the results, but they may not know what "narrow the results" means and they may not recognize the abbreviations for the agencies (the first set of options for narrowing the results.) 

An advanced search is possible, but to do an advanced search, the site visitor must choose between a "docket" search and a "document" search. Most ordinary citizens do not know what a docket is. 

A plain language site would include an easy-to-use form that walks people through enough choices in clear language to get the specific document they are looking for. The number of steps is not as important as the sense that the user is making progress toward the goal.
Third, even if they can use the site to find a regulation, that's just the first step. If they cannot understand what the regulation is telling them, finding it will be a useless exercise.  This is not the place to comment on the readability and usefulness of most government regulations. That’s a major problem in itself. There’s a long tradition in the government of ignoring the needs of the reader in writing regulations. Despite this, more readable and useful regulations are an attainable goal. See the examples listed on http://www.plainlanguage.gov/usingPL/government/regstable.cfm. We’d be happy to discuss this with OTS or OMB on a different occasion. 
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