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Potential car PCP fiasco ahead

Buying a car used to be very simple. You could
either pay for one outright, get one in
part-exchange or pay for one in installments.
Nowadays there are umpteen ways of buying a
car. The latest is perhaps the most worrying.
Car dealers can now lure young drivers into ‘no
deposit’ PCP (personal contract purchase) deals.
These deals offer very nice cars at an even nicer
price to buyers, some with with poor credit ratings.
You can walk into some car dealerships today, as
an undercover Daily Mail team did, with no job, a
terrible credit rating, and leave behind the wheel
of a 15K Audi. This is not an unclear
documentation issue, or a bank-driven con: it’s
salespeople sneakily chasing commission.
One catch that caught our eye, and which will
surely pass potential PCP buyers by, is just one
major pitfall. The peddlers of PCP car financing
don’t notify their customers that, should they have
an accident that leads to a write-off, the customer
will be expected to pay the outstanding amount.
That is, once the market value, inevitably much
lower than the amount initially paid (and still
part-owed), has been paid up. Realistically, most

cars lose value as soon as they’re driven off the
dealership forecourt, and the gap could be huge.
There is a contingency plan available, a ‘top-up’
to cover the shortfall – but car salespeople are
forgetting to mention it. This surely has to change.
And what of GFV (guaranteed future value)? GFV
is dependent on, among other things,
regular services at a designated franchise
dealership and keeping within tight mileage
restrictions. How many buyers know about GFV,
and how it can affect the value of their car?
PCP deals offer a useful way of getting a car that
might otherwise be beyond your means. But product sellers don’t want to fill you in on the details,
or tell you about alternative deals. It’s time they
were legally bound to keep you up to speed.
Our yearly awards aren’t too far away. If you
have any examples of good or bad English
from 2017, please send them to us. Be they
terrible work emails, horrible letters or
particularly clear communication, let us know
before November.

I, Daniel Blake

Traffic light con

Earlier this year we were happy to salute filmmaker
Ken Loach for his focus on the ‘I, Daniel Blake’ effect.

In June 2013, major supermarkets brought in a very
handy ‘traffic light system’ to help shoppers
understand how healthy or unhealthy an item was.

Recently, we’ve had a lot of complaints about Government jargon preventing benefit claimants getting what
they’re entitled to. Back in the seventies, when Chrissie
founded Plain English Campaign, the ‘powers that be’
hid behind jargon to obstruct and frustrate people
attempting to claim what they were due.
Nowadays, despite some progress, the Government
still uses jargon and tricky language with their online
services. They still lean on some of the bad old ways,
nearly forty years after we began grilling them for it.
Ken Loach’s latest film is based on the fictional
experiences of a man who, despite being intelligent and
highly-skilled, loses his job and the ability to seek work.
He finds the jargon he faces completely impenetrable
and has no experience of online services.
Unless people are presented with real alternatives to
online access and unless yet another purge on jargon
takes place, more and more people will be affected by
this phenomenon, and things like food-bank queues will
continue to grow.

But dodgy junk food giants have decided to hit back
and confuse everyone.
The current system – which uses red, amber and
green logos to show the fat, saturated fat, sugar and
salt in each item – is crystal clear. If you see
something with a red logo, go easy – it’s bad for you.
The tricky new system the junk giants want to
introduce will con customers, pure and simple.
For example, a bar of chocolate currently showing
as ‘red’ due to high fat, sugar and salt content might
soon show as ‘amber’ – simply by using a
smaller-sized measure. So what you’re being told
isn’t too bad, based on a much smaller example,
could be very bad indeed. Such a rating would be
not only inaccurate but also deeply deceptive.
The best guideline of all, in any case, is: don’t eat
too much chocolate. Best sticking to that rule by the
looks.

We feel his pain

Legal waffle

A Bristol man has hit the headlines by correcting
punctuation errors on local signs. Although we
can’t agree with his methods, we certainly
applaud the Grammar Vigilante’s stance on
commas and apostrophes.

For many years we’ve struggled to influence the
language of the courts. Legal language is still one
of the very few parts of daily English usage that’s
very much how it’s always been. There’s never
been a justifiable excuse for this – just as there’s
absolutely no reason why barristers and solicitors
can’t use plain English rather than language very
few can understand.

And while we obviously can’t condone acts such
as changing public signs without the owner’s
knowledge, we certainly feel the pain of the Bristol
Grammar Vigilante.
For many years, we’ve promoted the correct use
of English, especially when the public are
expected to read and understand it. Clarity and
correct grammar helps everyone, and there’s
nothing to gain from guessing.
We call upon everyone creating a sign or notice
to consider: is it right? Does it actually say what I
think it says? Get it right and it can only be good
for business. Get it wrong and you run the risk of
mockery, being accused of carelessness and, if
you’re a Bristol shopkeeper, having your glaring
errors corrected for you overnight.
For shopkeepers in doubt: visit our website!

At the end of last year, we celebrated Mr Justice
Peter Jackson’s much-shortened plain-English
summary, featuring emojis, for a case involving
children. This was widely applauded, largely due to
nobody having seen anything quite like it. In truth,
Mr Jackson’s admirable example was overdue,
and we were hoping his efforts might lead to more
examples.
Lady Justice Rafferty has provided a significant
one. She has called for judges to provide ‘short
form judgements’ when delivering their verdicts. So,
rather than case verdicts running on for dozens of
pages (one last week ran beyond 20000 words),
judges are now urged to keep things short and
snappy. You never know, in time plain English
summaries might be the norm. Why not?

Sneaky smallprint controls

To read or not to
read...

We were understandably pleased earlier this year
when the Chancellor, Phillip Hammond, put
forward yet more proposals to combat small print.

Consumer group Choice has attacked Amazon’s
Kindle terms and conditions after finding they took
nearly nine hours to read.

But after fighting small print for nearly 40 years, it
seemed incredible to us that the Budget
announcements included yet another clampdown
on unpopular details hidden in a tiny, unreadable
font.

The contract is 73,198 words long and would take
an average reader eight hours and 59 minutes to
get through – longer than Shakespeare’s Hamlet
and Macbeth put together. For the Kindle Voyage,
buyers are expected to read at least eight documents, as well as those for subscription services.

Such a move happens every so often. Michael
Gove and David Cameron have had a pop at
jargon and unclear writing, as has Boris Johnson.
And Philip Hammond seemed keen to get in on
the act.
But despite these interventions from senior politicians, little seems to change in the long run. And
it often feels like a token gesture, empty rhetoric
until the next point-scoring opportunity arises,
with nothing really ever done.
Let’s see what, if anything, happens.

“Ticking a box to accept a contractual agreement
with Amazon only takes a few seconds but the
length and complexity of these contracts is completely unreasonable,” said Choice’s Tom Godfrey.
Godfrey suggested the longer the document, the
less likely consumers could spot unfair terms.
“Amazon know that consumers want to make a
purchase as quickly as possible, and they use this
desire as cover to offload some worrying terms and
conditions,” said Godfrey.

Worker rights
and wrongs

‘Most-hated
jargon’

A nine month report into workplaces has found
much to criticise.

Every so often we see a list of ‘most hated
jargon terms’ and job website Glassdoor have
provided the latest. There are many (sadly)
familiar terms on there. ‘Touch base’, ‘Blue-sky
thinking’, and ‘Thought shower’, to name three,
continue to thrive among office dullards.

Matthew Taylor suggests many workplaces are
‘exploitative’ environments in which employees
are treated ‘like cogs in a machine’. He also
suggests worker rights are often hidden or
non-existent.
Taylor, head of the Royal Society of Arts, was
last October tasked by Teresa May with leading
an investigation into modern working habits. His
findings suggest that many employees, particularly those on ‘zero-hour’ contracts, are treated
with utter contempt.
Among ideas for future changes, Taylor made
several suggestions for sorely-needed improvements. They include sick pay, employer-funded
learning and, crucially, a ‘plain English’ summary
of what each employee needs to know about
their rights and restrictions. Armed with that, employees can at least know what to expect.

Why are these awful terms so enduring?
Jargon masks the fact that most office jobs are
very simple. In order for employees to seem
more exotic and feel a little more important,
some use jargon to make their role sound more
complex. They cloud it in meaningless
buzzwords. If they spoke honestly, concisely
and clearly about what they did, everyone would
quickly realise that what they do is not only
quite dull, but also quite easy.
Most of the people helping these awful jargon
terms flourish and pollute the workplace do so
against their better judgement. Regular emails
sent to us over the years confirm as much.
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Teenage-ready T&Cs that could benefit
us all
Why ‘teenage-ready T&Cs’ could benefit us all
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Supporters often contact us to complain about horrific terms and conditions. A recent report from the
Children’s Commissioner for England provides a perfect example of why companies often hide behind
gibberish.

Supporters often contact us to complain about horrific terms and conditions. A recent report from the
Children’s Commissioner for England provides a perfect example of why companies often hide behind
The Commissioner, appointed by the Government to ‘represent the interests of young people’, presented
gibberish.

their findings as part of their ‘growing up digital’ campaign. The Commissioner lays out their aims with
the
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‘Officially you own any original pictures and videos you post, but we are allowed to use them, and we
can let others use them as well, anywhere around the world.’

But when given a rewritten plain English version, one tailored for a 13-year-old audience, they understood
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share your personal information with companies connected with Instagram. This information includes

your name, email address, school, where you live, pictures, phone number, your likes and dislikes, where
Customers need the information that can help them decide whether or not to go along with often very
you go, who your friends are, how often you use Instagram, and any other personal information we find
one-sided agreements. As it stands, too many simply sign them or click ‘Yes, I agree’, put off by
such as your birthday or who you are chatting with, including in private messages (DMs).”
paragraph upon paragraph of unreadable text, in order to use a service. It’s not just the language
that’s the issue – it’s the lack of choice in the matter.

How many Instagram users were aware of either of those conditions when posting family snaps or send-

Pensions uncertainty: much still to do
Pensions jargon has long been an issue. Most money matters seem mired in obfuscation and complexity,
but the confusion surrounding pensions has been massively compounded by recent changes.
In 2015, when ‘the most radical changes to pensions for almost a century’ came in, there was too little
explanatory information to help those of us understandably perplexed by a lot of the changes. We received
countless emails asking us for our thoughts on the matter. What, we were asked, did all the possible
permutations add up to? What are ‘drawdowns’? Which of the new options are best? How dangerous would
emptying the retirement pot and putting the money elsewhere actually be? What shortfall might I need to
consider?
Adding to this, annuities are still a massive headache for many, and such a major decision should be far less
of a problem. Since those ‘radical’ changes came in, those still most uncertain about the choice they have
made are those who purchased annuities.
There’s far too much confusion surrounding the matter of whether or not someone should buy an annuity.
There’s uncertainty about whether other options might be more suitable, such as taking out all or some of
their pension. There is little conviction or advice about what the best options are, and dry, dissuasive jargon
makes the matter much worse. And the kids, who find pensions dull, need as much encouragement as
possible to take on what could become a particularly crucial decision in an ever-uncertain economic world.
The usual response to the baffled is that they speak to a financial adviser. But information regarding such
a fundamental and key life decision that will heavily impact our futures should be free, easily-accessible
and clear. A cynic might be tempted to suggest that financial advisers thrive on such uncertainty, and much
urgently needs to be done.

