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Gerald Thomas B.A. LL.B.
Director of Foreign Affairs at Fukami Patent Office
Barrister & Solicitor (1993 - British Columbia, Canada)

Common Errors in Patent Office Business Writing

During the years that | have been reviewing the writing of lawyers and patent attorneys, | have come to notice
certain common errors which seem to regularly occur. | have selected some of these errors below and will
provide my comments.

Error #1. - Letter format - the Salutation
One of the most basic errors that | see frequently among Japanese writers is concerning the salutation or greeting
of a business letter. While some flexibility is possible, a sophisticated law firm must provide a consistent
professional style for its members to follow. Most common errors are the following:

Incorrect Correct

Dear Mr. John Smith: Dear Mr. Smith:
Dear Sue Jones: Dear Ms. Jones:
Dear John Smith Ph.D.: Dear Dr. Smith:

The basic rule for the format is: Dear + Title + Last/Family name
For an American business letter, after the family name, a colon is generally used, and for personal letters a comma
is used. In Europe however, for both business letters and personal letters, a comma is used after the family name.

Error #2. - Grammar - countable and uncountable nouns

Another common error in patent office and other legal business letters is the misuse of countable and
uncountable nouns. Countable nouns use an “s” in the plural form. They include such nouns as: horse/horses,
cup/cups, wheel/wheels etc. Uncountable nouns do not use “s” in the plural form. They include nouns such as:
advice, information, evidence, experience, research, work, literature, equipment, knowledge.

Uncountable nouns are always in singular form, and use the singular form of the accompanying verb. There are
ways that we can express uncountable nouns in a plural form. One way is to use container expressions or
quantity expressions such as the following:

research The new project required six months of research. (quantity)

advice She received a lot of advice from her supervisor. (quantity)

information  The booklet contained many pages of information. (quantity/container)

literature We provided three pieces/items of literature to the Examiner. (quantity/container)

evidence There were twelve pieces/items of evidence at the hearing. (quantity/container)
Professional Background ]

Gerald Thomas has worked in both Canadian and Japanese law offices, and has had a relationship with Fukami Patent Office for over
twelve years. In 2010 he assumed the position of Director of Foreign Affairs. In this position he supervises and ensures the quality of
English communications between Fukami Patent Office and its many foreign clients and associates.

Gerald has worked with both the national and various local government organizations. In 2003-2004 Gerald was commissioned to work
with the Japan Patent Office to provide complete translations of the Japan Patent Act and the Japan Trademark Act.
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