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EU referendum - Thursday, 23 June 2016 

On 23 January, BWMA’s Patrons Kate Hoey MP and Philip Hollobone MP 

shared a platform in Kettering to campaign for Britain to leave the European 

Union. On 19 February, our Hon Member Frank Field MP also declared his 

support for the Out campaign. What is BWMA’s position? 

In 2007, the European Commission held a review of EC Directive 80/181. 

BWMA made a submission urging that the Commission, “… restores the le-

gality of pounds and ounces as authorised units within the United Kingdom 

for foods and goods sold loose from bulk” (see Yardstick 30). 

As readers will be aware, the Commission did not restore the legality of 

pounds and ounces. But to create maximum confusion, EC Commissioner 

Gunter Veheugen said: “Let's get one thing straight from the off. Neither the 

European Commission nor any faceless ‘Eurocrat’ has or will ever be re-

sponsible for banning the great British pint, the mile, and weight measures in 

pounds and ounces”.  

This statement is misleading; under the terms of the Directive, pounds and 

ounces are allowed only as supplementary indications, meaning that while 

imperial can be displayed alongside metric as equivalents, imperial units 

cannot be used in their own right.  

Meanwhile, this Yardstick produces further evidence of deception by the UK 

government: documents recently obtained from the National Archives show 

that in 1995, while the government was advising the public that metrication 

stemmed from “1965”, it was acknowledging internally that legal compulsion 

arose from the European Directive.  

With no prospect of the EC Directive being relaxed, there is no means by 

which British weights and measures will be lawful while Britain remains 

within the European Union. Therefore, we conclude that British weights and 

measures are best served by Britain leaving.  

Gyles Brandreth 

We are delighted to welcome writer, broadcaster, actor and former Member 

of Parliament Gyles Brandreth as Honorary Member. Gyles presently appears 

on Radio 4's Just a Minute and on BBC1's The One Show. Gyles told Mike 

Plumbe: "I'm still missing pounds, shillings and pence. As we used to say, if 

God had meant us to go metric why did he give Our Lord twelve disciples?"  

Stop Press 

Warwick Cairns will be discussing metrication on BBC1’s “The One Show”, 

likely broadcast date Friday 8 April, 7pm. 

John Gardner, Director 

BWMA is a non-profit body that exists to promote parity in law between 
British and metric units. It enjoys support from across Britainôs political 

spectrum, from all manner of businesses and the general public. BWMA is 
financed by subscriptions and donations. 

Membership is £12 per year.  

 



 

Mandatory use of metric on height and 
width road signs, alongside imperial  

Yardstick 57 recorded lengthy correspondence 
with the Department for Transport, regarding 

their decision to make metric compulsory on 
height, width and length restriction signs, along-
side feet and inches, without first putting the 

matter to public consultation. We next received 
the following: 

Letter from Department for Transport, 12 
March 2015  

Thank you for your further letter of 13 January 2015 

about the Minister's decision to mandate the use of 
metric units alongside imperial units on certain traffic 
signs in the United Kingdom. Your letter is being 

treated as a first stage complaint by the Department 
for Transport and I am replying as I am the line 
manager of Hugh Arnold, the official who has replied 

to most of your correspondence.  

First I would like to summarise the correspondence 
trail on this issue. The Department for Transport 

(DfT) has dealt with a number of Freedom of Infor-
mation Act requests, letters for Ministerial reply and 
other "Treat Officially" letters as follows:  

Freedom of Information Requests  

8/11/2014 2 requests Ref F0011832 and F0011833  
4/12/2014 Reply to F0011832 and F0011833 (Hugh 

Arnold)  
7/12/2014 Request F0011908  
19/12/2014 Reply to F0011908 (Hugh Arnold)  

21/12/2014 Request F0011955  
26/01/2015 Reply to F0011955 (Hugh Arnold)  

Ministerial Correspondence  

17/12/2014 Ministerial letter (Philip Hollobone MP)  
19/01/2015 Reply MC/124120 (Robert Goodwill MP)  
31/01/2015 Letter to Robert Goodwill (MC/128352)  

27102/2015 Reply MC/128352 (Robert Goodwill 
MP)  

Treat Officially Correspondence  

08/11/2014 Ref 120607 (Reply covered in FOI reply 
of 4/12/2014)  
12/12/2014 Ref 125540  

21/01/2015 Reply to 125540 (Hugh Arnold)  

I note your complaint in which you allege there have 
been procedural defects in changing government 

policy on the use of metric units. Your view is that, 
following Robert Goodwill's decision, the DfT should 
have issued a further consultation about making it 

compulsory to display metric units on certain signs 
and conducted an Impact Assessment on the likely 
effect of this policy change. You say that, by not 

taking these two steps, you and other specialised 
and interested parties have been denied the oppor-
tunity of commenting and advising on our proposal. 

It is also your view that the DfT has failed to justify 

the safety benefits of having both systems of meas-
urement on these signs.  

In the Minister's and our replies to your enquiries we 
have explained why the Minister made the decision 

to mandate the use of metric units alongside imperi-
al units on certain traffic signs conveying height and 
weight information.  

A major factor in his decision was the unacceptably 

high incidences of bridge strikes and in view of the 
fact that many drivers now on our roads are more 
familiar with metric measurements than imperial 

measurements. Putting both units on the signs re-
moves any element of doubt about the headroom 
available to drivers. The Minister clearly stated in his 

reply of 27 February 2015 that he considers this to 
be an appropriate step to take and, whilst acknowl-
edging your organisation's opposition to the pro-

posed change, the Government is not persuaded to 
re-consider.  

With regard to a further Impact Assessment I should 
point out that the new Traffic Signs Regulations and 

General Directions (TSRGD) will allow imperial only 
height and width sign currently in place to remain in 
place until they need to be replaced due to their age 

and condition. There is, therefore, no additional cost 
impact on local authorities or on business to comply 
with the new requirements.  

I can inform you that the new Traffic Signs Regula-

tions and General Directions (TSRGD) will not be 
introduced in this Parliament. Instead it will be final-
ised over the coming months. We will be conducting 

a technical review and general sense check. Whilst 
this is not a consultation on policy, it has the pur-
pose of ensuring that the draft regulations and direc-

tions mean what they are intended to mean. Subject 
to appropriate scrutiny, we anticipate that the new 
TSRGD will be published later this year. 

We thought the right to a consultation lost until, 

out of the blue, the following was received. 

Letter from Department for Transport, 28 

August 2015 

This consultation is about a small number of policies 
which were not part of the earlier public consultation 
last year, but which we propose are included in the 

new version of the statutory instrument alongside 
the matters that have already been the subject of 
public consultation. More generally, the final ques-

tion invites comment on the style of drafting the 
Department proposes to use for the Traffic Signs 
Regulations and General Directions 2016.  The new 

version (which will replace the 2002 version as 
amended) has been completely restructured to 
provide significant deregulation and a new approach 

for local authorities in delivering their traffic man-
agement and traffic signs. We expect to deliver this 
in the spring of 2016 ... Please note that the consul-
tation closes on 6 October 2015.  

Rob Ringsell, Traffic Signs Policy  



Enclosed with Mr Ringsellôs letter: Traffic Signs 
Regulations & General Directions 2016 Consulta-
tion (pages 15 and 16)  

6.1 Signs that indicate height, width and length limits 

in both imperial and metric units have been pre-
scribed for some time [for voluntary use]. We are 
proposing that in future signs indicating height, width 

and length limits must show both imperial and metric 
units of measurement.  

6.2 Existing signs showing only imperial units will be 
able to remain in place until they become life-

expired, or are replaced during routine maintenance, 
at which time the dual-unit equivalent must be used.  

6.3 It is felt that there are a number of lorry drivers 
on our roads who may not be familiar with imperial 

units of measurement, particularly younger drivers 
who may not have been taught imperial measure-
ments at school.  

6.4 This lack of understanding has been implicated 

in incidents of bridges being struck by over height 
vehicles. In 2014/15 over 1,600 bridge strikes were 
reported at rail-over-road bridges. This is a safety 

issue, which also causes delays to both road and rail 
users, and leads to costly repairs to road and rail 
infrastructure.  

6.5 The Department has no plans to change the 

units of measurement on any other signs. Unlike 
height, width or length, miles and miles per hour are 
widely recognised and understood as a measure of 
distance and speed. 

Do you agree that we should only prescribe dual unit 
(imperial and metric) height, width and length limit 
signs? 

Strongly Agree  

Agree  
Neither Agree nor Disagree  
Disagree 

Strongly disagree 

BWMA submission, 5 October 2015 

Thank you for inviting us to comment on the gov-
ernment’s proposal to make mandatory metric indi-
cations on road height, width and length restriction 
signs, alongside feet and inches. Our Association 
campaigns for the retention of imperial weights and 
measures, such as feet and inches, pounds and ounc-

es, the pint and mile. 

Background 

The government’s proposal is in response to a high 
number of lorry collisions relating to height, width 
and length road restrictions (hereafter referred to 
collectively as bridge strikes); and specific infor-
mation that foreign drivers are over-represented in 

such collisions. 

The government believes that metric indications on 
signs, alongside imperial, will reduce bridge strikes 
by foreign drivers because foreign drivers are less 

acquainted with imperial measurements. According 
to the House of Commons Library, the proposed use 

of metric on signs is: 

“… specifically intended to address the problem 
of foreign hauliers driving in the UK who might 
not understand safety warnings on road signs 
given in imperial measurements. This is particu-
larly the case for low bridges. There was evi-
dence from Network Rail suggesting that 10-12% 
of bridge strikes involved foreign lorries and that 

this was disproportionately high”. 

BWMAôs response 

Our Association opposes the proposal for the follow-

ing reasons. 

The government’s proposal is based on a number of 
misconceptions, principal of which is the belief that 
perception by drivers of bridge heights is a meas-
urement issue. This is not the case; lorry drivers do 
not seek to comprehend how high a bridge is, but 
rather the relative relationship between the height of 
the bridge, and the height of the lorry. To establish 
this relationship, drivers make comparisons between 
numbers on road signs with numbers displayed 
inside their cab, to make a decision based on which 

number is lower. 

Were bridge heights to be indicated in hand spans, or 
on a scale of 1 to 50, drivers would still compare 
numbers in the same way. Drivers do not relate to 

feet and metres as measurements per se. 

This is borne out by Department of Transport re-
search into foreign drivers’ understanding of imperi-

al and metric signs; it found that there are:  

“… no differences in understanding between for-
eign drivers and those with difficulty understand-
ing English, compared to other groups” (Aware-
ness of the Meaning of Traffic Signs, May 2011, 

p105/108). 

In other words, drivers are not concerned whether 
the number on the sign is a foot or a metre; it is a 
numerical indicator, and numbers are the same in all 

languages. 

That foreign lorries are over-represented in bridge 
strikes reflects the fact that foreign lorries are over-
represented in all types of accident. According to 
government and police data, foreign lorry drivers 
have lower standards of training, lower regard for 
the law, drive excessive hours, suffer more fatigue, 
and their vehicles are more likely to be unroadwor-
thy.1 So, the linking of foreign lorries to bridge 

                                                 
1 For example, UK and Non UK Vehicle Prohibition 

Comparison, Department for Transport, 2008; The en-

forcement activities of the Vehicle and Operator Services 

Agency, House of Commons Transport Committee, 2009. 



 

strikes, and therefore to a need for metric signs, is 

doubly flawed.  

If the government wishes to reduce bridge strikes, it 
needs to consider why a driver should proceed past a 
sign that indicates a bridge too low for his lorry. 
Either the driver is not conscious of the sign (due to 
absent mindedness, fatigue, poor visibility, etc.) or 
the driver is conscious of the sign but proceeds 
anyway - because he believes there is no risk, or 
because he is risk prone. Either way, duplicating a 
height indication that is already visible to the driver 

will not alter the driver’s actions. 

Despite there being no demonstrated problem with 
the statutory system of feet and inches, the certainty 
provided by it has been progressively undermined by 
governments introducing metric signs in direct com-
petition with them, thereby promoting a proliferation 
of metric units elsewhere (e.g. on signs at petrol 
stations). This has led to different units being used 
for the same purpose, and a loss of respect for the 

statutory system.  

Signs need to convey not just information but au-
thority, and holding a choice on every sign as to 
which is the preferred system does not achieve that. 
The most effective means of promoting safety is not 
the promotion of the metric system, but the promo-
tion of certainty, and this is done by ensuring that 
road signs communicate a single specification of 
height and width restriction, with which users can 

align.  

Conclusion 

We urge the government to change its approach to 
this matter, and to phase out metric duplication 
entirely by removing from the Traffic Signs Regula-
tions dual metric-imperial and metric-only signs, and 
prescribing only feet and inches for new signs. This 
need not have a financial implication, as existing 
dual signs can be replaced as they reach the end of 
their natural lives. This will end the current anoma-
lous arrangement of different units being used for 
the same purpose, and provide certainty and safety 

to drivers of all nationalities. 

Yours sincerely, etc. 

Government response, November 2015 

Signs that indicate height, width and length limits in 
both imperial and metric units have been prescribed 
for some time. We are proposing that in future signs 

indicating height, width and length limits must show 
both imperial and metric units of measurement.  

Existing signs showing only imperial units will be 

able to remain in place until they become life-
expired, or are replaced during routine maintenance, 
at which time the dual-unit equivalent must be used.  

It is felt that there are a number of lorry drivers on 
our roads who may not be familiar with imperial units 

of measurement, particularly younger drivers who 
may not have been taught imperial measurements at 
school.  

This lack of understanding has been implicated in 
incidents of bridges being struck by over height 
vehicles. In 2014/15 over 1,600 bridge strikes were 

reported at rail-over-road bridges. This is a safety 
issue, which also causes delays to both road and rail 
users, and leads to costly repairs to road and rail 

infrastructure.  

The Department has no plans to change the units of 
measurement on any other signs. Unlike height, 

width or length, miles and miles per hour are widely 
recognised and understood as a measure of dis-
tance and speed. 

[Table of answers to Consultation question]   

Do you agree that we should only prescribe dual unit 
(imperial and metric) height, width and length limit 

signs? 

All responses 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree 
Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Disagree   
Strongly 
Disagree 

51% 37% 3% 2% 7% 

 

Local authority responses 

Strongly 
agree 

Agree 
Neither 
Agree nor 
Disagree 

Disagree   
Strongly 
Disagree 

54% 42% 0% 2% 2% 

The majority of responses were extremely positive 

with 88% of all respondents supporting this proposal 

and 96% of local authorities also doing so.  

One Association commented, "We strongly support 
this and welcome its inclusion in the draft 2016 

Regulations." 

A Transport Organisation said, "It seems sensible 
particularly in view of the increasing numbers of 

younger drivers on the road. Phasing out of imperial-
only signs once they have reached the end of their 
serviceable life seems a logical step."   

Of those who strongly disagreed, one Association 
suggested, "prescribing feet and inches only for new 
signs". 

Government conclusion  

We have considered all of the responses and have 
decided that in the new Regulations, new signs 

indicating height, width and length limits must show 
both imperial and metric units of measurement. 
Signs indicating height, width and length restrictions 

in imperial units only that are already in place will not 
need to be replaced until such time as a new sign is 
needed. 

*       *       * 



Tesco Height Signs 

John Hein sent BWMA a photo of a truck hitting a height 

barrier at a Tesco supermarket in Edinburgh, comment-

ing, “Well, what do you expect if you only put the height 

up in metric units?” On 30 June 2015, BWMA wrote to 

Paul Moore, the Company Secretary of Tesco: 

In April, we were sent by one of your customers the 

attached photograph of a lorry that struck a height re-

striction bar at Tesco on Broughton Road, Edinburgh. The 

height restriction bar was marked only in metric. Please 

be aware that the Traffic Regulations and General Direc-

tions 2002 require that height restriction signs display 

height in feet and inches. This applies not only to signs on 

public highways, but to signs on private land directed at 

motorists coming off a public highway. Firms such as 

Tesco can face compensation claims by drivers if their 

signs are not in accordance with regulations . We hope 

Tesco will take this opportunity to ensure all height re-

striction signs in its supermarkets and petrol stations 

display heights in imperial units, thereby reducing the 

likelihood of hazard. Metric may be shown alongside. 

Speedometers  

Letter to The Telegraph, 2 May 2015 

SIR – I bought a new car recently. Directly in front of me 

is a digital display showing my speed in bright white 

figures – much quicker to process mentally than the 

normal speedometer. But it is in kilometres per hour.  

When I asked the garage to change to miles per hour they 

said that this was against EU rules. The vast majority of 

British cars never leave the country, so why should I be 

forced to have a speedometer in a measurement not used 

in this country? Sorting it merely requires a computer 

update – and a bit more backbone from our supine Gov-

ernment. Irene Macleod, Durham.  

BWMA letter to Department for Transport, 2 May 
2015 

Please find attached a letter printed in today’s Daily 

Telegraph. In it, the writer says a garage informed her 

that, according to EU rules, digital speedometers cannot 

be switched to miles. Can you please explain the legal 
position – can a speedometer display miles only?   

Reply from Department for Transport, 19 May 2015 

Thank you for your letter of 2 May regarding metric 

speedometers. This has been forwarded to International 

Vehicle Standards, as we have responsibility for vehicle 

safety and I have been asked to reply back to you. 

You refer to a letter in the Daily Telegraph of the 2 May, 

suggesting that there are EU rules preventing a digital 

speedometer being switched from kilometres to miles per 

hour and you enquire whether a speedometer can display 

miles only. There seems to be some misunderstanding by 

the garage. The Speedometer needs to comply with C&U 

Regulation 35. This requires that a vehicle first used in 

Great Britain on or after 1 April 1984 shall be fitted with 

a speedometer capable of reading in both miles per hour 

(mph) and kilometres per hour (kph). 

Therefore, either both shall be displayed simultaneously, 

as with most conventional speedometer dials which are 

dual marked, or in the case of a digital display, it shall be 

easily switchable between mph and kph. It seems strange 

that the vehicle was supplied with a kph-only display, as 

this is not allowed, unless the vehicle also has a second 

display (such as a dial) which reads in mph. 

Fran Simpson (Mrs) 

Letter from Duerrôs, manufacturer of jams, 

preserves and spreads, 8 May 2015  

Victoria Gardner received the following letter from 

Duerr’s, regarding its Peanut Butter, marked as 454g: 

We are pleased that you enjoy the Peanut Butter so much, 

but were concerned that in your letter the above men-

tioned product has given you a cause for query. Although 

it is perfectly legal to state the two measurements - impe-

rial and metric - it is not necessary to, and we have decid-

ed to only state the metric measurement. Thank you for 

taking the time and trouble to highlight this matter. Co-

operation such as yours is a great help to us in our efforts 

to maintain our high standards.  

Julie Fallows, Head of Technical  

BWMA note: the letter from Duerr’s was headed, "A 

family business preserving tradition since 1881” 

Country folk with Common Sense 

José O’Ware reports the following use of imperial meas-

urements; we have withheld name and location details of 

the shop, lest the butcher receives a visit by black helicop-

ters: 

I thought you would like to know that in the wilds of 

Norfolk people still have common sense. In the magazine 

of my village [redacted], the local Butcher [redacted] has 

imperial adverts. The signs outside his shop are equally 

subversive: 

¶  3 x Boneless Chicken Fillets (approx 6-7oz each) only £3.95 

¶  4 x Prime Pork Loin Steaks (approx 3-4 oz each) only £2.99 

¶  4 x (6-inch) Sausage Rolls (frozen uncooked) only £1.99 

Metric downsizing 

According to the Daily Mail, the Waitrose-linked online 

supermarket Ocado reduced raspberries from 225 grams 

to 200 grams, with no change in the £2.99 price. 225 

grams is, of course, a metric-rounded 227 grams, formerly 

known as 8 ounces.  

ñImperial Measurements for Crumblies - 3 Ounces, 4 

Inches and 5 Farthingsò 

A fascinating, informative, nostalgic yet light-hearted 

look back at Britain’s ancient and gloriously idiosyncratic 

weights and measures, prior to decimalisation. Chapters 

include insights into British Coins, Weights, Lengths, 

Areas, Volumes, Temperature – and many more. 32 pages 

with over 200 antiquarian measures, terms and standards. 

Please send a cheque for £4.00 (including postage) to: P R 

Sherratt, 16 Starnthwaite Ghyll, Crosthwaite, Kendal LA8 

8JN.  



 

1965-1971-1995 

More evidence of cover-up 

Reproduced below is the first page of a letter dated 18 September 1995* from the Consumers Affairs Divi-
sion of the Department of Trade and Industry to various government departments. The purpose of the letter 
is to notify Heads of Management Units (HMUs) of metrication.  

Point 4 of the letter – Background – identifies EC Units of Measurement Directive (89/617) as the cause of 
compulsory metric conversion.  

 
 

* Located in the National Archives by Stuart Delvin 



The letter goes on to refer to an accompanying Guidance Note, entitled The Use of Metric Units of 
Measurement by the Public Sector. Below are excerpts.  

Point 3 of the Guidance Note states that the government announced metrication in 1965, and that this was 
“confirmed” by the 1972 White Paper metrication on the grounds that, unless the UK converted, the UK 
“would find itself at a competitive disadvantage in world trade”. Point 27 says that, should members of the 
public query metrication, it “… should be explained as part of a process that began thirty years ago [i.e. 
1965]”, and the reader is referred back to Point 3.  

 

 

 

As government correspondence reproduced in BWMA’s Ministers’ Metrication Conspiracy demonstrates, 
the 1972 White Paper was not a result of 1965, but a change in policy, from voluntary metrication to 
compulsion, caused by the impending EC Units of Measurement Directive. This Directive started coming 
into effect in 1995; yet neither point 3 nor point 27 reveals the EC Directive to be the cause of metrication 
that year.  

The 18 September letter shows that the government knew the relevance of the EC Directive. The Guidance 
Note’s suggestion – that metrication followed a decision of Parliament in 1965 – but which omits any men-
tion of the EC Directive – was at best misleading, and at worst a deliberate deception. 



 

The Metric M artyrs and the  
Constitution, by Sean Gabb 

(Originally published in Free Life Commentary, 

21 February 2002) 

On Monday the 18th February 2002, judgment was 

given in the Court of Appeal on the "Metric Martyrs" 

case (Thoburn v Sunderland City Council). These were 

appeals from four men2 who had in different ways been 

told by lower courts that it was no longer legal for 

them to use the English system of weights and 

measures for any purpose of trade. The grounds of their 

appeal were that the relevant laws had been made 

further to powers contained in the European Communi-

ties Act 1972, whereas it appeared that their right to 

continued use of the English system had been protected 

by the Weights and Measures Act 1985. According to 

the doctrine of implied repeal, an earlier Act cannot be 

used to amend or repeal a later Act. Instead, where any 

conflict arises between Acts of Parliament that cannot 

be smoothed by judicial interpretation, the later one 

always takes precedence: leges posteriores priores 

contrarias abrogant. 

What made this case so important was that it was 

brought to clarify the constitutional status of our mem-

bership of the European Union. Either the Judges could 

apply the doctrine of implied repeal, in which case, our 

membership of the European Union was compromised 

to whatever degree the European Communities Act had 

been repealed, or they could announce that Parliament 

was no longer sovereign, and that we were now unam-

biguously under the rule of a centralising, Roman Law 

despotism based outside this country. In the judgment 

given last Monday, the four men lost their case. Ac-

cording to Lord Justice Laws and Mr Justice Crane, the 

1972 Act was protected against implied repeal by the 

1985 Act, and the English system of weights and 

measures has been legally abolished to the degree 

stated in the disputed laws. 

Now, looking at the superficial aspects of the case, it is 

a defeat. As a conservative, I deplore the legal suppres-

sion of weights and measures which are an integral part 

of our culture. Whatever its merits considered purely in 

themselves - and these are probably not so great as is 

usually claimed - the metric system is an alien thing. 

Its imposition cuts us off from part of our history, and 

makes it harder for us to enjoy that intimate commun-

ion with the past that is part of any nation's strength 

and cohesion. As a libertarian, I deplore the imposition 

of anything. If greengrocers want to sell bananas by the 

pound or the kilogramme - or indeed by the ancient 

Athenian mina - that is a matter for them and their 

customers, not for the authorities. However, if we look 

beneath the surface, we can see that the judgment was 

not so much a defeat as a great if conditional victory 

                                                 
2 Steve Thoburn, John Dove, Julian Harman and Colin Hunt; 

plus Peter Collins, who was the subject of a civil action. 

for both conservatives and libertarians. For while it 

would not have been politically conceivable for the 

Judges to strike down any part of the European Com-

munities Act, they did preserve parliamentary sover-

eignty to the extent that a majority of the House of 

Commons will be able in due course to repeal that Act 

by positive legislation; and that is, let us face reality, 

how we shall eventually withdraw from the European 

Union - not by some clever legalistic trick, but by full 

public debate followed by parliamentary repeal. And of 

equally great importance for us, when the Judges 

squared the apparent circle given to them, they did so 

by reviving the ancient doctrine of fundamental law. 

This is a mediaeval doctrine that last flourished in the 

rather strange legal soil of the 17th century. Its most 

famous statement is in Lord Chief Justice Coke's 

judgment in the case of Dr Bonham (1610). Bonham 

had been fined for practising medicine without a li-

cence from the Royal College of Physicians. The char-

ter under which he was fined had been confirmed by 

Act of Parliament. In giving judgment for Bonham, and 

against Parliament, Coke CJ commented: 

“And it appears in our books that in many cases the 

common law will controul acts of parliament, and 

sometimes adjudge them to be utterly void: for 

when an act of parliament is against common right 

and reason, or repugnant, or impossible to be per-

formed, the common law will controul it, and ad-

judge such act to be void (8 Coke's Reports, 117-

18)”. 

By the end of that century, though, the whole notion of 

a fundamental law that could be used to judge the 

validity of Acts of Parliament was in decline. In the 

American colonies, the notion retained its hold among 

the lawyers, and is preserved in the Constitution and 

Bill of Rights. But in this country, the very different 

notion emerged of the absolute legislative sovereignty 

of the Crown in Parliament. Our rulers were restrained 

by their sense of right and wrong - or more often by 

their caution - in exercising power, but were under no 

legal restraint so long as they could rely on Parliament 

to pass whatever Acts they wanted. Parliament was 

sovereign. Its Acts could be interpreted by the courts - 

and frequently have been into senses that no Member 

of Parliament might have recognised in the division 

lobbies - but could not be called in question. 

The doctrine as a whole was elaborated to its full logi-

cal conclusions by A.V. Dicey in his Law of the Con-

stitution (1885). It was fully accepted by the courts. 

"For us an Act of Parliament duly passed by Lords and 

Commons and assented to by the King, is supreme, and 

we are bound to give effect to its terms" said Lord 

Dunedin in 1906 (Mortensen v Peters, 8 F.(J.C.), 

93,100). 

The only limitation of sovereignty was its protection. It 

was held that no Parliament could bind itself. Parlia-

ment could do anything, except preserve its own Acts 

from repeal. An Act from the time of Henry VII, for 



example, states that it cannot be repealed. An early 19th 

century annotator of the State Trials refers to this as a 

void provision. A later Act would always override an 

earlier one - and do so regardless of whether that had 

been the intention of Parliament. Repeal could be 

intended or simply implied. "The Legislature cannot, 

according to our constitution" said Lord Justice 

Maugham, "bind itself as to the form of subsequent 

legislation, and it is impossible for Parliament to enact 

that in a subsequent statute dealing with the same 

subject-matter there can be no implied repeal" (Ellen 

Street Estates Ltd v Minister of Health [1934] 1 King's 

Bench Reports , 753. 14.). 

Now, suddenly, the notion of fundamental law has 

been pulled out of the legal grave in which it had been 

rotting for three hundred years, and declared part of the 

law of our Constitution. In one sense, it was the only 

way out of the paradox that the "Metric Martyrs" case 

had apparently raised. By announcing that there was a 

"hierarchy of Acts of Parliament" - "ordinary" and 

above them "constitutional", the Judges were able to 

save the European Communities Act from implied 

repeal. Undoubtedly, they emphasised, European Un-

ion law is supreme in this country - but only to the 

extent given by the European Communities Act, which 

can be repealed should Parliament explicitly decide to 

do. Even so, short of explicit repeal, it is immune from 

any implied repeal. But in another sense, the judgment 

is only an extension of the growing impatience that 

Judges have felt for a very long time with the con-

straints imposed on them by the doctrine of parliamen-

tary sovereignty. And, in spite of the status given for 

the moment to the European Communities Act, these 

are constraints that should be regarded with impatience 

by everyone who values freedom in this country. 

"The sovereignty of the Crown in Parliament" is a nice 

set of words. The phrase rolls off the tongue and car-

ries the mind back to earlier ages in our history. But the 

phrase no longer describes what is at all a desirable 

state of affairs. We are ruled by people who get an 

almost sexual thrill from messing up our lives. Because 

they run the two main parties, they are able to pack the 

House of Commons with a combination of sheep who 

would vote black white and white black if ordered, and 

of weaklings who know that something is wrong, but 

are controlled by bribes and blackmail. Every so often, 

a few decent people get elected. But that is because the 

control is not yet perfect; and its main effect, sadly, is 

to keep alive in some minds the delusion that parlia-

mentary democracy still actually exists. The general 

result is tyranny mitigated by recollections of a better 

time. The Judges have been worried by this for genera-

tions. According to Lord Wright in 1942, 

“Parliament is supreme. It can enact extraordinary 

powers of interfering with personal liberty. If an 

Act of Parliament … is alleged to limit or curtail 

the liberty of the subject or vest in the executive ex-

traordinary powers … the only question is what is 

the precise extent of the powers given (Liversidge v 

Anderson, Appeal Cases, 106)”. 

Since then, things have grown worse. Bad laws pour 

out in a continual stream. A well funded interest group 

only has to demand, or a media campaign to start, and 

the politicians reach for their legislative hammer. In the 

1960s, the insurance companies complained about the 

level of awards in civil cases where they were known 

to stand behind a defendant; and so the politicians 

virtually abolished the right to trial by jury in the civil 

courts. In 1987, there were complaints when some 

defendants in a criminal case pooled their right of 

peremptory challenge to secure a more sympathetic 

jury; and so the politicians abolished that right. Around 

the same time, the authorities wanted to raise the con-

viction rate for financial crimes; and so the politicians 

created the Serious Fraud Office, and gave it the right 

to compel self-incrimination. In 1991, a few children 

were bitten by dogs; and so the politicians brought in a 

law that almost everyone now regards as mad. Argu-

ments about the rule of law drew at best a blank stare, 

at worst an exultant sneer. 

Nor is it just that Parliament is churning out bad laws - 

though many are very bad. It is that Parliament is 

churning out thousands of pages of new law every 

year, supplemented by thousands more of statutory 

instruments. No one has read or can read all of these. 

No one is co-ordinating the process of their manufac-

ture. Quite often, no one knows what the laws are on 

an issue from one day to another. Not surprisingly, 

they frequently contradict each other. This is what led 

to the challenge to the metrication laws. The Weights 

and Measures Act 1985 does contradict the European 

Communities Act 1972. No one intended this to hap-

pen. No one noticed it had happened for about 15 

years. But it did happen. 

Now, the politicians are being brought under control. 

Let me quote from the relevant sections of the judg-

ment: 

“In the present state of its maturity the common law 

has come to recognise that there exist rights which 

should properly be classified as constitutional or 

fundamental ... And from this a further insight fol-

lows. We should recognise a hierarchy of Acts of 

Parliament; as it were "ordinary" statutes and "con-

stitutional" statutes. The two categories must be dis-

tinguished on a principled basis. In my opinion a 

constitutional statute is one which (a) conditions the 

legal relationship between citizen and State in some 

general, overarching manner, or (b) enlarges or di-

minishes the scope of what we would now regard as 

fundamental constitutional rights. (a) and (b) are of 

necessity closely related: it is difficult to think of an 

instance of (a) that is not also an instance of (b). 

The special status of constitutional statutes follows 

the special status of constitutional rights. Examples 

are the Magna Carta, the Bill of Rights 1689, the 

Act of Union, the Reform Acts which distributed 



 

and enlarged the franchise, the [Human Rights Act 

1998], the Scotland Act 1998 and the Government 

of Wales Act 1998. The [European Communities 

Act] clearly belongs in this family ... The ECA is, 

by force of the common law, a constitutional stat-

ute. 

“Ordinary statutes may be impliedly repealed. Con-

stitutional statutes may not. For the repeal of a con-

stitutional Act or the abrogation of a fundamental 

right to be effected by statute, the court would ap-

ply this test: is it shown that the legislature's actual 

not imputed, constructive or presumed intention 

was to effect the repeal or abrogation? I think the 

test could only be met by express words in the later 

statute, or by words so specific that the inference of 

an actual determination to effect the result contend-

ed for was irresistible. The ordinary rule of implied 

repeal does not satisfy this test. Accordingly, it has 

no application to constitutional statutes. I should 

add that in my judgment general words could not be 

supplemented, so as to effect a repeal or significant 

amendment to a constitutional statute, by reference 

to what was said in Parliament by the minister pro-

moting the Bill pursuant to Pepper v Hart [1993] 

AC 593. A constitutional statute can only be re-

pealed, or amended in a way which significantly af-

fects its provisions touching fundamental rights or 

otherwise the relation between citizen and State, by 

unambiguous words on the face of the later statute. 

“This development of the common law regarding 

constitutional rights, and as I would say constitu-

tional statutes, is highly beneficial. It gives us most 

of the benefits of a written constitution, in which 

fundamental rights are accorded special respect. But 

it preserves the sovereignty of the legislature and 

the flexibility of our uncodified constitution. It ac-

cepts the relation between legislative supremacy 

and fundamental rights is not fixed or brittle: rather 

the courts (in interpreting statutes, and now, apply-

ing the HRA) will pay more or less deference to the 

legislature, or other public decision-maker, accord-

ing to the subject in hand. Nothing is plainer than 

that this benign development involves, as I have 

said, the recognition of the ECA as a constitutional 

statute”. 

Some people, I know, are angry that the European 

Communities Act has been given this special status. 

However, its protection against implied repeal comes 

not - as the Sunderland City Council lawyers argued - 

because on entering the European Union, we accepted 

a new legal order in which our own constitutional 

arrangements were reduced to the status of a town 

council, but because the Common Law now recognises 

a whole class of special Acts of which the European 

Communities Act is presently one. If we ever repeal 

the European Communities Act by explicit Act of 

Parliament, it will drop out of this special class, but the 

special class will remain. 

And we can repeal the European Communities Act. 

That much is now certain. The various judgments in 

the Factortame legislation left the position of European 

Union law highly ambiguous - was it or Parliament 

supreme? This judgment makes it clear that the laws of 

the European Union enjoy a borrowed primacy in 

England. Parliament may have chosen to indulge a 

foreign authority, but cannot subordinate itself to it: 

“… there is nothing in the ECA which allows the Court 

of Justice, or any other institutions of the EU, to touch 

or qualify the conditions of Parliament's legislative 

supremacy in the United Kingdom. Not because the 

legislature chose not to allow it; because by our law it 

could not allow it”. 

This is not the outcome that the supporters of the "Met-

ric Martyrs" were hoping for. It is not an outcome, I 

think, that anyone was expecting. The point of funda-

mental law was not raised in any of the hearings, and it 

is highly unusual for Judges to go beyond the points 

raised in a case except for giving obiter dicta, which 

have no binding force as precedent. But it is not a 

judgment that the Government was hoping for. Its 

general implications have yet to be revealed. But it 

seems reasonable that a vast mass of bad laws can now 

be set aside as inconsistent with fundamental laws that 

they have not explicitly repealed. Therefore, the sec-

tions of the Road Traffic Act 1982, that allows the 

Police to impose fines on motorists without going to 

court, may be inconsistent with the guarantee of due 

process in Magna Carta. The various Firearms Acts - 

especially the most recent ones, which are intended to 

criminalise rather than regulate the possession of guns - 

may be inconsistent with the Bill of Rights. The Gov-

ernment's proposed Confiscation Agency, which will 

import the American doctrine of civil asset forfeiture, 

will require the explicit repeal of Magna Carta and 

parts of the Human Rights Act. At a stroke, the Judges 

have put the politicians under a restraint that may be as 

severe in practice as that imposed by the Supreme 

Court in America. It means that they can carry on their 

game of stealing our freedoms - but they must do so in 

the open, by spelling out what they are doing in words 

that cannot be ignored by the courts. I have no doubt 

that if they had known in advance the outcome of this 

case, the authorities would quietly have connived at 

breaches of their metrication laws. 

We have lost the right to use our traditional weights 

and measures. But we may have gained the vast benefit 

of living again under a Constitution that protects our 

fundamental rights. I feel sorry for the four men who 

have taken on the considerable legal costs of getting 

this case into court, and I hope that the public appeal 

will be sufficient to pay these costs. But it was, most 

emphatically, a case worth getting into court. It has 

given us, I repeat, a great and unexpected, if condition-

al, victory. 
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Metrication Madness by Bernard Levin CBE, 

The Times, 15 August 1995 

We all knew that this government lies to us, that it has 

always lied to us and that it will continue to lie to us....We 

also knew that this government ignores our wishes, has 

always ignored our wishes and will continue to ignore our 

wishes. Nor is that all ... For we all knew that this gov-

ernment has cheated us out of our heritage, has always 

cheated us out of our heritage and will continue to cheat 

us out of our heritage. In short, this government is based 

on nothing but mendacity, cowardice, arrogance, bluster 

and desperation. But the worst is yet to come. And it 

comes in the form of metrication ... When did the British 

people give permission to change – and overnight – from 

their age-old imperial measures to the metric ones? When 

did the British people accept the criminalisation of half a 

pound of cheese? When did the British people allow 

themselves, by the total loss of any kind of guard, to be 

entirely open to crooks and scoundrels? When did the 

British people deny their Britishness? Do you seriously 

believe that if this government had come out and told the 

truth about what was imminent we would have allowed it 

to happen? But the deeply rooted culture of lying by 

which this government lives has so sprouted that it towers 

over everything. If you think that I am making it up, let 

me tell you that when the secret, the hidden agenda upon 

which the British people are now impaled, was revealed 

and our rulers were asked why they had not come out 

with the truth at once, they said it was not necessary 

because the British people had already agreed – in 1965. 

Please understand that I am not trying to call down light-

ning upon the heads of the European Union. But what 

would anyone deduce from the lying and cheating and 

hiding that the British government is so prone to? There 

could only be one answer: that the British government is 

doing something dirty, and the dirt is inevitably going to 

be found on the British people. For otherwise why should 

there be any need for secrecy? Only, of course, because if 

there were no secrecy the truth would be bared.” 

Colchester Council, 23 December 2015 

Yardstick 59 reported Jason Hunt’s correspondence with 
Colchester Borough Council in April 2015. Since then, 

Florence Jenner has also received a reply: Thank you for 
your letter regarding the use of metric measurements on 

signs in High Woods Country Park. There are pedestrian 
walking route signs at various locations around the park. 

These are not statutory signs but installed for informative 

purposes and, as a consequence, not subject to the Traffic 
Signs Regulations 1994. The first of these were installed in 

2006 and include an estimation of time as well as the dis-
tance in metric. Since then we have put up a couple of finger 

post signs as well, one of which is in the car park and which 
also shows time estimations and metric. These were put up in 

2010 and since their installation they do not appear to be a 

problem with park users. Thank you for your interest which 
will help inform our future projects to ensure public money 

is used effectively and provides facility users with meaning-
ful information. Paul Vickers, County Parks Manager 

Note, the penultimate sentence was altered slightly from the 

letter sent to Jason Hunt, which read: These were put up in 

2010, we have had no previous comments about them so 
does not appear to be a problem with park users. 

A letter to The Guardian, 28 April 2015 

I feel I must protest about the editing of my recent letter, 

in which you changed “less than 2 pounds” to “less than a 

kilo”. You are helping destroy the richness and history of 

our language, 2.54 centimetres by 2.54 centimetres, and I 

will go the extra 1,609.344 metres to stop this process – 

fighting 0.9144 metres by 0.9144 metres, and 0.3048 

metres and 0.3048 metres, I will defend every 

0.40468564224 hectares, every 5.03 metres , 5.03 metres 

and 5.03 metres of this rich terrain. If necessary, I will 

0.454 kilograms on your doors, and use every 

28.349523125 grams of my remaining strength to impede 

your efforts. I will be going now, but not 201.168 metres! 

Or, as I’d prefer:  

You are helping destroy the richness and history of our 

language, inch by inch, and I will go the extra mile to stop 

this process – fighting yard by yard and foot by foot, I 

will defend every acre, every rod, pole and perch of this 

rich terrain. If necessary, I will pound on your doors, and 

use every ounce of my remaining strength to impede your 

efforts. I will be going now, but not furlong! 

David Reed, London 

Mr Reed’s original letter read, or - rather - was convert-

ed by the Gaudiran to read, as: Instead of using a helicop-

ter to ferry rocks up the Old Man of Coniston to repair 

footpaths, why not make walkers carry stones with them 

to the top in their rucksacks. If it takes 100 tonnes of rock 

to repair the damage caused by “hundreds of thousands of 

hikers”, that sounds like less than a kilo each: two butties, 

a bottle of water and an apple. And the extra weight will 
make them fitter. 

The Greens 

The last two Yardsticks have provided the views of UKIP, 

David Cameron and Ed Miliband. We have nothing 

recent on the Green Party, but in 2008, Stuart Delvin 

received the following from Darren Johnson, who is still 

serving as a Green member of the London Assembly:  

“I am afraid I cannot support the Metric Martyr’s cam-

paign as I feel it is vital that this country abandons the 

outdated and incomprehensible imperial measurement 

system once and for all, just as we did with our currency 

in 1971”. 

In the Commons  

10 December 2015, during a debate on the 

protection of ancient woodland and trees  

Dr Julian Lewis (Conservative):  About 1,500 an-
cient or veteran trees have been recorded so far in 

the New Forest, most within the ancient and orna-

mental woodlands in the heart of the New Forest, 
but many on private land. Those trees have a 

feeling of great age and character, with gnarled 
and twisted trunks, crevices and hollows and a 

large girth, so me more than 8 metres around. Hon. 

Members can tell that I did not draft those words 
myself, as I would have been most unlikely to have 

used metres rather than more traditional 
measures. Oaks and ash trees will be at least 400 

years old, while yews can liv e for over 1,000 years.  



 

0 to 60 in under 21 years! 
by Vivian Linacre  

The Yardstick was launched in Autumn 1995 as the journal of the British Weights and Measures Association to commemorate the 

huge success of our public meeting in the New Cavendish Club in London on 29th September and to promote the inaugural 

reception planned for 4th December. The prime movers included two of today’s three BWMA Trustees , plus Robert Carnaghan. 

They were responsible, a year earlier, for establishing the Imperial Measures Preservation Society (‘IMPS’) which had broken the 

ground; but it was soon realized that a weightier and more forward-looking title was needed and they discovered that British 

Weights and Measures Association was the name of an august body which, having flourished in the 1890s–1900s when Britain 

was periodically threatened with metrication, had not survived the 1914-1918 War and so could easily be revived.  

Following that first issue, growth was so rapid that No.2 in April 1996 had to be supplemented by a s eparate BWMA Newsletter to 

promote our first AGM & Conference, planned for 25th May. From that occasional publication emerged the idea of a regular junior 

title, The Footrule (naturally!), of which No.1 appeared in September 1996, mainly devoted to reporting on the AGM and 

promoting BWMA merchandise. That was quickly followed by Yardstick No.3 in November 1996, which reproduced the 
Conference’s two principal speeches, by Neil Hamilton MP and the equally celebrated barrister Michael Shrimpton.  

As the dreaded metrication date approached, national interest intensified and so did the volume of material for publication . Seven 

Yardsticks appeared from No.4 in April 1997 to No.10 in January 2000, and Footrules No.2 in October 1997 to No.4 in February 

1999, plus a one-off promotional leaflet in the same magazine-style format entitled Foot, Pint & Pound. By then the distinctive 

and highly effective design had evolved for the front cover of all BWMA periodical publications, projecting a powerful brand 

image which could be more fully exploited. Particularly impressive is the directory panel of Patrons and Honorary Members . The 

early generations of Patrons (Lord Monson, Lord Shore, Sir Louis Le Bailly, Dr Martin Holmes, Sir Patrick Moore) were all 

passing on, having abundantly fulfilled their purposes in helping establish BWMA’s reputation and authority; their successors are 

two expert supporters on opposing benches in the House of Commons, who can keep us informed, which is all we need – 

especially as the dwindling in numbers of Patrons is more than compensated by the vast increase in numbers of eminent Honorary 
Members. The mere appearance of the names in this galaxy of universally popular celebrities lends strength to our campaign!  

The new metric millennium produced Footrule No.5, which appeared in May 2000, with news of that year’s forthcoming AGM 

and Conference on 3rd June, and the subsequent Assembly of imperial traders and press conference on 22nd June in Westminster 

Central Hall. A special issue of Footrule appeared in April 2002 to announce the programme for that year’s Conference, to be held 

on 4th May, with Norris McWhirter, Neil Herron and Michael Shrimpton as main Speakers . A similar special issue of Footrule 

appeared in May 2003 to promote that year’s Conference on the 24th of that month, at which the star turn was an address by 

Andrea Schutz, the inn-keeper who was threatened with prosecution by Worcestershire Trading Standards for selling Austrian 

beer in traditional litre and half-litre flutes! Continuing a regular feature at the Annual Conference, two awards were presented: 

one the ‘inch-perfect’ prize, to the person who had done most to foster continued use of traditional measures;  and the ‘Metrickery 

Award’ to whoever was judged to have most officiously or gratuitously imposed metrification of popular imperial units . Also 

occasionally a very special award was presented, ‘The Golden Rule’, which was manufactured by Bill Peters, a master woodwork-
er, on his lathe at home, varnished, polished, beautifully inscribed – and no doubt cherished by its recipients .  

Y11 and Y12 appeared later in 2000, so momentous was that year. Y13 in January 2001 was additionally produced experimentally 

in A5 format. Y14 in April that year warned of the forthcoming court judgement on the 9th of that month, following the trial of 

Steve Thoburn (the first ‘metric martyr’) in Sunderland that had ended on 2nd March, to whose defence costs BWMA had raised 

over £19,000. In much need of some fresh air, it had been decided that the AGM and Con ference on 19th May would be held on 

the South Coast, at the Quality Hotel on West Street, Brighton, facilitating the attendance of our revered Patron, Sir Patric k 
Moore, as a principal Speaker, along with Michael Shrimpton and Christopher Booker (BWMA’s  ‘Godfather’). 

Y25 in September 2005 featured a back-page article, ‘Ten Years On’, reviewing progress to date and the battles in prospect over 

the next ten years. So, here we are now, into our third decade, but the risk of this extending to a Thirty Years War is fading fast – 

and meanwhile The Yardstick is continually seeking to improve, both as a Members’ journal and as BWMA’s campaigning arm. 

Once freedom is restored, The Yardstick can assume its natural role as a leading journal for specialists in weights and measures. 
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