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- IMPENDING LEGISLATICN ON METRICATION
(A Paper by Sally Oppenheim)

Brief Historical Background
18641 Welghts and Measures Act (Metric System) -
lagalised use of Metric Measures for Science and
Export Trade,. .

18973 Welphts and Measures Metric System Act -
Stabilised dual system of Imperial or Metric.

1965¢ Douglas Jay, Fresident of the Board of Trade - stated
commitment to complete metrtication within ten years.

1968; Benn (Hansard 769 ¢ol. 1167) amounced estallishment of
Metrication Board and reaffirmed the Jay conmitment,

October 19707 Short Debate on Metrication {3 hours) - no vote.
Most Conservative speakers ageinst (ratic 10-1), Hardly any
Labour speeches. The Covernment proposes to encourage voluntexry
developments.,

1%72: Command 4880 Metrfcation White Paper = main conclusion
there should not be an M Day but rather a gradual process, No
Debate on this,

July 1973: Short Debate on Metrication (on Adjournment Motion).
No vote.

Ma.ggril:y of Conservative MP's against, same ratio, Hawdly any
Yabour Members spoke,

Extent of Conservative Commitment
e —re ——

1972 vhite Paper accigted target for Metrication by 1975, in
principle, - However, we subsequently negotiated with the EEC to
§° completely metric by the end of 1079 (except for beer and milk)
Igt_':'smdertoo not to dlseriminate ggainst use of Metyi¢ units by

Sir Geoffrey Howe emphasised in the 1973 Debate that the
commitment and intention was only to permit circulation of goods
sold in metric units by 1976 (i.e. no commitment was giveh about
date 97 final ban on Impexlal Unlts). Assumed chat &s there would
hav;:g!:’g be a slow phasing-in period, this might begin about 1277
ar . -

Description of Preposed Government Legislation
See Appendix attached.

Implications and Comseguences

50 items of food iiave to be sold in prescribed quantitiea
{under the Welghts and Measures Act 1963), This Iis an accepted
and approved Consumer Protection measure. However, for a munber
of ressens orders made unuler the Act have not always been
satisfactory, R
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Some orders have already been laid, In which a metyic
alternative is given, These orders are subject to the affirmative
procedure and are always taken 1a Standing ittec or late at
aight for 1% hours, Tﬁe proposed legislation would have the
ef%ect of removing the Imperiel alternative in existing oxders and,
where no metric s%tematives have yet been gilven, additicnal orders
would be laild glving only a metric alternative. Terminal dates
would in each case be given in the relevant order,

Terwninal dates would also be glven for metric changeover in
the case of “weighed-out" goods (butchers, greengrocers, etc.).
On the surface tuis appears to be a neat and simple leglsiative
solution. However, there Is a statutory ¢omsultation pexiod in
respect of each order, laid down by the Act (N.B. See Rppendix,
paragraph 5). Experience has shown that this is usually prolonged
ard Cortuwous, so when the orders are laid before the House, their
presentation iz rushed and we ave usually told that it would be
irresponsible to ‘oppose them at such a late date, because the
Trade or Industry concerned have purchased, or are just about to
purchase, requisite equipment and that further delay would be
damaging, Several very usatisfactory orders have Lt passed
unopposed.

It is important to note that after the Gaovermment have made
thely proposed Amendments to the Welghts and Measures Act, the
crucial Metrication orders will come before Parliament latzs at
night, or in Comittee, for & very limited pericd and always wnder
pressure,

Objections and Alternatives

a) Mo vote has ever been taken in thz House on the pringiple of
metrication {although we are committed to it by 1979 by an EEC
Directive, the period could be extended by negotiation).

b) No Metrication Bill has been introduced,
c) The white Paper has not been debated.

d) Metricetion 1s inflationary; there will undoubtedly be rounding
up, The Government have net said how this could De avoided, a
time like this it would be irresponsible to allow the Govermment
to proceed with the metrication of consumer goods.

e} If we allow the Govermmentls legislation through unopposed,
they can metyigate by stealth and by nipht, withouf adequate
Parliamentary Debate or approval of tiue table procedures, {(3ee
Appendix, Paragraph 5, which incorrectly claims the opposite},

£} The costs of conversion are incalculable but in 1973 a rough
estimate wes £5,000 million, There i3 no doubt that the cost of
the conversion of welghing machines throughout the retail trade
will be very conslderable.

g) Mo proposals for the phasing in of metrication have been
published. In recent Parlismentary answers, Alan Williams has
attempted to play this down unconvincingly,

The ¢BI and consumer %mups are in favour of metrication as
soon as possible because of damagins uncertainty with regard to
wachinery and educaticn etc,

tuch of industry has already gone metric where thera is no
direct effect upon consumars, for export purposes.

Where prescribed quantities already allow a metric alternative
for consumer goods, this has to be largely ignored becausa business
and industry, for the purposes of thair owm e, and compatition,
want to be told that they have to go metric.
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All uncertainty could be ended if the Govermment, in due
course (as soon as possible) embarked on full consultation with
trade, industry, consumex groups etc. (they do not need a Weights
and Measwres Act smendment to do this) and then came te Parliament
for approval and full Debate, with a specific phased {rofvramme
for each trade and industry and with detailed proposals For the
protection of consumers, so that plans can be made within a knowm
time scale. 'Which™ is publishing the frameworit for such
proposals this rienth,

The Government could then procead with a timetable and
procedures approved a.d debated by Parliament. Statutory consuit-
ation on each individual order could then be curtafled. 4&s
metrication hes to be phased in fairly gradually anyway, Chis could
easily be accomplished by 1977.

We should claim that this should not be accomplished earlier
1:: the case of consumer pgoods, for the reasons given.

Joth on political prounds and because of tireir own commitments
the Govermuent would have to reﬂect 8ll of these proposals. They
do not want to have to comnit themselves to a published timetable
or to debate costs and consumer saferusrds.

It would suit them very well to pet the proposed legislation
through so that they can proceed quiefly a.d at a speed that suits
them politically, This, apart from auy other justification, is
why we should oppose tils,

Our posfition vie-3-vis the CBI ad consumer groups could be
grutected by our call for early publication of a timetable, a d a
ebate on consumer safepugrds., is would e d all uncertainty,

vhich is their clief complaint, As for the replacement of
machinery, all but packezing machinery iz er present for tiie most
part alveady being weplaced by metric machinery, while most mnew
welghing scales are self convertins.

Political Considerations

e would gain a very substantial politic¢al advastage by voting
ajainst glving the Government a blank cheque for metrication as
and when they please,

As we shall not defeat the Govermment, it is likely that they
will have completed metrication by the end of 1977 or aarly 1973
{i,e, pre 2 1270 or 1979 election).

Given a period of adverse public reaction at the end of 1977
and bepinning of 1970, when this has taken place, if we are clearly
on the record as voting against tle Govervment®s handling of
wetrication, there will be very considerable advantages for us in
the e.siing election.

The Government clearly hope that we will not oppose them and
put them ia the position of having to warshall their troops inte
the Lobbies to vore for metricatien at an early date,

They ave particularly vulnerabls L1f they oppose our arguments
for the delay of the matrication of consumer products; they can
h.lardly do so on the basis thst they suspect inflation Go be worse
then.

In tue 1973 Debate Alan Williams called for immediate
legilslation. He was prossed several times to say whether an
incoming Labour Government would bring this L right away.
Although he did not say 50 iIn so many words, this was clearly

wenasd implied.
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implied: Therefore, if he claims -that we are causiag delays or
ruaning out of time = why did he not push forward with this
{consultations,’ etc.) nearly tue years apo, when they camc to
Govermment,* ..~ - ..

7. Tovst Possible (}Lﬁ:cume of w..r Votin- Araingt Legislation
Resignation of the Whip by Ian Crr-Bwing.

3404

* In that Debate, my position was comsistont with tids paper.

Conservative Research Department,
24 0ld Queen Street, London, S.W,L 443,75
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APPHEIDIX

Issued by the Governaent in Janusry, 1975

METRICATION

‘Ihe Weights and Measures Act 19383 nreds ame. dment if tihe process
of metrication is to 32 completed.

foendment. 1$ particularly necessary to enable the Governmzat to
fix terminal dates for the usz of ilmporizl units. It is

snviseged that this would De a matter for consultation z.d wiphc

he remitted to the Metrication Board in the first instance. I: i1l
‘Jg gecessary te delete the proviso o Section 10(10) of the

1963 Act,.

The subwsection employers tie Departgent of Prices and Cousumey
Protection br Order to ameud Schedules I and III of the Act (which
respectively define units of measurement and measures a.d weizlits
lawful for use for txade) subject to the proviso:-

"out [The Pepsrtmenty shall not so exercise their powers
et this sub-section as to cause the exclusion from use
for trade of impeyxial in faveur of aetrlc uaits of
measurement, weiphts and measures’,

&5 amending Dill widch did not ftself f£ix terminal dates would
lzave tha amendment of Schedules I aad III of the Act sudjzct to

an Order or Orders which wuld be tabled for Parliem-ntery approval.
Thus tuere would be ample further vepportuaity for Parliament to
consider the question.

Principal retail trades ia weipghod out soods - the butchers,
fishmongers and groengrocers - are umdllling to come to any
agreom ! to metricats until terminal detes are fixed after walen
imperial wmits znd measuremonts will no lonzer be lawiul for use
for trade. In default of any other arrvangement it is possible that
520 Mrective 71/354/EEC will requive the phasing out of imperial
units on 31 Decamber 1579, That date 1s too rewote. Moreover if
the weifhing machine Industry is to meef tihe demand on It for the
adaptat on, conversion or replaceuent of retailers! weipghing
machinzs In an erderly manner, it is esseatial tiab ea.:fy pt&ms
should be drawn up in conjunction with the retailers.



