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1. Introduction

USDA's PLEDGE

The U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) is committed to improving its service to you by writing in plain
language. We use plain language in any new or substantially revised document that:

* provides information about any of our services and benefits;
* is necessary to obtain any of our benefits or services; or,
* explains how to comply with a requirement that we administer or enforce.

We pledge to provide you with information that is clear, understandable, and useful in every paper or
electronic letter, publication, form, notice, or instruction.

In October 2011, Secretary Thomas J. Vilsack issued a memorandum to all USDA employees, emphasizing the
importance of using plain language to communicate with all of USDA’s customers. You can find this
memorandum on the last two pages of this report and at USDA’s Plain Writing Web site, at
http://www.usda.gov/plain-writing.

THIS REPORT

This report documents USDA’s progress to date in complying with the Plain Writing Act. The Act requires that
USDA “write all new publications, forms, and publicly distributed documents in a ‘clear, concise, well-
organized’ manner.” On July 13, 2011, USDA published its first report, an implementing plan that detailed
our goals for plain writing. We published compliance reports in April 2012 and 2013. This year, we report
on how we have built on our prior efforts towards meeting the goals on the Plain Writing Act. You can read
USDA’s Plain Writing Act implementing report here: http://www.usda.gov/documents/PL-Report-final.pdf.
You can read last year’s compliance report here: http: //www.usda.gov/documents /usda-plain-writing-act-

201 3-compliance-report.pdf.

USDA OFFICIALS FOR PLAIN WRITING

We are committed at the highest levels to complying fully with the Act. Secretary Vilsack recognizes the
importance of using plain language to achieve the goals of President Barack Obama’s Open Government
initiative, as well as the USDA Cultural Transformation initiative, and our commitment to customer service.

Senior Officials

Our senior officials for plain writing are listed below:
Mr. Jerold Mande
Senior Advisor to the Under Secretary for Food, Nutrition, and Consumer Services

email: Jerold.Mande(@osec.usda.gov
Phone: 202.720.7711
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Mr. Terry Bish
Acting Director, Public Affairs, Natural Resources Conservation Service
email: Terry.Bish@wdc.usda.gov

Phone: 202.720.3210

Agency Coordinators

USDA is comprised of 17 agencies and nearly 100,000 employees who serve the American people at more
than 4,500 locations across the country and abroad. To lead implementation of the Act and ensure our
compliance with it, we created a working group of agency officials. These officials ensure that their agency or
office uses plain language in public documents. For a list of agency coordinators, please see Section 8 of this
report.
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2. Sample USDA Communications

INTRODUCTION

In order to provide more clear outreach to the public, we are making every effort to comply with the Plain
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Writing Act. In doing so, we are paying particular attention to our audiences — what are their needs and how

can we best communicate with them? Additionally, we are using plain language principles in our text.

Specifically, we are:

e reducing text and using shorter sentences in our documents;

e using more tables and lists rather than lengthy paragraphs; and

e eliminating unnecessary jargon, acronyms, and abbreviations.

This renewed effort has resulted in an overall improvement in communication with the public, as well as a

greater sense of accomplishment among our employees.

SUMMARY OF USDA AGENCY COMMUNICATIONS

The following tables summarize some of the documents that are available in a format that is consistent with
the Plain Writing Act guidelines. In compiling this table, we collected information from across USDA. In the

interest of brevity, however, we are including only certain highlights. The table samples our accomplishments in

focusing the Department’s employees on the importance of writing in plain language so that we continually

improve our communication with the public.

Agricultural Marketing Service (AMS)

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Press Releases, Blogs, and Tweets

Target Audience: Media, General Public
Audience size: unlimited; 8,500 people follow
AMS on Twitter

By using plain language, we have ensured that all agency
documents are written in a clear, concise, and well
organized manner. Our communication materials are easy to
understand and written so that all interested parties can

comprehend their meaning and impact.

National Organic Program (NOP) Handbook:
Collection of guidance documents, policy
memos, and Instructions, updated regularly to
communicate USDA organic standards.

Target Audience: USDA organic accredited
certifying agents (staff at 85 organizations)
and certified and candidate organic
operations (25,000 currently certified)

Positive feedback from customers about memo clarity; fewer
rewrites required over time because policy is clearer.

NOP Integrity Quarterly Newsletter

Number of operations and individuals subscribing to NOP
email notification continues to increase; customers report

United States Department of Agriculture
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Target Audience: Organic industry
stakeholders — Sent to a list of 13,000; with
subsequent secondary distribution

redistributing arficles to their stakeholders.

USDA Organic Fact Sheets

Target Audience: USDA organic accredited
certifying agents (staff at 85 organizations)
and certified and candidate organic
operations (25,000 currently certified)

Fact sheets use plain language to explain requirements;
verbal feedback is that this leads to greater interest from
operations determining whether to consider the organic
option.

Organic Literacy Initiative — Presentations
and Brochures

Target Audience: Certified and candidate
organic operations (25,000 currently
certified)

This is a new set of materials inspired by the need to clearly
explain in direct terms what the organic option is, and to
point people to a range of USDA resources.

AMS’ Dairy Research and Promotion
Programs Annual Report to Congress and
other annual reports

Target Audience: U.S. Congress, Dairy
Industry, General Public
Size: Unlimited

AMS writes and reviews its annual reports with principles of
plain writing, reducing the burden on users, reducing errors,
and improving customer satisfaction.

AMS’ Transportation and Marketing program
(TM) Grain Transportation Report (GTR) is a
weekly online report that covers
developments affecting the transport of
grain, both in the domestic and international
marketplace. This weekly publication reports
on the latest volume and price data for
barges, railroads, trucks, and ocean vessels
involved in the transport of grain.

Target Audience: Agricultural shippers, grain
growers, grain elevator operators, and
corporations involved in domestic and
international grain trade — distribution
directly to 1,210 subscribers; secondary and
online distribution estimated at several times
the direct distribution number. The home
page for the GTR received 5,778 hits in the
last year.

The feature articles in the GTR, which present analyses of
current issues in grain shipping, are routinely reposted in
whole by trade newsletters and independent consultant
reports, including Bloomberg.com, AgFax.com, and
dinProgressiveFarmer.com. A 2012 survey of GTR
subscribers revealed a high degree of satisfaction with the
latest format and report language among subscribers.

AMS’ Agricultural Refrigerated Truck
Quarterly (AgRTQ) is an online report that
provides a view of U.S. regional refrigerated
truckload movements, in terms of volume and
rates, to gauge the vital component of truck
transportation applied to fresh fruit and

New format for data and reporting has been well received
by the public. Subscription list is growing rapidly as
availability is becoming known. Regulatory changes and
feature articles are important to trucking sector to keep
abreast of factors that affect profit margins.
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vegetable markets. Written portions include
Market Insights, Regulatory News and
Analysis, and Feature Arficles.

Target Audience: Agricultural shippers, fresh
produce wholesalers, jobbers, and packers,
and related industries. Approximately 1,360
trucking establishments ship refrigerated
agricultural products locally or nationally.
Direct mailing service begun in late 2012 has
19 subscribers and growing. The home page
for the AGRTQ received 1,585 hits in the last
year.

AMS reports Moving Food Along the Value
Chain and Regional Food Hub Resource
Guide provide detailed case studies and
analyses of strategic business behavior to
promote and distribute locally and regionally
produced foods, as well as a resource list for
practitioners.

Target Audience: Practitioners, industry
representatives, local government officials,
researchers throughout the United States.
More than 6,000 hits on the Web pages since
August 2012, along with 1,410 hard copies
of the documents distributed at trade
meetings and through partners.

These documents have been widely circulated and cited by
other USDA and Federal agencies as well as nonprofit
organizations with outreach programs for economic
development.

AMS guidelines, pre-application guides,
evaluation measures, and brochures for the
Farmers Market Promotion Program (FMPP),
the Federal-State Market Improvement
Program (FSMIP), and the Specialty Crop
Block Grant Program are delivered online,
and are made available at outreach events.

Target Audience: Potential applicants to the
grant programs, approximately 2,000.

Grants materials have been updated to be more user-
oriented. The process is continuing in response to helpful
comments from users and external reviewers of the
materials.

AMS, Fruit and Vegetable Program News is a
newsletter published periodically, and is
electronically distributed in the United States
and internationally. Each issue highlights tools
and resources available to assist our
stakeholders promote their fruit and
vegetable products. We also discuss timely
issues impacting our stakeholders, and
explain how we are responding to changing

The newsletter is written with plain writing principles to
ensure the content is presented in a clear, concise, and easy
to understand manner.

United States Department of Agriculture
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industry needs.

Target audience: About 20,000 recipients—
including small to large produce growers,
packers, distributors, processors, retailers,
community-based organizations, professional
associations, tribal groups, cooperative
extension agents, educational groups, and
governments at all levels.

AMS, Fruit and Vegetable Program, Market
News
Blogs: Custom Averaging Tool (CAT)

Target Audience: General Public
Audience Size: Unlimited

By using plain language, we have ensured that this public
document was written in a clear, concise, and well-
organized manner. Our communication materials are easy
to understand and written so that all interested parties can
comprehend their meaning and impact.

AMS Fruit and Vegetable Specialty Crop
Block Grant request for applications, and
award terms and conditions are published in
the Federal Register, and made available
online and at outreach events.

Target audience: 56 State Departments of
Agriculture

The grant documents are now written in a clear, concise and
well- organized manner that makes them easier to
understand. The documents help interested parties
successfully apply for grant funds, and manage awarded
funds.

AMS, Fruit and Vegetable Program,
Perishable Agricultural Commodity Act
brochures were rewritten and revised.

Target Audience: Produce Industry and
general public
Audience size: unlimited

The brochures were revised using plain writing principles.
The revised brochures are now better organized and easier
to understand.

AMS, Fruit and Vegetable Program, notices,
proposed and final rules are published in the
Federal Register. The documents relate to
marketing orders, market news, and research
and promotion programs.

Target Audience: Produce Industry, General
Public
Audience size: unlimited

By using plain language, we ensure these public documents
are written in a clear, concise, and well-organized manner.
The Federal Register notices and rules are easy to
understand and written so that all interested parties can
comprehend their meaning and respond accordingly.
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Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Magazines, news releases, semi-technical and
non-technical publications, newsletters,
brochures, fact sheets, reports, social media
content, and Web content.

Target Audience: Audience varies depending
on product (developed for specific programs,
projects and events).

More than 85,000 people will read ARS’ information online,
which will help increase comprehension and create
awareness about ARS and its research findings.

Thousands more will read ARS materials disseminated at
various events, meetings, and programs.

At NAL, approximately 8 million unique visitors each year
will find it easier to locate, understand, and act upon the

agricultural information the library provides.

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Web pages

Target Audience: APHIS stakeholders

In February 2014, APHIS launched a new Web site
designed to provide information to the public in a clearer,
more user-friendly way.

Publications

Target Audience: APHIS stakeholders

Increased accessibility and comprehension on complex
scientific subjects to APHIS target audiences.

GovDelivery Stakeholder Registry

Target Audience: APHIS stakeholders

Immediate access to valuable information about APHIS.
Stakeholders select the type of information they would like
to receive, how often they receive and via which medium
(email, SMS text messages).

Responses to customer inquiries made via the
Web (“Ask the Expert”)

Target Audience: The general public
Potential Audience: Unlimited

Public now receives succinct, clear responses to inquiries.

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Economic research monographs released via
the agency’s Web site

Target Audience: Policymakers, academia,
informed laypeople

Increased comprehension and customer satisfaction

Market analysis newsletters released via the

Increased comprehension and customer satisfaction
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agency’s Web site

Target Audience: Policymakers and
commercial agriculture companies

Amber Waves magazine, available online
(www.ers.usda.gov) and for mobile devices at

iTunes and GooglePlay.

Target Audience: Policymakers and informed
laypeople

Increased comprehension and customer satisfaction

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Forms, public notices, funding opportunities,
regulations, and Web pages (distributed
electronically through the Web — HTML or
PDF format; occasionally by paper)

Target Audience: State and local nutrition
assistance program operators and
stakeholders (Thousands)

FNS has long exercised Plain Writing standards in its
documents. Adherence to these standards has resulted in
more efficient clearance (less rewriting), greater
comprehension by audiences, better adherence to rules and
guidance due to greater clarity, and better customer
satisfaction with written work.

Correspondence, press releases, reports,
research publications (distributed in hard
copy and elctronically)

Target Audience: Congress, general public,
nutrition assistance program stakeholders,
research community

See above.

Nutrition promotion materials

Target Audience: Nutrition community,
general public

See above.

Question and answer, Frequently asked
questions, How to, or any other informal
guidance documents (distributed through the
Web — HTML, PDF formats)

Target Audience: State and local nutrition
assistance program operators (Thousands)

State SNAP Notices Initiative

In March 2014, FNS plans to release a memorandum that
provides guidance to States to develop effective notices of
denial and terminations for SNAP purposes. Notices of
Adverse Action are particularly important as they provide
the client critical information about their benefit allotment
and appeal rights. The guidance provides recommendations
and best practices that may assist States to provide simple
and clear notices to SNAP clients.

FNS is currently evaluating each State’s notices of adverse
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action and online applications for SNAP, and will update
the March 2014 guidance in the Summer of 2014.
Webinars for State personnel will follow in late Summer,
and will cover guidelines, templates, tools, and best
practices for online applications and notices. Better
applications and notices will help ensure accurate and
timely decisions on households’ SNAP applications and on
administrative actions requiring notification of SNAP
households.

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Freedom of Information Act (FOIA)
Acknowledgement correspondence, fee
waiver denied/granted correspondence,
determination correspondence, subpoena
response correspondence via U.S. mail

Target Audiences: FOIA requestors, consumer
advocates, industry associations, news mediaq,
regulated industry members, and their
representatives.

We have revised template letters using more plain
language. Examples include using active voice and shorter
sentences, explaining technical issues, and eliminating
wordiness.

FOIA Expedited processing denied/granted
correspondence, submitter's notice
correspondence, absent fee agreement/ over
$250 correspondence, referral
correspondence, Privacy Act correspondence
via U.S. Mail

Target Audience: FOIA requestors, other
agencies, Privacy Act requestor: external
individual doing business with FSIS

As we write and review letters, the specialist and supervisor
use plain language.

Red Jackets, which are documents developed
by the program areas and reviewed by the
correspondence staff

Target Audience: FSIS employees, meat,
poultry and processed egg products
industries, and other stakeholders.

When correspondence staff members review a document
prepared by other program areas, issues analysts edit and
make suggestions for using plain English. At times, the
correspondence unit provides general instructions to the units
about how to put documents into plain English.

Correspondence (General), letter via
U.S. Mail or email

Target Audience: Members of Congress;
consumer and industry groups; Federal, state,

As we write and clear letters, writers and editors use plain
language. Examples include using active voice and shorter
sentences, explaining technical terms, eliminating wordiness,
and writing to the specific audience. Also, we have revised
standard language to incorporate plain language.

United States Department of Agriculture 10
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and local officials; meat, poultry and
processed egg products establishments;
consumers; and members of the public.

Campaign Correspondence, letter via
U.S. Mail or email

Target Audience: Members of the public;
activists.

When writing responses to campaign letters, we give extra
attention to plain language. These responses go to
thousands of constituents with a wide variety of reading
levels and knowledge of the issues.

Press Releases, Recall Releases, Press Release
via Electronic

Target Audience: Consumers, Regulated
Community, Public Officials

We evaluated press release standard language to identify
potential Plain Language revisions by the end of fiscal year
2012.

Constituent Update, Newsletter via Electronic

Target Audience: Consumers, Regulated
Community, Public Officials

Plain language is an ongoing effort for the Constituent
Update. We continue working with subject matter experts
on technical content without compromising the message. We
rewrite into plain language, and they review and rewrite to
ensure that the message is correct.

Approximately 100 fact sheets on individual
topics, such as Beef from Farm to Table;
Refrigeration and Food Safety. We revise
approximately 20 fact sheets each year via
Web, email, and in-person events

Target Audience: Consumers (8,153,292)

FSIS will continue to produce additional food safety
education materials in plain language. It will also continue
to review and revise its current stock of materials to ensure
they contain factual, up-to-date scientific information, and
are written in plain language.

Consumer Guides distributed via Web, email,
in-person events, U.S. Mail, including the
following:
e Kitchen Companion: Your Safe Food
Handbook, booklet
e Cooking for Groups: A Volunteer's
Guide to Food Safety, booklet
o Food Safe Families Activity Book,
booklet
e Let Me Tell You How Dad Got Sick!,
booklet
e Is It Done Yet?, brochure; Todo
Cuenta, brochure
e Ask Karen, magnet; Panic Button, fact
sheet
® Protect Yourself and Your Baby From
Listeriosis, flyer
o Be Food Safe, poster
e |[s It Done Yet? temperature chart,
poster
e He's BAC! children's book, booklet

This is part of a project in which FSIS developed Plain
Language Fact Sheets, and published those Fact Sheets by
posting to applicable Agency Web sites so that the public
can access information easily.
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Target Audience: Consumers

The Meat & Poultry Hotline Web page houses
great information about how to reach the
Hotline.

Target Audience: Consumers (1,810,640)

We use plain language when we update regularly our
Web site to include information on recalls and food safety-
related issues/concerns.

Food Safe Families Public Service
Announcements (4); Food Safe Families
Behavioral videos (4); Surviving a Power
Outage: Don't be in the Dark When it Comes
to Food Safety, podcast; Food Safety Advice
for Tailgating Parties, video news releases;
Freezing and Food Safety, American Sign
Language videos via Web, media

Target Audience: Consumers

This is part of a project in which FSIS developed Plain
Language Fact Sheets, and published those Fact Sheets by
posting to applicable Agency Web sites so that the public
can access information easily.

Web content

Target Audience: All customers (internal and
external)

FSIS Web Managers emphasize, to content providers,
writing descriptive and introductory text with a clear/strong
call to action. We emphasize using fewer words, active
voice, and few acronyms to achieve plain language.

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

News Releases and other postings on agency
Web site

Target Audience: The general public and
media representatives.
Potential Audience: Unlimited

Improved understanding and clarified terminology.

Responses to customer inquiries made via the
Web

Target Audience: The general public
Potential Audience: Unlimited

Public continues to receive concise, clear responses to
inquires.
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Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Forms, distributed by mail/Web sites/offices

Target Audience: Service users, national
forest visitors; thousands

In August 2011, the Forest Service identified the kinds of
documents that are covered by the Plain Writing Act.
Covered documents fell into 23 categories, including forms,
correspondence, forest plans, environmental analyses, and
research papers and publications.

Next, the Chief’s Office issued a data call, asking staffs
across the country to estimate the number of covered
documents in existence and the number produced or
substantially revised each year. Approximately 590,000
documents existed, including more than 30,000 research
publications available online, and the Forest Service
generated about 64,000 covered documents per year.

In the winter of 2014, the Forest Service Chief’s Office
contacted Plain Writing Act coordinators across the country
to review and reconfirm the kinds of documents covered
under the Plain Writing Act. The coordinators also
reconfirmed the estimated numbers of covered documents in
existence and generated each year. There were no
significant changes from 2011-12.

Some units have reported positive results from the emphasis
on plain writing, including improved communications, positive
public feedback/response, and a reduction in the number of
public questions and need for followup.

Grants, distributed by mail/Web sites/offices

Target Audience: Businesses, students,
landowners

See above

Agreements, distributed by mail /Web
sites /offices

Target Audience: Community organizations,
NGO:s, other agencies, other partners;
thousands

See above

Contracts, distributed by mail /Web
sites /offices

Target Audience: Businesses, contractors;
thousands

See above

RFls, RFPs, etc., distributed by mail/Web
sites /offices

See above
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Target Audience: Businesses, contractors;
thousands

Brochures, distributed by mail/Web See above
sites/offices

Target Audience: Service users, national
forest visitors; thousands

Interpretive signs, located at facilities and on | See above
trails, roads

Target Audience: National forest visitors;
thousands

Descriptions of services, distributed by See above
mail /Web sites/offices

Target Audience: Service users; thousands

Instructions, distributed by mail/Web See above
sites/offices

Target Audience: Service users, contractors,
employees; thousands

Rules/regulations, distributed by Web sites See above

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

Management plans, distributed by Web sites | See above

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

Project descriptions, distributed by Web sites | See above

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

Environmental analyses, distributed by Web See above
sites

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

Decision documents (e.g., on plans, projects), See above
distributed by mail/Web sites/offices

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

Press releases, distributed by fax/Web sites | See above

Target Audience: Journalists, stakeholders,
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employees; thousands

Research publications, distributed by
mail /Web sites/offices

Target Audience: Scientists, managers,
employees; thousands

See

above

Letters, distributed by mail /email

Target Audience: Service users, national
forest visitors, partners, stakeholders;
thousands

See

above

Reports, distributed by mail/Web
sites /offices

Target Audience: Scientists, managers,
employees, other agencies, partners,
stakeholders; thousands

See

above

Speeches, delivered in person/distributed by
Web sites

Target Audience: Varies (general public,
stakeholders, students, etc.); thousands

See

above

Papers/articles, distributed in journals, made
available on Web sites

Target Audience: Scientists, managers,
employees, partners, stakeholders; thousands

See

above

Briefs, distributed by Web sites

Target Audience: Managers, employees,
other agencies, partners, stakeholders;
thousands

See

above

Testimony, delivered in person/distributed by
Web sites

Target Audience: Congress, partners,
stakeholders; thousands

See

above

Legal documents, available on Web sites

Target Audience: Partners, contractors,
stakeholders, employees; thousands

See

above
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Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

One-stop shopping Web pages.

Target Audience: Farmers and ranchers (both
new and existing), the general public,

environmental groups, commodity organizations.

One-stop 2014 Farm Bill Web Page at
http://www.fsa.usda.gov /FSA /fbapp2area=ho
me&subject=landing&topic=landing

FSA Disaster Assistance Programs at
http: //www.fsa.usda.gov /FSA /webapp2area=
home&subject=diap&topic=landing

NEPA documents affecting all FSA programs at
http://www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA /webapp2area=
home&subject=ecrc&topic=nep-cd

Interested parties can locate quickly and read this succinct,
easy-to-understand information about the provisions of the
2014 Farm Bill, those changes in FSA programs, and how FSA
is implementing those provisions.

The Disaster Assistance homepage was customized to display,
in clear language, using maps, statistics, and other orderly
formats, the various types of financial assistance available to
farmers and ranchers or other agricultural producers who have
experienced crop or livestock losses in the wake of a natural
disaster from 2011 to the present.

Interested parties can read about, in lay language,
environmental impact studies that evaluate the impact of FSA
programs.

Easier-to-Read Brochures

FSA has focused increasingly on quick-to-read
sources of information, such as electronic
brochures. One example is “Your Guide to FSA
Farm Loans,” which can be viewed at

http: //www.fsa.usda.gov/Internet /FSA File /fsa

br 01 web booklet.pdf

The Guide was sent for distribution to the
following:

e FSA State offices

e FSA county offices

e Intertribal Agriculture Council

e Indian Land Tenure Foundation

e Outreach partners

e Community-based organizations

Target Audience: Designed for individuals and
entities who may want to start, expand, sustain,
or make changes to their businesses. In
addition, outreach partners, community-based
organizations, and agricultural groups may use
this electronic brochure as an informational
resource to provide outreach and technical
assistance to farmers and ranchers.

e This example provides concise information on how to
apply for a loan, different types of loans, applicant
and borrower responsibilities, costs of obtaining a
loan, and available servicing options. It was made
easier to understand and follow compared to prior
communications.

e FSA has taken this easier-to-read approach for all
communications of this type.
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More Succinct Fact Sheets

With the enactment of the 2014 Farm Bill,
simpler fact sheets are under development for
use at outreach meetings, the FSA Web site,
emails, field offices, and other outlets.

o All relevant farm program fact sheets
are now provided electronically at:
http://www.fsa.usda.gov /FSA /newsRel
eases?2area=newsroom&subject=landin
g&topic=pfs&newstype=prfactsheet

Target Audience: Farmers and ranchers, the
general public, employees, environmental
groups, commodity organizations, beginning
farmers, potential FSA borrowers, others.

o FSA Sirike Force information is
available at:
http: //www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA /webapp

2area=home&subject=oued&topic=sfc

Target Audience: Previously underserved
farming and ranching customers located in
persistent poverty counties.

o Farm Loans information available at:
http: //www.fsa.usda.gov/FSA /webapp
2area=home&subject=fmlp&topic=dflo

P

Target Audience: Small and niche operators;
beginning farmers and ranchers.

e This is the first time that FSA statistics have been
unified into one location rather than distributed among
the individual Web pages authored by FSA
“divisions.”

e This approach is designed to increase the
understanding of FSA programs that can provide
financial assistance to traditionally underserved
farmers and ranchers in key rural areas designated as
persistent poverty regions.

e Increases awareness of available funding to targeted
groups. Provides farmers and ranchers with an
overview of FSA farm loan programs.

Clearer forms, program directives, handbooks,
and related communications

Target Audience: Farmers and ranchers, the
general public, employees, environmental
groups, commodity organizations, beginning
farmers, potential FSA borrowers, others.

When plain writing is used, no special training or experience is
necessary for new customers to understand if they are eligible
for FSA programs, helping to improve access to these services.
For example, the new microloan program has celebrated its
first anniversary, with its popular demand illustrating the
success of reduced application requirements and simplified
forms far more suited to smaller types of operations.

Easier-to-Read News Releases

Target Audience: General public, media,
farmers and ranchers, private landowners,

News releases are now written to communicate to readers who
are not familiar with FSA programs. “Agency-speak”
terminology that often is used internally to reference processes
unique to the agency instead are replaced with plain
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beginning and socially disadvantaged
producers, others, trade associations, and
commodity /environmental groups.

language. This also includes assistance in educating non-
agricultural audiences of the importance of USDA programs.

Newsletters that are more focused on farmer
and rancher needs.

In the past, some FSA county newsletters tended
to rely on local information that did not
adequately communicate with producers about
new programs, signup deadlines, and other
important content. HQ public relations staff
developed a template and provided counties
with information focused on program assistance
that could be tailored to county-specific
disaster, lending, and other needs.

Target Audience: Farmers and ranchers, the
general public, employees, environmental
groups, commodity organizations, beginning
farmers, potential FSA borrowers, others.

Now a “template-based” approach is used, employing
universally reviewed content, so that FSA information is more
unified, clearer, and reflecting of the perspective of the
customer rather than of internal operations.

Public Service Announcements

FSA has recently provided information on
program signup, county committee elections,
and our new microloan program.

Target Audience: Distributed through radio and
television, these announcements reach farmers
and ranchers, the general public, employees,
environmental groups, commodity organizations,
beginning farmers, potential FSA borrowers,
others.

These announcements are now written in brief, succinct, and
generalized language so that no specialized pre-existing
knowledge of existing programs is necessary to understand
and appreciate the importance of the information disseminated
through these announcements.
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Grain Inspection, Packers, and Stockyard Administration (GIPSA)

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

GIPSA Web site - Equipment Web page

Target Audience: All users and manufacturers
of GIPSA Certified Grain Inspection
Equipment within and outside the Official
inspection system.

Increased clarity of information for a broad audience and a
balance between highly technical details and policy and
procedure by using Frequently Asked Questions, tables, and
segmenting information.

GIPSA Web site — Test Kit Evaluation

Target Audience: All users and manufacturers
of GIPSA Certified Mycotoxin Rapid Test Kits

Use of tabular information to identify approved test kits
and duration of approval for ease of reference.

Brochure on GIPSA Web site — Swine
Production Contracts

Target Audience: Swine contractors, swine
production contract growers, and livestock
sellers

New brochure explaining what swine production contracts
are and discussing the contract requirements added in the
2008 Farm Bill and related regulations. Used headings,
subheadings, a question and answer format, and bullets to
make the content easier to read.
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Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Marketing materials (cover letters and
background sheets) to promote survey
participation. These materials accompany the
individual surveys mailed to producers. Over
the past 2 years, we have revised the
materials for each survey to speak more
directly to the reader and streamlined the
instructions for responding. As each survey
comes up, we continue to make improvements,
but all surveys instructions are now much
clearer and speak more directly to the
producer receiving the survey than they were
2 years ago. Letters speak directly to the
producer, asking them to participate and
telling how the survey results benefit them.
Background sheets describe in simple, clear
terms what the survey is, how NASS collects
the data, and whom the information benefits.

Target Audience: Agricultural producers
NASS asks to participate in surveys. NASS
conducts more than 400 such surveys per
year—some reach a few hundred, others
reach hundreds of thousands.

Increased comprehension and customer satisfaction. NASS
now writes these materials in a direct, clear style with the
recipients’ concerns in mind: what producers want to know;
why they might want to participate; how the surveys benefit
them.

A comprehensive package of materials
conveying information, promoting
participation, and communicating results of
the 2012 Census of Agriculture. NASS has
continued to improve and build on the user-
friendly Census of Agriculture Web site
created early in 2012 with comprehensive
information. We made available many
usable, accessible materials to support this
comprehensive effort, including English and
Spanish brochures; news releases; logos,
Web buttons, videos, and public service
announcements; sample blogs, feature stories,
and newsletter articles. In addition, NASS
wrote cover letters, background information,
and reminder letters and postcards to
encourage census recipients to respond.

Now in 2014, the focus of the Web site is on

Despite many challenges (reduced budget, agency
reorganization, government shutdown), the census reached
its target 80 percent response rate. We believe the clarity
of the message and the usability of the materials were
significant in achieving that goal.

The new Census Web site is transparent and easy to
navigate, provides useful information from past censuses,
and gives easily understood directions on immediate issues
related to the census and in response to incoming calls from
census recipients requesting information. NASS routinely
updated the 2012 Census of Agriculture FAQs based on
incoming calls received from farmers for help completing the
form and continues to provide new information in
preparation for data release. To engage producers and
data users, NASS will launch a “Your Census, Your Story”
dialog on the Web site in March.
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data release. As during the data collection
phase, NASS is preparing materials with the
end user in mind. These include national and
state news releases, feature stories, Web
updates, and other products — all written in a
plain, clear style to expand the reach of
Census findings beyond regular data users.

New this year is an infographic series. The
first items, released in February 2014
(http://www.agcensus.usda.gov/Partners/Info

graphics/) are hugely popular. In the coming
months, we plan to release at least one

infographic per week. NASS will also conduct
an intensive social media campaign using
Twitter and the USDA Blog, and prepare a
series of easy-to-digest Highlights.

Target Audience: Policymakers, stakeholders,
community organizations, academics, farmers
and ranchers, and the general public. Each of
these groups contains some experienced data
users, but for many, the materials that help
make the data understandable and
accessible are the primary source of
information.

Language telling survey recipients how to
respond, including clearer, simpler instructions
for responding online rather than by mail.

Target Audience: All farmers and others
concerned with agriculture who receive
surveys

NASS has standardized this language to convey instructions
in a simpler, more direct style.

Providing clearer messaging on the online response option in
the 2012 promotion materials, along with simpler
instructions, helped to more than triple share of farmers and
ranchers who responded this way, from 4 percent in the
2007 Census to 13.3 percent in the 2012 Census.

Web pages of individual programs.

Target Audience: All users. We have
rewritten some of our more complex program
Web pages specifically to be more
accessible to a wider range of users.

NASS plans to do more of this as the opportunity arises in
addition to the overall Web revamp currently in process.

News releases, internal newsletter, a new
series of short publications
(http://www.nass.usda.gov/Publications /High
lights /index.asp ), and one-off publications

such as agency brochure, program brochures,
etc.

NASS has long focused on writing these for a broad
audience but is giving extra attention to key plain language
principles. We write all such publications using plain, direct
language.
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Target Audience: Press and the general
public

Tweets and blog posts.

Target Audience: Social media users,
including more than 16,000 people who
currently follow NASS on Twitter.

NASS adopted clear and direct writing principles for our
social media communications. As a result, in the past 12
months, our tweets surpassed 6 million impressions and have
been retweeted more than 1,500 times. Throughout 2013,
we also ran a series of blog posts celebrating the
International Year of Statistics, which helped NASS educate
the public about agricultural statistics and their use.

Tools to help support public understanding of
statistical data. NASS is developing several
products to help its nonstatistical audiences
better understand and use the data.

The Quick Stats database contains the results
of NASS surveys and the agricultural census
but can be hard to decipher. A tutorial video
will help new users access the information. It
will be launched in April and be available on
YouTube. NASS also plans to post a glossary
explaining some of the more difficult terms
and will add more items over time.

The Census of Agriculture data include
detailed information for statisticians about
data reliability and census methodology. We
include plain, clear language about this in our
general publications, conveying the concept
without the detail. An entire section on census
methodology was added to the census FAQ
page of the Web site to provide the public
with easy-to-understand answers to their
questions regarding census data methodology
and reliability

(http: //www.agcensus.usda.gov/Help /FAQs/
General FAQs/#3). A blog
(http://blogs.usda.gov/2014/02/06 /how-
does-ag-census-work) also addressed census
methodology prior to the preliminary release.

The Census of Agriculture Web site, infographic, Highlights,
and other materials created for general use all convey in
accessible terms the complex methodology that is part of
the Census report.

Similarly, we expect the new tools to help frequent,
occasional, and first-time users to understand and use both
census and survey statistical data.
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Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

News Releases. Posted on agency Web site
and released to media.

Target Audience: The general public and
media representatives.

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Improved comprehension.

Postings on agency Web site.
Target Audience: The general public.

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Improved comprehension.

Request for Applications (RFA)

Target Audience: Scientists applying for
funding

Public Affairs plain writing specialist has revised RFAs for
improved comprehension and clarity.

Document

Plain Writing Improvements/Expected Impact

Annual Reports
Distributed through: Direct Mail, displayed in
office, distributed at an event, employee

Intranet, public Web site, Email

Target Audience: Employees, Public,
Agricultural Producers

Potential Audience: Unlimited

No acronyms are used unless they are spelled out. Use of
simplified sentences, reduction in use of technical terms when
there is an alternate (easier) word, will result in better
understanding of conservation programs.

Banner Stands/Displays/Exhibits

Distributed through: displayed at events,
meetings, conferences, and expos

Target Audience: Agricultural Producers,
Employees, Potential Employees, Agriculture
Producers, Conservationists, Private
Landowners

Potential Audience: Unlimited

No acronyms used unless defined, fewer words, more visuals
resulting in better understanding of conservation programs.

Booklets and Publications

Reduction in use of technical terms when there is an
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Distributed through: made available in
offices, distributed at an event, public Web
site

Target Audience: Public, Employees,
Agricultural Producers, Conservationists,

Private Landowners

Potential Audience: Unlimited

alternate (easier) word, more visuals, updated examples
and better instructions. Publications are easier to read,
resulting in fewer questions about programs and policies.

Conservation Initiative Reports

Target Audience: Public, Employees,
Agricultural Producers, Conservationists,
private landowners, government officials

Clear, concise writing, making it easier for people to
understand our programs and benefits of soil conservation
to ecosystems, water supply, air and water quality, and
wildlife habitat.

Correspondence

Distributed through: Direct Mail, Email
Target Audience: Public, Employees,
Agricultural Producers, Conservationists,

private landowners, government officials

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Letters are more direct and clear, common language is used
more, and there is better understanding of the content,
resulting in fewer questions and a better comprehension of
our programs and policies.

Direct Mail

Distributed through: Direct Mail

Target Audience: Public, Employees,
Agricultural Producers, Conservationists,

private landowners

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Using more familiar words, which allows for a better
understanding of programs, resulting in an increase in
program participation and a reduction of questions.

Directives

Distributed through: Email, employee
Intranet, Web site

Target Audience: Employees

Potential Audience: 10,379

Clarity of message, better understanding of procedures,
fewer questions, overall savings due to greater efficiency.

Emails, Tweets, Blogs and other Social Media
Distributed through: Emails

Target Audience: Employees, Public,
Agricultural Producers, Partners

Clear, concise writing, making it easier for people to
understand benefits of soil conservation programs.
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Potential Audience: Unlimited

Fact Sheets

Distributed through: email, direct mail,
handed out at events, public Web site

Target Audience: Unlimited

Using more familiar words allowing for a better
understanding of programs, resulting in an increase of
applications and a reduction of questions.

Feature Articles/Success Stories

Distributed through: public Web site, blogs,
Email, Media

Target Audience: Public, Agricultural
Producers, Employees, Agricultural Producers,

Conservationists, private landowners,

Target Audience: Unlimited

Shorter, clearer messages enable better comprehension of
subject.

Guidance /Handbooks for Program
Applicants

Distributed through: public Web site, email,
distributed at public events, Employee
Intranet, Direct Mail

Target Audience: Public, Employees,
Agricultural Producers, Conservationists,

private landowners, government officials

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Reduced use of jargon, technical terms, and acronyms
without definitions. More clear guidance for program
implementation, application process, and program
compliance requirements.

Legislative Fact Sheets

Distributed through: State Web sites, an
event, email

Target Audience: Public, Congress,
Agricultural Producers, Employees,
Conservationists, private landowners,
government officials

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Consolidated, concise language about conservation activity
and programs provides clear useful information about
conservation by State

National Bulletins

Distributed through: Employee Intranet, public
Web site

Target Audience: Employees

Employees have a better understanding of organizational
decisions, resulting in fewer questions.
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Potential Audience: 10,379

National Instructions

Distributed through: Employee Intranet, public

Web site

Target Audience: 10,379

Clear instructions and information provide employees with
better understanding of processes and expectations for
effective and efficient program management

News Releases and Media Advisories

Distributed through: traditional media, social
media, public Web site, email, events, State
and National Web sites, partner Web sites

Target Audience: Agricultural Producers,
Conservationists, Private Landowners,

General Public

Potential Audience: Unlimited

Clear writing provides better understanding by the public
and emplo