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The dawn of the new era of a televised 
House of Commons has risen lo reveal 
the interesting spectacle of the 
Deparrsnent of Trade and Industry 
trying with mixed success to wriggle its 
way out of another nasty scrape. East 
November the Guardian published 
details of a confidential National Audit 
Office memorandum to the Public 
Accounts Committee giving hitherto 
undisclosed derails of the terms of the 
Government's controversial sale of the 
financially ailing Rover Group to British 
Aerospace in 1988. It  indicated both an 
apparent lack of candour towards 
Parliament and the European 
Commission on the part of a 
Government thar has consistently taken 
a lofty position of moral superiority 
about the commercial policies and 
practices of our EC partners, and 
behaviour that appears, on the face of it, 
somewhat inconsistent with the DTH's 
professed commitment to "strong 
competition policy". 

In March 1988 H80rd Young, the then 
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"Mightier than the Sword" is not just a 
book which presumes to tell lawyers 
how to write good English, which would 
be bad enough in itself. It is a book 
which presumes to tell lawyers how to 
write good English wt-isten by an 
American! 

Wirh so much going against this 
book, it seems odd that its publishers 
should have spent money sending review 
copies to the UM. Few lawyers on this 
side of the Aalandc will not be deterred 
by its presumpeious aims and 
unpromising pedigree. 

They would, however, be making a 
big mistake. What Mr Good reaches is 
as relevant to British lawyers as it is to 
American ones. The approach, which is 

Secretary of Srate for Trade and 
%aadustq, announced that BAe had been 
given exclusive negotiating rights in the 
proposed Rover sale. The deal was 
completed in August 1988, accompanied 
by substantial cash incentives from the 
Government, at a level agreed by the 
European Commission. The 
Commission was led to understand that 
the full purchase price o f f  %30m was to 
be paid immediately. The leaked NAO 
document reveals, however, that BAe 
were covertly given further sweeteners, 
totalling f 3Xm - including f22m ineeresr 
savings consequent upon an agreed 
deferment of payment of the purchase 
price. It also suggests that the price was, 
in any case, £56.5111 short of what the 
market would bear. There have been 
further accusations that the public were 
sold shore, and the credibility of the 
Government's bullishness about "strong 
competition" seriously undermind, by 
the decision to entertain BAe as the sole 
purchaser, following revelations than 
other would-be buyers might have paid 
more. 

Angry exchanges in the chamber of 
the Commons were followed by televised 
evidence sessions of bot% the Public 

directed at Sawyers more by virtue of the 
examples quoted than its inherent 
qualities, is to analyse the grammatical 
reasons for bad style. Armed with an 
understanding of she rules of good 
writing, reduced by Mr Good eo 19 
fairly simple propositions, I suspect that 
anyone who ever puts pen to paper will 
be able to do so more effectively. 

The greaa danger is rhat lawyers will 
not recognise the need to Learn how to 
write. Constrained by rules of procedure 
and interpretation, legal drafting has 
become stuck in a rut from which 
practitioners see neither the need nor 
the opportunity to extricate it. All those 
words and complex constructions are 
necessary unambiguously to convey the 
proper meaning. 

True, up to a point. Campaigns for 
plain English in legal documents seem to 
me to over-simplify mmatts, although 
the profession must be guilty of failing 
to take any steps PO freshen up its 
writing style. Dickensian language is 
perpetuated through widely-used 
precedents an whish the lawyer, pressed 
for Lime, cannot rake the trouble to 
impress his or her ideas. 

Accounts Committee and the Trade and 
Industry Committee. Mrs Thatcher 
hody denied thar the taxpayer had been 
"ripped off", pointing out that the 
Government had had to pay some E3bn 
in the past Gfteen years ro keep BE- 
Rover afloat. Lord Young, insisting rhat 
the Rover sale has been "agreat 
triumph", told the Trade and Industry 
Committee that he had been under no 
obligation to hsclose the deferred 
payment to the EC Commission because 
it was not "a State Aid" - an 
interpretation somewhat at odds with 
evidence given a month earlier to the 
PAC by the Permanent Secretary to the 
DTI. 

The Commission, having already 
raken tough action in respect of French 
subsidies to WenauPt, is unlikely to let the 
mateer rest. Bue the Government seems 
to have got away with minor bruises. 
The episode has at least demonsrrated 
the potential impact of television in 
drmatising the process of parliamentaq 
accountability, and in raising the public 
profile of select committees upon which 
any hopes of credible accountability 
uleirnarely rest. 

There is no doubt that clarity benefits 
from sentences whose average length is 
kept to 25 words. Not only are short 
sentences easier to read, their writing 
requires the author to marshall his or 
her thoughts properly. The style of 
Lord Denning's judgments and writings 
may not appeal to everyone but they are 
models of comprehensibility. 

As professional users of English, 
lawyers have a duty to ensure they know 
how to use it properly. I am amazed at 
the number of lawyers who do not 
understand how to use parallel 
construction (Good's rule of good writing 
no 7). They probably do not even know 
what it is, as I did no't until 1 read Good. 

Whether you know what to call it or 
not, you can eel1 rhat a sentence like 

The Bar is against partnerships 
because it considers that such 
arrangements would reduce choice, 
access and lower standards . . .* 

is flawed. The value of this book is thar 
it highlights the point and explains 
where your gut feeling comes from. It 
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