
The afternoon began with Dennis, a U3A member, telling us about how laws reach the statute 
books.  He used Road Traffic Law to illustrate the process. 
The Minister of Transport decides that a new Road Traffic Act is needed.  A draft Bill would be 
prepared and presented to Parliament.  Following 3 readings in the Commons and the Lords 
where it is cut, changed and amended. Having it been passed, a copy of the Act/Statute is 
presented to the Queen for her signature, she has no power to refuse to sign.  A copy of the 
Act, whether it be one page, or a novel size is sent to every court in England and Wales plus 
other relevant government departments. 
Within this copy will be a description of what the Act seeks to address, followed by the wording 
of the Act itself. 
There will be a number of schedules listing parts of the Act that are being repealed.  The 
relevant Minister then has the power to make regulations, finally it will note the date that the 
Act comes into force.  Not all of the parts of the Act will commence on the same date. 
There will also be a section on interpretation, which will seek to explain the meanings of various 
words within the Act. 
The passing a new Road Traffic Act does not always mean that past Acts are repealed, in 1988 
they were about 10 different Road Traffic Acts starting in 1930 with each subsequent Act being 
amended or added to the one before! 
 
I think we now realise how long it takes for an Act to reach the Statute books, especially in 
these days where modern life seems to need changes to happen at once; but the procedure 
was laid down many many years ago, to enable governments to process new and relevant laws 
for our country. 
 
In order to keep up with modern developments of motor vehicles, every three years a new set 
of Construction and Use Regulations are issued, such as lights required on a cycle to those 
needed on the largest articulated truck, even the timing of flashing indicators for all vehicles is 
detailed in the regulations. 
 
The only occasion where the law process is not followed is; each time the Court of Appeal 
announces a decision on a point of law, it immediately becomes Law.  The Times newspaper 
produces daily Law reports and other organisations issue weekly booklets giving full 
judgements on appeal cases. When the breathalyser law came in, there were a spate of appeals 
as the public tried to challenge their convictions and depending on the decision of the Court of 
Appeal, the law could be changed there and then.  It was the Court of Appeal which allowed 
Sikhs to ride a motor bike without wearing a crash helmet and so the wording of that law was 
amended. 
 
All cities, county boroughs and councils are established by statute and the statute does allow 
them to make bylaws, usually in relation to public order offences, dog fouling, drinking in town 
centre or as in 1914 the Birmingham bylaws forbade bathing in the canal without wearing 
proper drawers! 
 
A fascinating look at the process of Law that affects us all. 
 
In the second half of the meeting, we heard about the Witness Service which is available in all 
Magistrates, Youth and Crown courts. 
 
Witness Service will provide practical help, emotional support and information to witnesses so 
that they feel valued, respected and informed and able to give their best evidence in court. 
It provides free and independent support for both prosecution and defence witnesses in every 
criminal court in England and Wales. 



The trained volunteers provide practical information about the process, as well as emotional 
support to help witnesses feel more confident when giving evidence.  Giving evidence as a 
witness can be daunting and the court process can be complicated and difficult to understand. 
 
The witness will be assigned a named Witness volunteer and they will keep you up to date and 
explain what you need to do about things like transport and childcare, so that you can plan 
ahead. 
 
They will guide you through the process of being a witness in all areas such as;  if you need time 
off work and need to claim expenses for loss of earnings.  The court can issue a ‘witness 
summons’ that you can show to your employer to prove you have to go. 
What to wear in court; there aren’t any rules about what you should wear when you go to 
court, but most people will be dressed smartly. 
If you need to arrange childcare. 
How to travel to court, and where to park. 
What disabled parking, access and toilet facilities are available at the court 
if the court has hearing enhancement facilities. 
 
Pre visits can be arranged, to see where you are going to give your evidence from, where other 
court members will be sitting; it all will help you to feel less nervous, and to be able to present 
your witness evidence in the best possible way. 
 
Your witness officer will explain what exactly will happen on the day. 
 
When you go into the courtroom you’ll be ‘sworn in’ - this means you agree to tell the truth. It’s 
a criminal offence if you don’t. 
 
The lawyer representing the side which asked you to give evidence will start asking you 
questions. 
 
When the lawyer asks you questions you can: 
ask them to repeat a question or ask it in a different way 
say if you don’t know the answer 
ask them to explain any words you don’t understand 
 
After you've given evidence for the side which called you as a witness, you'll be asked questions 
by the lawyer for the other side. This is called cross-examination. 
 
It’s their job to try to present a different version of events. It can be stressful but just tell the 
court what happened to you or what your saw in your own words. If you don’t understand a 
question, feel upset by their questions or feel unwell, you should say so. 
 
You’re free to go after you’ve given evidence or you can stay to watch the rest of the trial. 
 
Everything is done to make you feel more settled and confident when appearing as a witness, 
for most people it will only ever happen once in their lifetime. 
 
At the moment the Citizens Advice Bureau has the responsibility for the recruiting and training 
of Witness Service Volunteers in England and Wales. 
 
More information can be found on their website. 
 


