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The Rt Hon Cecil Parkinson MP

Secretary of State for Transport

Department of Transport

2 Marsham Street

London

SW1P 3EB

V\February 1990

SIEWN. W

HARMONISING VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBER PLATES A

Thank you for copying me your letter of 23 January to
Douglas Hurd. I have seen his response, which was supported by
the Prime Minister, along with comments by the Attorney General.

2 I agree that the proposal to incorporate the European symbol
on all number plates is an unnecessary piece of bureaucracy. I
understand that the scheme is primarily designed to raise the
awareness of the Community by all citizens but its only practical
purpose could be to ease the passage of vehicles at borders. Even
then it does not take a Customs official very long to recognise
the existing varying system of number plates.

3 However, as we are unlikely to succeed if we tried to defeat
the Commission's proposal, I agree with Douglas that we should try
to make it optional.

4 I am sending copies of this letter to the Prime Minister,

David Waddington, OD(E) members, Peter Brooke and to Sir Robin
Butler.

NORMAN LAMONT
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10 DOWNING STREET

LONDON SWI1A 2AA
From the Private Secretary 4 February 1990

W S,

HARMONISING VEHICLE REGISTRATION PLATES

The Prime Minister has seen a copy of the Transport
Secretary's letter of 23 January to the Foreign Secretary about
the Commission proposal on the harmonisation of vehicle
registration plates in the European Community, together with the
comments by the Foreign Secretary and the Attorney. She has
commented that the proposal is ridiculous. She agrees that the
best course is to try to make it optional for car-owners.

I am sending copies of this letter to the Private

Secretaries to the Home Secretary, to members of OD, to the
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland and to Sir Robin Butler.

Simon Whiteley, Esq.,
Department of Transport.

RESTRICTED




FCS/90/027

SECRETARY OF STATE FOR TRANSPORT

Harmonising Vehicle Registration Plates
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e Thank you for your lﬁxfér of 23 January.

25 I agree that, for the reasons you give, we would not
succeed if we sought to defeat the Commission’s proposal.
But the idea of incorporating the European symbol on all
vehicle plates is unnecessary, and I think we should try
to have it made optional for car-owners. I suggest we
ask Sir D Hannay to take this up with the Commission: as
you say the proposal does not arouse universal enthusiasm

there.

3. I am sending copies of this minute to the
Prime Minister, the Home Secretary, OD(E) members, the
Secretary of State for Northern Ireland, and to

W

Sir Robin Butler.

DOUGLAS HURD

Foreign and Commonwealth Office
1 February 1990
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ROYAL COURTS OF JUSTICE

LONDON, WC2A 2LL

01-936 6201

The Rt. Hon. Douglas Hurd CBE, MP,

Secretary of State for Foreign & '
Commonwealth Affairs,

Foreign & Commonwealth Office,

Downing Street,

London,

SWIL

31 January 1990
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HARMONISING VEHICLE REGISTRATION PLATES

Cecil Parkinson copied to me his letter to you dated 23 January.

So far as competence is concerned, I note that the adoption of a common
registration plate would permit the quick identification of vehicles of Member
States at frontiers and would thereby facilitate the provision of cross-frontier
transport services. It seems therefore very unlikely that the Court of Justice
would uphold a challenge based on lack of Community competence to adopt the

draft Directive.

That said, I understand that there have been Commission proposals in the
transport field in relation to such matters as the compulsory use of seat belts in
road vehicles and the alcohol level for drivers, in respect of which competence
questions have arisen. Whilst these proposals themselves have not yet been taken
forward, they do underline the need for general vigilance to identify issues of
Community competence at an early stage so that, where necessary, unacceptable

extensions of competence can be resisted.

I am sending copies of this letter to the Prime Minister, the Home Secretary,
OD(E) members, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland and to Sir Robin

Butler.

J e L e,

: {&V Lovie
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The Rt Hon Douglas Hurd CBE MP
Secretary of State for Foreign
and Commonwealth Affairs

Foreign and Commonwealth Office
Downing Street P*AN*NVJ’
LONDON

SW1A 2AH

ENOSTL . X} L

HARMONISING VEHICLé REGISTRATION PLATES e Vi

\'A

I would be grateful for your views, sé o OD(E) €2

colleagues, on a European question likely to arise at §?
time - the harmonisation of vehicle registration plates.

The Commission have prepared a draft Directive, though it
has not vyet appeared elsewnhere than in working meetings of
national experts. It does not cover the registration system
or numbering, which would continue to be the business of
member states. It makes proposals for technical harmonisat-
ion of the dimensigns _and staggézgé/ﬂgﬁvﬁghg//QLaDes. Other
than in one//Y€§6Eé%7hvfh5'\6?6bosa s~ are no different from,
or very slightly better than, our own. There are no Police
objections. The exception is the specification of embossed
aluminium as the only approved material, rather than the

acrylic which is commonly wused here. This is not acceptable
to the domestic industry and we will oppose it. D SSEE—

But the main point of the harmonisation as far as the Commission
is concerned, as well as the point of interest for you and
colleagues, is the Directive's specification that all member
states' plates should bear a blue stripe carrying the standard
abbreviation of the state of registration plus the European
symbol of the circle of gold stars. I attach photographs.
The shape of the characters may be slightly unfamiliar, but
that is a proposed domestic <change: the Directive allows
a variety of shapes. The use of GB rather than UK as the
member-state identifier 1is also something we would propose
to change.

4L




Official discussions have so far been at a low level, but
there are clear signs that we would be alone if we wished
Co sustain an objection of principle to this part of the
proposals. Officials do not believe that there- are very
good arguments with which to back such an objection. The
proposal is considered to be within the Commission's competence.
The quick identification of member-state vehicles at frontiers
is a legitimate objective. Community-style passports and
driving licences provide precedents, as does the requirement
to use the circle of stars symbol at frontiers.

However, the public impact of such a change is likely to
be significant. This 1is why it 1is being proposed as an
intentional means of raising awareness of the Community,
At an earlier stage, when the Commission was thinking of
much smaller plates than our own, to which the Police ob jected
strongly, there was some interest in the Press, ‘though. not
in Parliament, despite our use of an inspired Question to
confirm the Government's opposition to less readable number
plates. The press interest is likely to be at least repeated
even if the technical elements of the revised proposals are
now acceptable.

I have no great enthusiasm for the European symbol proposal.
There are far better things to which the Commission could
devote 1its attention. Indeed, I understand there is a similar
view in some parts of the Commission, which may, at the very
least, slow the progressg~ef .the proposal . The competence
of the Commission on this/ issue.is not in dobubt. So it does
not seem to be worth isolating the UK, in, what would be seen
as an essentially anti-European position to no purpose.
We too have more importamt. business . in Europe. Sub ject to
OD(E) wviews I 1intend therefore “to inst?lct officials not
to sustain objections of principle that would leave us exposed.

I am sending copies of this letter to the Prime Minister,
the Home Secretary, OD(E) members, the Secretary of State
for Northern Ireland, and to Sir Robin Butler.

|
V! WM\/]
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CECIL PARKINSON
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VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER

I have seen Paul Channon's minute to you of 10 April covering

a paper on the vehicle registration systenmn.

I share the view that it is in principle undesirable to
operate such a market distortion. However, the evidence of the
paper seems to suggest that the overall economic effects of the
year letter are in practice slight. Against that the law
enforcement arguments in favour of the current system seem
strong. It is effective for police purposes because numbers are
familiar and memorable, so that the police can immediately date a

vehicle.

I would support Paul's general conclusion that no change is
desirable at present. I think that there would need to be
stronger evidence of the practical benefits before the disruption
for the public, the police and the industry of introducing a new

system would be justified.

I am copying this minute to members of E(A) and to Sir Robin
Butler.

lj\ﬂ, Aoy

24 April 1989
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10 DOWNING STREET

‘ LONDON SWI1A 2AA
From the Private Secretary 24 April 1989

Deas lor,

VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER

The Prime Minister was grateful for your Secretary of
State's minute of 10 April and the attached paper. She has
also seen the subsequent comments from colleagues.

Having seen the further analysis, the Prime Minister
accepts that the present system does not do sufficient
damage to justify the upheaval that would result from a
change. She is therefore content for the present year
letter arrangements to continue, but attaches importance to
ensuring comprehensive forward planning as the system runs
through the alphabet so that the best possible successor
system is identified and developed in good time.

I am sending a copy of this letter to the Private
Secretaries to members of E(A), the Home Secretary and
Sir Robin Butler.

(PAUL GRAY)

Roy Griffins, Esq.,
Department of Transport.

CONFIDENTIAL
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PRIME MINISTER

VEHICLE REGISTRATION SCHEME

You will recall that you have been pressing for further work

—

©on possible alternatives to the year letter system of vehicle

registration numbers. This followed your concern that the way
the "F" letter introduced last August had stimulated the level

——————
of car imports.
e s

Following various earlier exchanges, Paul Channon has now
circulated a paper to members of E(A) (Flag A). He sets out

)

the various pros and cons, and concludes that the present

system does not cause sufficient difficulties to justify the

upheaval that would result from a change. But he invites the

views of colleagues, and indicates that if they would prefer a

change then he can put the necessary work in hand.

All colleagues wishing to comment have now done so.
John MacGregor, David Young and Douglas Hurd all agree with
Paul Channon that a change would not be justified. No

colleagues have pressed for a change.

Greg Bourne (Policy Unit) has provided a commentary at Flag B.
He has no strong feelings on whether or not a change of system

is desirable. But he points to a couple of possibilities for

T ——

change:
‘______,__—-—_')

say that the introduction of the new letter "G" this

—
coming August would be the last year identifier; then
——e B e A,

simply exhaust the licence number combinations that are

possible with it, leading to the system ending in perhaps

3-4 years. That would give a strong incentive to the
e TR T

police and others to devise a new system as quickly as

possible.
———

announce now that the present system will come to an end

by a given date and invite the police and others to come

forward with ideas for a new system:ﬁ

——

CONFIDENTIAL
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My own view is:

the primary purpose of a vehicle registration scheme
should not be for the convenience of the motor trade but,

as the DTp paper argues, for law enforcement and road

safety.

———

the present registration letter system has led to a

substantial bunching of sales in August. But whatever

approach we have, there will be some bunching for

seasonal and other reasons. The evidence is that the
present degreee of bunching in August is reasonably
stable from year to year. So domestic producers ought to
have adjusted to it. IEﬂthey haven't done so adequately,

— oy

that says more about their business competitiveness than

it does about any particular vehicle registration

system.

the main reason why we had a particular import surge last

August was that the economy was growing too fast and that

neither domestic producers, nor to be fair the
Government, had anticipated the extent of that growth.

We could have faced the same problem whatever the

registration system.

the present system will run out in any event in some

15 years. That means a new system will have to be

designed within the next decade. It would be worth

speeding the whole process up and finding a new system

more quickly if both there was a major problem and a good
N———S————

alternative was in prospect. But I am not persuaded

either of these conditions holds.

it might therefore be best just to let the present system

run its course, while stressing the importance of
adequate forward planning so that by the mid 1990s the

best possible system is under preparation for the 2lst

Century.
L
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Conclusion

i)

Do you accept that it would not be justified to change

—

the present system before it runs its natural course,

while stressing the importance of adequate forward
planning for the future; h~£/,/

Ca
or
Do you want Paul Channon to put further work in hand with
a clear intention to introduce a new scheme before the
present system runs out? If so, are there any particular

approaches that you want him to adopt?

QoG

PAUL GRAY
21 APRIL 1989
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the department for Enterprise

CONFIDENTIAL

PRIME MINISTER

VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER

I was interested to see a copy of Paul Channon's minute to you of
10 April and paper about options for change to the vehicle
registration system.

s While there is no doubt that the existence of the year
identifier is a Government-induced distortion in the market for
new vehicles, opinion is divided as to its costs and benefits to
UK industry and there is little evidence of any material effect
on the overall level of import penetration. Given this, and the
lack of support within the industry for any alternative method of
vehicle registration, I agree with Paul that a change to the
system would not at present be justified.\

3. I am copying this minute to other members of E(A), to
Douglas Hurd and to Sir Robin Butler.

20 April 1989

Department of Trade and Industry







Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food
Whitehall Place, London SW1A 2HH

From the Minister

PRIME MINISTER

VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER

I have seen a copy of Paul Channon's minute and attached paper of

10 April to you which considers the present system of vehicle

Y
registration numbering and the case for change.

I have no strong views, but like Paul, my own inclination is
no change in the present system since I am not clear that
problems with the existing system are such as to warrant

upheaval which a change would necessarily entail.

I am copying this minute to other members of E(A), to Douglas Hurd

and to Sir Robin Butler.

/
v

AN

Ministry of Agriculture, JOHN MacGREGOR

Fisheries and Food

,’/)L April 1989







‘ PRIME MINISTER 13 April 1989

VEHICLE REGISTRATION SYSTEM - YEAR LETTER

The one undisputed fact about the current vehicle registration
system is that it produces a distortion in the market causing

20% of annual sales to occur in August.

Motoring organisations and the police argue vehemently for and
against changing the current system and eventually settle on the

status quo.

The trade figures, because they are seasonally adjusted, are
unaffected by the August sales peak. Trade, however, is definitely
affected by the government-imposed distortion but to what extent
and in whose favour is unknown. British manufacturers may be
marginally disadvantaged, but we can never be sure that by removing
the distortion of the year 1letter, they would fare any better.
British manufacturers will only fare better if they deliver on
price and quality, and seize the market opportunities that change

always brings.
The decision to change hangs on whether we believe removing this
particular distortion is worth the candle, and whether a new system

brings benefits without distortions.

CHANGING THE REGISTRATION SYSTEM

As the paper from Paul Channon states:

"The vehicle registration system exist primarily to identify
vehicles in wuse on the road for the purposes of law

enforcement, road safety and taxation."

It does not exist as a marketing device or to smooth out production

schedules for the motor industry.
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Apart from consultation with the industry over such matters as
size and placing of mounting brackets etc, the motoring
organisations should have no say in the design of any new system.

This should be a matter for the police and the DTp.
The main features which the police would see as desirable are:

the memorability of registration numbers, for

instance, to witnesses of a crime or accident;

the ease of tracing a vehicle from a partially
seen or remembered number - the number's

'elimination potential’;

the provision of relevant information about the

vehicle or its keeper; and

the effectiveness of the numbering system as an
index for the vehicle and keeper details held

on the Police National Computer.

DTp believe that there would need to be extensive consultation
with the police, industry, local authorities, insurance interests
etc on the detailed design of a new system. Allowing for this
and writing of new software programmes at DVLC, they believe it

would probably take three to five years to introduce a new system.

However a weekends work showed that the following system covers

most of the police needs.

KN O7 RDM|
lwl__—) L " , & A

s '\

LOCATION CODE RANDOM LETTERS

QUARTERLY SEQUENTIAL NUMBERS

ie one year 9 months after

introduction of the new system

2
CONFIDENTIAI
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While I do not suggest that this specific system be adopted it
shows that solutions are there to be found if DTp stop looking

only for the problems.

SUGGESTED WAYS FORWARD

In August this year the letter "G" will be introduced. DTp could
announce that this letter <could be wused until all 1licence
combinations had been exhausted (potentially in 3-4 years) or
until a new licence number system was introduced, whichever was
the sooner. The current computer system is designed to cope with

this change.

This tactic would give a powerful incentive for the police to

agree on a new numbering system as quickly as possible.

The market distortion would be removed at a stroke but the police
requirements would not be met until new software was written and
introduced. This would take approximately 2-3 years and is

estimated to cost £5-10 million.

Alternatively and preferred:

Since new software needs to be written in the next few years,

DTp could announce the intended date of its introduction to the

police and invite them to contribute ideas to a new numbering

system. Any new system would have to eliminate the year letter
distortion and minimise other potential distortions. The cost
is about the same as before but is at least tied to planned

expenditure.

CONCLUSION

The year letter causes a market distortion but
it is difficult to identify who gains or loses

from the distortion;




RECOMMENDATION

trade figures, because they are seasonally

adjusted, are not affected;

it is for the DTp and police to decide on the

details of any new system not the motor trade;

changing to avoid distortions 1is possible but
carries a cost of £5-10M and would take 2-3 years

to implement.

If you believe removing the distortion is worth the effort, the

quickest way is to let the year letter run on.

This provides a powerful incentive for DTp and the police to agree

a new format.

GREG BOURNE
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ANNEX

A POSSIBLE VEHICLE REGISTRATION SYSTEM

ASSUMPTION

Base the system on approximately 100 county and 1local area

codes.

Include a chronological sequence from the start of the new

system to indicate age.

Include a random sequence of letters to provide sufficient

licence numbers.

EXAMPLE

KN-OD7 RDM

r
/////77 7 quarters

”~

ie one year 9 months RANDOM LETTERS

since introductions
This seven alphanumerics system copes with over one million new
registrations each quarter for 25 years, ie nearly twice the rate

of current registrations.

LOCATION CODES

Two letter codes are possible although three 1letter codes are

more easily recognised, eg

KN Kent KNT
CA Cambridgeshire CAM

Areas with greater than one million population need multiple codes,

€g




TYNE & WEAR TYW & TYR

London needs approximately 12 codes, possibly specially prefixed,

eg U for urban

LONDON

RANDOM LETTERS

Assuming only 22 letters are used (I O Q and Z are reserved at
present) over 10,000 combinations can be made. It may be necessary

to "vet" these combinations for "unacceptable" words.




CONFIDENTIAL

Prime Minister

VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER r oA

o
¥ Your Private Secretary's &é%ter of 5 December last

commissioned a paper on the options for change to the vehicle
registration system. This was originally requested for a
discussion at E(A), but it may prove possible to clear the

matter by correspondence.

2 The attached paper concludes thai the present vehicle
registration numbering system can be changed to eliminate the
year letter and its distorting effects on vehicle sales patterns

but at the cost of some expense and upheaval.

3 There are various opinions about the relative importance of
the market distortion and of the Police's preference for the
present year identifier. I do not believe that the present
system does sufficient damage to justify the upheaval that would
necessarily result from a change. But I would welcome the views
of colleagues, to whom this is copied. on whether the Government
should remove such an obvious interference with natural market
patterns in spite of the problems. If colleagues prefer to make

a change, then I can put the necessary work in hand.

4. I am copying this minute and the paper to other members of

E(A), to the Home Secretary, and to Sir Robin Butler.

s

PAUL CHANNON

10 April 1989

CONFIDENTIAL




(10 APRIL 1989)

VEHICLE REGISTRATION YEAR LETTER
Paper by Secretary of State for Transport

Introduction

The vehicle numbering system in Great Britain has for some years
incorporated a letter to indicate the vehicle's age (the year
identifier letter). This affects the Police and law enforcement,
the motor trade and vehicle manufacturers, as well as consumers.
The annual August change distorts the natural pattern of the new
yehicle sales market. It has been suggested that it may create

a bias against domestic producers and lead to higher imports than
otherwise. This paper considers whether the current system causes
a problem and what the alternatives are.

Background

2 The vehicle registration system exists primarily to identify
vehicles in use on the road for the purposes of law enforcement,
road safety, and taxation. The year letter was initially
introduced in 1963 simply as an expedient to expand the quantity
of available numbers. Increasingly, it has come to have a
significance of its own both as a supplementary aid to law
enforcement and as an influence on patterns of car buying
behaviour. As such, it has become more and important for

the motor industry, 'though views still differ on whether it is

a help or a hindrance. Faced with the industry's inability to
reach a consensus, my Department took the Iead.in conducting a
review in 1987-88, to which both the industry and Police
contributed. This was unable to identify a more favoured
alternative system: it was clear that the Police were very
attached to the year letter system; that all the alternatives

to it would bring their own problems, and that the industry

was adamant that if the year letter was to be retained, an August
change was preferabie to onc in any other month . Annex A sets

out the history in more detail.

COMEIDENTIAL
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The case for change

3 It ‘is, 30 principle, undesirable for Government'to-operate a
registration system which results in an artificial distortion of
the new car market. Over 20% of demand for new cars in the UK

now falls in one month and this is clearly a significant distortion.
| It is inconsistent with the Government's broader policy for
reducing distortions and improving the supply market that the
present registration arrangements should continue unless the
countervailing arguments are strong. The August change was
originally introduced at the request of the industry to achieve

a more equal distribution of sales between the first and second-
half of the year. It has had this effect, but over the years,

the popularity of the new registration letter grew until in 1985,
the August registrations reacheéd about 20% of the total annual new
registration. From 1985 to 1987, they.appeared to have stabilised
at that level (see Annex B, Chart 1 and Table 1), 'though in 1988,
August registrations were 21.9%. The additional stockpiling

required to meet the August sales peak imposes extra costs on the
industry. The extent of extra costs is difficult to quantify

without a detailed cost-accounting survey.

4 The system is said particularly to benefit multinational
producers, who - as distinet from purely domestic manufacturers -
can divert supplies sourced on the Continent to the UK market.
during the Summer peak, when demand elsewhere in Europe is slack.
For this and other reasons, it is claimed that the year letter

increases import penetration.

Options for change

5 There are a number of possible alternative ways of numbering
vehicles. The Department of Transport review in 1987-88 looked,
in particularn at ways of retaining the year letter system with
modifications to reduce the distorting effect (e.g. by adding a
month indicator). Tt was concluded that these would either fail
to reduce the. distorting effect or wou]d not meet the Police

requirements for law enforcement. To eliminate market distortion.

/it is probably.....c..-

/continued.
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it is probably necessary to abandon the year letter altogether.
To do this, there would need to be a fundamental change to a
new system, offering alternative features to assist law
enforcement.‘ There are two possible approaches. One is to
change to a system based on the keeper of the vehicle rather
than the vehicle itself. Registration numbers now stay with

a vehicle for life, other than the special 'cherished transfer'
arrangements. But a system, like that in, say, Belgium or
Switzerland, where an individual is associated with a particular
number, which is automaticallyltransferred on to successive
vehicles in their possession, could have advantages for the
Police - who are after all normally more interested in the
person driving a vehicle than the vehicle itself. Such a
fundamental change to the system would have wide-ranging
implications, including probably the need to replace existing
numbers. There would be some civil liberties opposition.

I know of little support for a keeper system, and the change
from our existing vehicle-based system would be an upheaval,
with consequences too far-reaching to be justified by the
benefit of dealing with the Augus£ peak.

6 The second approach would be a vehicle-based system without
an age identifier, but with a much more prominent indication of
the area of registration than the existing local authority-based
codes. The present system is based on the local authority areas
which carried out vehicle registration when it began in the 1900s,
but the letter codes are not recognisable as relating to their
area (e.g. JO for Oxford). If we were to design a new local
area system for the UK, the first step would be to decide on a
number of areas and the boundaries. We could then identify the
major city or town for each, and devise a shortened version of
its name (e.g. BIR for Birmingham, OXF for Oxford).

/continued...
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Law enforcement

7 The year letter provides a familiar and well-understood

feature on the number plate which witnesses to an accident

or offence will readily notice and remember, and which can also
provide useful information to the Police themselves. By dating

a vehicle, it immediately narrows the size of the vehicle register
to be searched in order to identify a particular car; and, when
making a physical inspection, it indicates the statutory require-
ments which apply to it. The Police Service, therefore, strongly
support the current system. Only if the status quo were ruled
out would they wish to consider what they see as less attractive
alternatives for law enforcement. A note on the Police require-
ments is at Annex C.

Industrz

8 A paper by DTI officials assessing the effect on industry and
trade is at Annex B. This shows that the quantitative effect of
the year identifier is difficult to assess, and that, in practice,
the net effect on the industry and the balance of trade is small.
Many retailers and some manufacturers, maintain that the disadvant-
ages of the August peak are more than offset by the stimulus to
overall sales, which they believe the year letter promotes as a
focus for consumer interest and for marketing. It is certain
that any proposal to change would provoke strong complaints from
Ford and General Motors, as well as from the many thousands of
vociferous motor agents, who successfully opposed a proposal

three years ago to change the date from August to October.

Balance of payments

9 The Treasury have examined whether the seasonal flow of
imported cars which takes place in preparation for the August
sales peak is, of itself, a major contributor to balance of
payments deficits. They have concluded that it is not:

the published figures are seasonally adjusted; do not exhibit
any residual pattern in the Summer'months, and the flow of cars

is typically only 6% of total visible imports.

/continucd
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New technology

10 New technology is affecting the engineering of motor-cars.
Legislation to allow the use of Autoguide is currently in
Parliament, and my Department is doing research into the
possibilities of electronic road-pricing, including "electronic
number-plates". There is no indication, at present, that

this might affect the design of registration-plate numbers, but

in such a rapidly expanding area of technology, it is very difficult
fo foresee what advance may be made over the next ten to fifteen

years.

European Community

11 The European Community has 50 far taken no real interest

in vehicle registration systems, as distinct from, for instance,

vehicle taxation, the shape and style of number-plates, or driver
licensing. This may change. There seems no justification for

the UK to adopt a harmonised system or relinquish responsibility

to a European authority, but leaving room for some lesser changes
might turn out to have some advantages. The European dimension

will become more significant for law enforcement when the Channel

Tunnel opens.

Sale of Registration Numbers

12 Legislation to permit the sale of marks by DVLC is included
in this year's Finance Bill. The first sales of high-value
numbers should take place at the end of the year, with a wide
measure of choice of numbers available to the public by the
introduction of the 'H' letter in 1990. Market research done
so far on the likely level of sales under the full scheme
indicates a very high level of interest among the motoring
public. One in three car-owners say they are interested at

the right price. Apart from its other disadvantages, it would
be very difficult to make a keeper system compatible with the
sale of numbers. There is no reason why a new area code system
should not provide numbers which ecan be sold in the sume way as
those rrom the current system. | Existing cherished numbers

could continue.
fasonbanued. 5. % w0,
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Cost and timing

13 There would need to be extensive consultation with the
Police, industry, local authorities, insurance interesrs etc,,
on the detailed design of a new system. A;lowing for fhis
and the writing of new software programmes at DVLC, it would
probably take three to five years to introduce a new system.

14 It will, in any case, be necessary to replace the software
for the vehicle registration system at DVLC in the next few years.
If a new numbering system were incorporated at the same time,

the additional cost might be £im-£1m. There would probably

be comparable additional costs for the Police National Computer.

A change from seven digits (as at present), to eight digits
(almost certainly necessary for a new area code system), would
involve some additional operating costs. If the Police were

to insist that vehicles must change the registration number with
each change of area, this would also add to DVLC costs, and car-

owners would have to buy new number-plates when they moved areas.

Conclusions

15 My only requirement for a vehicle registration plate
numbering system is that each vehicle must be separately

identifiable by a plate which can be read at twenty-five yards.

16 It would be perfectly possible to change the present
system, which has real faults - in particular that it distorts
the market. But it has the advantage of being strongly
supported by the Police and by much of the motor industry.

And there is no evidence that the market distortion creates

significant ill-effects on trade or on the economy.

A § If we stay with the present system, the alphabet will run
out in fifteen years time, and we will need to decide within
the next ten years what to put in its place. My own belief is
that whatever the flaws in the present system, the advantages
of any change before then would be outweighed by the upheaval
to public and industry. I would, nevertheless, very much
welcome the views of colleagues; and if, on the basis of the
options in this paper, an earlier change finds favour, then I
will take the necessary action.

CONFI%EQTIAL




ANNEX A

DEVELOPMENT OF THE BRITISH VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERING SYSTEM

Vehicle registration and numbering in Great Britain began in 1903,
in response to the growing numbers of motor vehicles which were appear-
ing on the roads. Each local authority set up and maintained a register
of vehicles kept in its area, A one or two letter code at the start
of the registration number indicated the registration authority.

Initially, vehicles were often re-registered when.they were moved from
one local authority area to another, though this practice ended follow-

.ing new legislation in 1920,

2. By the 1930s some authorities were starting to run out of numbers,
and an extra letter, issued sequentially, was added to the registration
.format to increase the available vofﬁme; The same thing happened in
the 1950s, and this time the format was reversed (i.e. to numbers before
letters) to generate more series of numbers., With the increasingly
rapid growth of the vehicle population these series were soon exhausted,
and in 1963 a year identifier letter was added to the registration

formaj, which was thereby extended from 6 to 7 characters.

3. The year letter originally changed every January. It gradually began
-to affect the seasonal pattern of 'new car sales, and to exacerbate
the alreadyvprevailing tendency for sales to be concentrated in the
first half of the year. So in 1967, the time of the change was altered
to August, in a deliberate effort - and at the direct request of the
motor industry - to stimulate sales fn what until then had been one
of the s]ackest months of the year, and to provide a more even balance
of sales between the two halves of the year, The results were

immediate: Augusl sales increased sharply, and the desired balance

between the first and sccond half yecar sales was soon achieved.

4, Mcanwhile, it had become clear that the old local authority-bascd
system of registration, based on manuval files, could not cope with
the growing numbers of vehicles, and the increaslng rate at which ve-
hicles were moved around the country., The dcéision was taken to central-
ise the system at a single computerised installalion, and from 1974
vehicle records began to . be transferred 1o the Diiver and Vehiclo

Licensing . Centre (DVLC), This procensns "wus efficclively coupletod by

1978, However, the rogistratlon numbering system was Jeld larpely -un-




rhv-god: the old local authority codes were retained, and mostly still
bwl(:u in the same general arcas. o

5. The year suffix letters were all uscd up by 1983, A consultation
exercise by DVLC before that date had showed _that the most popular
replacement was a stralghtforward reversal of the format, so that the

year letter became a prefix, This was duly introduced.

6. An unexpected result of the change was that the proportion of ve-
hicles registered in August, which had been steadily fising since 1967,
took a sharp step upwards. The change in format'threw the year letter
into new prominence, and it became used more than ever before by the
motor industry as a means to stimulate sales during the Auvgust period.
Since 1983 August sales have averaged about 20% of the annual total,

though with no sign of a further upward trend.

7. The increased cocentration of sales has caused difficulties for
some ;ections of thg motor industry because of the need to build up
stocks in the summer. Conversely, other parts of the industry feel
that the annual change stimulates demand significantly. In March 1986
the Government agreed to a request from the Society of Motor Manufactur;
ers and Traders to move the date of change again, to October. The Motor
Ageﬁts Association expressed strong opposition, on_ the grounds that
this would leave the trade with large stocks of traded-in vehicles
to try to dispose of during the slack winter period. The two bodies
jointly asked the Department of Transport late -in 1986 ;to inétigate
a full review of the alternatives to the present system,

8. A Consultative Group, led by this'Department. was set up to carry
oﬁt-this review. The Home Office and Association of Chief Police Of-
ficers were represented, as well as the Department of Trade and Industry
and organisations representing all the main interest groups in the
motor industry itself. The motoring public was covered by represcntat-

ives of the AA and RAC.

9. The Group conslidered in detail a wide range of alternative systoems,
A public consultation exercise was held during mid-1987, and the Group
also hecard oral evidence from Rover and Ford, as the two leading dom-

estic vehicle manufacturers,




\w:" . v
.. After toying for some time with the ldea of a new code added to
all registration numbers indicating the month of reglstration the Group

ultimately concluded that there was no altcrnative &system which was

preferable to the present one, No member of the Group dissented, though

the SMMT rcepresentatives were clearly hampered by disagrecements within

their own membership.

11, After consultations with other Departments it was conciuded that
we should accept the Group's advice and retain. the present system,
This decision was announced in February 1988. The outcome came as no
surprise to the industry, and produced virtually no reaction, adverse
or otherwise. Since then there has been no discernible concern from
the industry about the year letter system, despite sales during 1988 -

and in particular in August - reaching new record levels,




Annex B

YEAR IDENTIFICR: Industry case
Note by the Department of Trade and Industry

Overview

.
‘

1t The one undisputed effect of the Year Identifier change in
August 1s that it crcates a sales peak in that month amounting to
around 20 per cent of annual car sales - the proportion appears
to have stabilised at about this level in recent years though
last year it edged up to 21 per cent. Industyy views diverge on
the costs and advantages which flow from this concentration of
sales and as to the merits of alternative schemes.

Al Parts of the distribution sector and some vehicle
manufacturers argue that:

= The identifier boosts the overall market and leads to higher
new car sales overall;

An August change brings sales and production into the second
half year thereby improving UK plant utilisation compared
with the mainland European position where sales are weighted
towards the first half year;

UK manufacturers dependent on export sales are able to
specialise in building LHD cars in the early months of a
yYear and concentrate on RHD requirements in June and July
for the UK peak in August.
5 The costs to the industry from the peaking effect on sales
are difficult to quantify without a detailed cost accounting
survey but there is statistical evidence of car stockpiling on
the lead up to August. The extent of stocking for August
diminished markedly from 1985 until last year when the level of
stocks reached the same Percentage of total car registrations for
the year as it did in 1985. But even then, the build up appears
to have been slower and later starting than in 1985.

4. Critics of the present system have contended that the major
multinationals manufacturing in Britain benefit from the present
system through their option to meet peak sales here from their
mainland European plants at a time when car sales elsewhere in
Europe (and in Japan) are at or near an annual low — in some
countries the winter sales trough in December or January is lower
than in August.

&3 Partly for this reason, it is also argued that the effect of
the sales peak is to increase import penetration. Though the
monthly profile of car registrations sourced from imports matches
closely that of registrations sourced from UK plants, there is
some slight bias in favour of import sourcing at the August peak
both in general and by the major multinationals operating in the
UK. There is some possibility that the peaking effect of the
identifier leads to & slightly higher import bil) but any
influence is difficult to measure.

6 . It is said that the bencfits which the multinationals derive
Trom the present system reduce tho jincontive for them Lo invest
in Britain but we think this unlikely.

sal
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2 Since the introduction of the Auaust chanao in 1967 there
has been zome tendoncy for Lhe concent cateopof carsealcaLin 4
month to increase over time but the proportion appeara to have
gtabiliscd al aboul 20 per cent in recent yoar s though 3t

hats




marginally increasod last year to 21 per cont. It is clear from
the low sales in July and fyom some commissioned market reseaych
studies that the identifier leads to some postponcment in
purchasing to enable buyers to secure the perceived advantages of
a ncw prefix as this can affect trade—-in values. Table 1 and
Chart 1 (appended) show the monthly profile of regi°trations.- '
8. The identifier has lead to the focusing of markeang
activity by the industry and some argue that the effect is to
increase overall demand as consumers are encouraged to trade-in
cars more often. This view is inherently untestable as there are
no appropriate comparisons: the British system is unique in
Europe and historic data prior to 1963, when the (January)
identifier was introduced, are con31dered unlikely to provide
much guidance as to market conditions now were the identifier to
be abolished. Nevertheless, the thesis of higher overall annual
sales could still be valid but there is no presumption that
higher car sales at the expense of other goods or saving is
necessarily beneficial from a national perspective though it
would be from that of the industry. Since 1984 UK, car sales have
established successive record levels each year and the need for
measures to boost the market would seem to have less relevance
than they might have had in more difficult market conditions.

9. For contrast’ with the UK pattern of sales, Charts 2 and 3
show the monthly distribution of sales in selected European
countries for which data was available, and in Japan. In each of
these charts there is a pronounced spring sales peak followed by
a summer low point in August with a secondary peak in the early
autumn. The best conjecture as to what would happen to the
seasonal distribution of car sales in the absence of a year
identifier is that the British monthly sales pattern would
converge towards that of mainland Europe with xts distinct
weighting towards the first half year.

10. For a short while, a change in the month from August to
October gained wide but not universal support within the industry
until the view prevailed that an October change would result in
many trade-in cars being held in stock and subject to
deterioration over the winter months until the spring buy1n9
season.

Production effects

11. Seasonal variations in the volume of UK car production are
smaller than for car sales (Charts 1 and 4) and this does
indicate the need for stockpiling. It is possible to model the
cumulative changes in car stocks through a year in that UK
production and imports in a month add to stocks while
registrations and exports will deplete them. Chart 5 shows the
cumulative effects on car stocks during each of the years 1985
through 1988 (up to November because of data availability) with
the build up during the summer months up to July and its quick
attrition by the peak sales in August. However, it is evident
that the large stockpiling which did occur during 1985 when it
reached over 200,000 cars by end July was not repeated until last
year . The stocking peak then surpassed that of 1985 and reached
the ame proportion of total registrations for the year as it had
bcfor but the build up was slower and later. In the intervening
ycars the stock build up has been largely confined to July alone
and to more modest levels. The evidence suggests therefore that
the stocking problem has been agenerally better managed and last
year was unusual becauze of a major industrial dispute affocting
Ford and because Vauxhall replaced one of its best sclling models
(sce paragr: W!\ 19 below). g

12.  Stock:lcevels occasion holding costs 1w terms of return on




capital, parking spaco, socurity and maintonance which must fall
initially on manufacturers and distyibutors. It haz also been
argued peaking costs are ultimately borne by car buyers as
supplier cost are passed on Lo customers in a competitive market
and, possibly, also in so far as tho Nnuaust sales vyush leads to .
inadequate pre-delivery inspection by distributors. '

13. On the basis that scasonal variations in UK car pyoduction
are not as great as with car sales, there would appear to be no
good grounds for believing that a significant incidence of
peaking costs are also carried by component suppliers in Lthe
industry. In anecdotal reports from the industry, it is not
readily possible to distinguish between additional costs arising
from the peaking effect and those occasioned by under-forecasting
the strength of market demand or the presence of capacity
constraints for other reasons. Published sales forecasts
attributed to industry sources and consultants have consistently
under-estimated car market growth in recent years.

Trade effects

14. Hypotheses concerning the trade effects of the identifier
are not always clearly put but there appear to two principle :
candidates. The first is that the UK multinationals benefit from
their ability to. source UK peak sales from their continental
mainland plants.at a time when local sales are at a low coint in
other- European markets during July .and August . The advantage to
them is that this improves utilisation in their mainland plants.

15. There is arguably some substance to this hypothesis but the
effect is likely to be small because their UK sales sourced from
imports are only a relatively small proportion of total output
from their mainland plants. Production data by month for the
multinationals are not available but annual data are published.
In 1987, Ford UK registrations sourced from imports amounted to
16 per cent of total output from the company’s European mainland
pPlants in Belgium, Germany and Spain. In the case of Vauxhall-
Opel, the proportion was 5 per cent, and for Peugeot 4 per cent.
Both Ford and Vauxhall claim that they are operating their UK
plants at or near capacity limits already so there is generally
no margin to spare for the substitution of their imports by UK
Production. As yet, corresponding data for 1988 are not
available. Both companies have already stated an intention to
source a higher proportion of their sales from UK production this
year.

16. UK car manufacturing companies dependent on export sales,
notably Jaguar and Rolls Royce, claim benefits for the present
system in that the offset of the UK annual sales peak against the
peaks in overseas markets enables them to concentrate on LHD or
RHD production at different times and hence, presumably, gain
some benefit from specialisation in assembly.

17. Austin Rover is more dependent on home market sales but has
the opportunity of securing better plant utilisation through
exports sales to mainland countries when the UK market is of f-
peak. Exports amounted to 33 per cent of Austin Rover ’s total car
output in 1987 and 28 per cent last year. The concluszsion must
thevefore be that while there may be some substance to plant
utilisation argument, it is relativoly small now for the
multinationals and that the Rover Group has the opportunity to
again similar advantages from exporting when the UK market is off -
peak.

18. It also scems that there is litt)le subslance to the arguiecnt
that the multinationals Lend Lo source mavkeoet peak sales in
Braitain mainly fvom imports,. Tho evidence from 1907 iz that the




distribution of their sales patterns by month, whether sourced
from UK production or from imports, are all very similar and
close to the way total registyations vary month by month. A
higher proportion of their August sales are sourced from importes
as against UK production. In 1987, the differencd amounted at .
most to four percentage points in the case.of Ford and was J i
smaller for the other two multinationals (Table 2). However, for
Vauxhall last year the difference amounted to 10 percentage
points (Table 3). .

19. Comparisons with the situation last year need to treated
with some caution because of the market disruption caused by
Ford’s industrial dispute last February and its later
repercussions throughout the year as the company made up lost UK
Production by sourcing a higher proportion of sales from imports.
Doubtless, competitors sought advantage in the situation. In the
event, Ford’s total car sales were barely higher than in the
Previous year despite the buoyant market and, doubtless,
competitors sought advantage in the situation. Coincidently, the
position for Vauxhall is also, arguably, not comparable as the
company was changing over to a new model for one of its best
selling cars and its overall sales were only some two per cent
more than the market’s growth in new registrations of 10 per
cent. Both Ford and Vauxhall sourced a higher proportion of their
UK sales from imports last year though in each case UK sourcing
still predominated at, respectively, 57 and 61 per cent of their
total-car sales last year. - J

20. The second hypothesis concerning trade effects argues that
the market effects of the year identifier inhibit plant
investment by the multinationals in the UK because they are
better placed to source UK peak demand from continental mainland
plants. This is difficult to assess because location decisions
are normally based on a mixture of considerations covering
relative costs, exchange rate projections. taxation, production
quality and other matters. Plant utilisation is-doubtless one of
the factors but the multinationals would in principle be able to
obtain complementary advantages by maintaining production
schedules here during UK off-peak demand and supplying European
mainland markets during their peaks and then supply UK peak
demand during the continental low sales period. It is therefore
difficult to support the thesis that the year identifier is a
significant deterrent to inward investment if other factors are
favourable and the current interest of Toyota in establishing
manufacturing capacity in the UK supports this view.

DTI/CVM5d
16 February 1988
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ANNEX C

- i

Q:HICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERING SYSTEM: REQUIREMENTS OF THLE POLICE

The key function of the registration system is simply to identify ve-
hicles in use on the road. Any system which provides every vehicle
with a uniquce number will do this. In practice, the Police have found

that there are a number of highly desirable sccondary features which

the numbering system can also rovide, which enhance the usefulness
8

of the system for law enforcement,
.2, The main features which the Police wouldsee as desirable:

the memorability of registration numbers, for instance, to wit-

nesses of a crime or accident;

the ease of tracing a vehicle from a partially seen or remembered

‘number - the number's 'elimination potential';

the provision of relevant information about the vehicle or its

keeper; and

the effectiveness of the numbering system as _.an index for the

vehicle and keeper details held on the Police National Computer.

3. The present system scores relaiively well under these criteria,
The current year identifier provides the Police with a feature of a
vehicle's registration number that is often rcmembered by witnesses
(for the very reasons that make it such an effective distorter of the
market). By dating a vehicle immediately, it helps them when checking
the mechanical condition and other physical features of a vehicle,
and in deciding the statutory requirements which apply to it. But there
is no way in which an age indicator that is easy to understand will
not distort car sales. To compensate for the disadvantage of. losing
the identifier, 'they will need an alternative system which includes
some other feature which performs at least .as well overall, in terms
of the objectives identified in paragraph 2 above. Thus a system which
had slightly less memorable numbers would Atill be acceptable if it
resulted in a significantly wore efficient register, for example. Other-
wise the numbering system (tself jis neutral for the Police, 'though
they will never be keen on changes to the format to which ‘their officers

and the public have prown uscd.
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4, Commonscnse and the systems adopted 1In other countries show that

there are many alternative ways by which numbering systémh can be made
to produce memorable registration numbers, The most important dis-
tinction is between recognisable words, abbreviations or symbols and
random groupings or codes. When the characters mean nothing in them-
selves, research has;shown that smaller groups of letters or numbers
are more likely to be remembered correctly than larger ones; but recog-
nisable words or .part-words are better than both, The words cannot
be too long: anything over 7 characters in total would not fit easily

on numberplates with characters as legible as the present UK pattern.

5. US-style 'vanity plates' forming a complete word or message are
highly memorable, but make no sense as a system designed to produce
over 2m unique new numbers each vyear. The-major}ty practice is. to use -
groups of Jetters and numbers, issued sequentially, to provide the
quantity. required, plus a code for information about the vehicle. Across
the world the referent of the code or abbreviation most often chosen
by registration authorities to help make numbers more memorable, is
the location of the vehicle's first registration or its current keeper's
address. Italy and Germany abbreviate the names of ..cities or areas;
France has a simple numerical code for Departments, Eire has recently
moved from the UK system of obscure alphabetical codes for local author-

ity areas to a clearer abbreviation of cities and counties.

'Elimination Potential'

6. In investigations following a crime involving a vehicle, a partially-
remembered registration mark narrows down the choice of vehicles to
those whose marks contain the element remembered. Letters (rather than
numbers) distributed evenly through the vehicle population give the
grecatest ‘elimination potential', or fewest vehicles corresponding
to a part-registration, and so this factor would tend to suggest a
mark made up wholly of letters chosen at random - which would contain
no code and would not score well for memorability. The ycar letter
prefix offers significant benefits on 'elimination potential'; 'though
in the- first ycar of a new letter (e.g. F in the current ycarvr), by
the end of the registration year there will be more vehicles on the
road with ‘that ‘ycar's letter than -any other years. Local icodes also
of fer: Lbenefits, bul the degree of bLenefit on ‘elimination potential
increasces with the number of local does, whercas memorabllity probably

does not.,




E}lmination potential' 1s certainly helpful In cases where the

whole vehicle reglster has to be combed., But it is unlikely to be pre-
ferred by most Pollce practitioners at the expense of features which
enhance memorability. No examples are known of foreign systems deliber-

ately designed to maximise 'elimination potential’,

Extra information: vehicle keepers

8. Setting aside memorability and 'elimination potential', an area
code does not provide any information intrinsically helpful to the
conduct of Police business, in the way an age-identifier does. Further
.codes in the mark providing immediate information about the keeper
would be regarded as attractive compensation in some quarters in the
Police, 'though would necessarily reduce' 'elimination potential' again,
Practical considerations suggest that a system incorporating information
about keepers in vehicle registratioﬁ marks would only work properly
with a system of registration by keeper, not vehicle. Belgium and

Switzerland register by keeper. A change of ownership leads to a change
of registration mark, 'though this does complicate 'administration of
the system somewhat., The disadvantage is that vehicle histories become
harder to trace, with greater risk of 'ringing' stolen vehicles and
write-offs, ‘The advantage is easier tracing of vehicle keepers for
"more automated enforcement of traffic offences etc., particularly if
"a stricter system of keeper liability were to be introduced. There
are likely to be civil liberties objections if information about vehicle

keepers were included in the number,
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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SWIP 3EB
01 276 3000

My rel

Your ref

The Rt Hon Nigel Lawson MP
Chancellor of the Exchequer
HM Treasury

Treasury Chambers
Parliament Street

LONDON

SW1P 3AG

SALE OF CHERISED REGISTRATION NUMBERS

\:
) ('lﬁ{q

Thank you for your letter of, 24 February. I am grateful for your
explanation of the significance of this measure for the FSBR.

Given this background and the tightness of the timetable, I have
carefully considered the arguments for and against delaying the
putting of the sale of numbers provisions on the statute book. I
think we should go ahead. [ would be grateful if you would, as
originally agreed, arrange for the clauses to be included in the
Financial Bill and the projected income to appear in the FSBR.

I am copying this letter to the Home Secretary, the members of
E(A) and Sir Robin Butler.

[/
£ Unwt

PAUL CHANNON DS( St
hpproved Loy the Seerchany T 2
( ?E\D[ g‘\‘QvJﬁ by qiok/v\,u_>
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Treasury Chambers, Parliament Street, SWIP 3AG
01-270 3000

24 February 1989

Rt Hon Paul Channon MP
Secretary of State for Transport
Department of Transport

2 Marsham Street

London

SW1P 3EB

\
\

y )
] ’
AP e

SALE OF CHERISHED REGISTRATION NUMBERS
Thank you for your letter of 17 February.

The Financial Statement and Budget Report (FSBR, or "Red Book")
contains a full 1list of tax measures in the Finance Bill which
either have a non-negligible cost or yield, (that is, £3 million
or more) or which are significant for some other reason. As we
already have the ruling of the House authorities that the
provisions to sell registration numbers are a "charge upon the
people", and the yield 1is expected to reach £12 million in
1990-91, I <could not omit this measure from the FSBR without
undermining its comprehensiveness and hence its credibility.

That leaves two possible courses of action. 1If, as I would hope,
you think you could still go ahead with sales of registration
numbers whatever E(A) decides, albeit perhaps with some changes of
detail to the scheme, then we could still include the measure in
this year's Finance Bill and FSBR. If, on the other hand, you
think that the E(A) discussion might make it impossible to go
ahead with the sales, then I am afraid we will have to put this
measure off until the 1990 Finance Bill.

Given the tightness of both the FSBR and the Finance Bill
timetables, I would be grateful if you could let me know by the
end of next week whether you would still wish to go ahead with
this measure this year, or whether you would prefer it to be
deferred until next year.
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I am copying this letter to the Home Secretary, to the members of
E(A) and to Sir Robin Butler.
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SALE OF CHERISHED REGISTRATION NUMBERS /1ﬂ( C

()

You will wish to be aware of the attached exchange between
Paul Channon (Flag A) and the Chancellor (Flag B).

You will recall that you have asked for an E(A) discussion of

the case for a radical change in ‘the vehicle registration

number system. For various reasons, it will not be p0351ble
for E(A) to discuss that before the Budget.

—————y

Paul Channon now fears that this will complicate the proposal

agreed earlier last year by H to introduce arrangements to

P——————— ——

sell "cherished" registration numbers. The plan had been to

P

include this_measure in the Budget. Mr Channon is worried
etk i st

about going ahead w1th thlS if there is a possibility of a

—

major change in the vehlcle registration system, which could

radically affect the demand fg;ﬂ;peipreeent cherished

registration numbers. '

You will see that the Chancellor has now asked Mr Channon to
decide whether or not he wishes to go ahead in this year's
Budget or leave it until 1990. I imagine you will not wish to
intervene, but leave the Chancellor and Mr Channon to sort out

this timing,g£gplem. - —

P s B

Qe ce.

PAUL GRAY
24 February 1989

DS2APG
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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SWIP 3EB
01 276 3000

My ref :
Your ref :

The Rt Hon Nigel Lawson MP
Chancellor of the Exchequer
HM Treasury

Treasury Chambers
Parliament Street

LONDON

SW1P 3AG

17 FEB 1889

THE VEHICLE REGISTRATION LETTER

My Private Secretary wroté to his opposite number at No 10, copied
to your office, on 22 December about the proposal for an E(A)
discussion of the year-letter used in vehicle registration. He
pointed out that legislative provisions to enable the Government
to sgll attractive vehicle registration numbers were intended to
go in the 1989 Finance Bill, but that sales under that scheme
might be adversely affected if as a result of the E(A) discussion,
it was decided not just to re-examine the year-letter itself but
to announce the” examination of fundamental changes to the UK

vehicle registration system. My proposal was that, in order to

leave all possible options open, it would be preferable for the
E(A) discussion to take place before the Budget .

I understand a slot had been reserved in the week before the
Budget - on 9 March. That meeting has now had to be cancelled,
and the previous week's E(A) already has an overloaded agenda. The
paper I am preparing for E(A) could not be ready before then.

There is a further meeting booked for 16 March - two days after
the Budget. Subject to your views, it would seem possible for no
reference to be made to the sale of registration numbers
provisions in the Budget speech and for them to be announced when
the Finance Bill is published, which I believe will be on 13
April, though obviously the Bill must be finished well before
then. I understand this creates a complication in respect of the
Budget Red Book, however, if there was a reference to 1989-90 and
1990-91 income from the sale scheme in the Red Book published on
Budget day, the options I had sought to keep open would, at least
to a degree, be constrained.

BUDGET CONFIDENTIAL




BUDGET CONFIDENTIAL

To avoid this, I hope you will be able to agree that no such
reference should be put in the Red Book. The likely income from
the sale scheme, though still the subject of some speculation
since the concept 1is mnovel and the public's reaction 1is
unpredictable, is unlikely to be very large in Budget terms. The
current business case suggests a gross income of £2m in 1989-90,
and £12m, plus a few million from associated fees for ''cherished
transfer" of the numbers sold, in 1990-91.

I am copying this letter to the Home Secretary, the members of
E(A) and to Sir Robin Butler.

PAUL CHANNON

BUDGET CONFIDENTIAL
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON SWIA 2AA

From the Private Secretary 3 January 1989

THE VEHICLE REGISTRATION SCHEME

Thank you for your letter of 22 December,
which the Prime Minister has seen and noted.

I am copying this letter to Alex Allan
(HM Treasury), Philip Mawer (HOme Office),

Neil Thornton (DTI), Alison Smith in the
Lord President's Office and to Sir Robin Butler.

PAUL GRAY

R. J. Griffins, Esq.,
Department of Transport

CONFIDENTIAL
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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SWIP 3EB
My ref

Your ref':

p = 2
Paul Gray Esq ’ A&uwudif
Private Secretary N

10 Downing Street

LONDON
SW1A 2AA

22 DEC 1988

l ¢ O QULM Qﬂ\(Op\‘
2 5 ,v{

THE VEHICLE REGISTRATION LETTER

Thank vou for your letter oEfé,DetEﬁber.

My Secretary of State has now set in hand the preparation
of a paper on this subject for E(A) in the early part of
next year. on the lines suggested by the Prime Minister.

I have, however, been asked to draw to your attention the
fact that it is hoped to include provision for the Department's
proposals to sell attractive vehicle registration numbers
in_the 1989 Finance Bill. These proposals were given policy
approval by H on 27 July and were the subject of a bid,
accepted by QL. for a private members handout Bill to be
ready for the start of this session. The only reason they
did not go forward is that the House authorities determined
at a late stage that the provisions were not suitable for
such a Bill, but by the same token (and contrary to previous
advice) were suitable for a Finance Bill. The Financial
Secretary agreed 1in principle to their inclusion in the
1989 Bill in a letter of 8 November to my Secretary of State.

Many potential amendments to the current numbering system
would still produce attractive sales prospects. If, however
there were any possibility of an early and fundamental change
to the system, that might have an impact on the sale proposals.
My Secretary of State therefore thinks that, subject to
the pressure of other business, his paper might usefully
be taken before the Budget.

I am copying this letter to Alex Allan (HM Treasury), Philip
Mawer (Home Office). Neil Thornton (DTI). Alison Smith in
the Lord President's Office and to Sir Robin Butler.

\%U\A/VQ g\V\LI/v»Q,L~DJ
K. Ounedh

Y R J GRIFFINS
Private Secretary
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON SWIA 2AA

From the Private Secretary

December 1988

De, Lo

(
THE VEHICLE REGISTRATION LETTER

The Prime Minister was grateful for your Secretary of
State's minute of 28 November and the attached notes by
officials.

The Prime Minister has noted that it will in any event be
necessary to consider a major change to the registration
system when the present alphabetical series is exhausted in
some 15 years. She also continues to be concerned about the
possible effects on trade of the current system. She would
therefore be grateful if your Secretary of State could, as he
suggests, put a paper to E(A) for discussion in the Spring.
This should set out the options for change; and provide the
basis for discussion of the right system to plan for when the
present system comes to an end and the best timing for
bringing that change into effect.

I am copying this letter to Alex Allan (HM Treasury),
Philip Mawer (Home Office), Neil Thornton (Department of Trade
and Industry) and to Sir Robin Butler.

S

P

(PAUL GRAY)

Roy Griffins, Esq.,
Department of Transport.
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PRIME MINISTER

VEHICLE REGISTRATION SYSTEMS

You wanted DTp to carry out further work on the case for, and

possibilities of, changing the vehicle registration system

away from the 'August letter'.
———________:.:

Paul Channon's minute of 28 November and attachments at Flag A

SR

are the response. Comments from Greg Bourne in the Policy < —

Unit are at Flag B. SR

As Greg's note brings out, we shall need a new system in any

I

event in 15 years' time. The issue is whether we leave things

as they are until then - as DTp and DTI would prefer - or take

action to make an earlier change.

Your original concern was that the August letter provides an

unncessary boost to car imports. On the basis of the material

in Annex 1 to Paul Channon's minute, I think the evidence on

this is broadly neutral. The industry has adjusted to the

system. And any alternative system would inevitably have

seasonality - either from the natural characteristics of the

T —
car market or from the impact of a revised registration

system.
f

There can, in any event, be no question of any quick change to

the system. But I agree with Greg that, on the evidence of

Annex 2 to Mr. Channon's paper, DTp have not seriously

L

N, addressed the alternatives. I think there is therefore a good

...-—,’:.f 2
V2 se for asking Mr. Channon, as he offers, to put a paper with

, . ——— —
[V clear options to E(A) on the nature of a successor to the

registration system. There would then be two decisions to

take: : —
/

CONFIDENTIAL
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which is the right system to be planning for?

should we be aiming to introduce it before the

present system automatically runs out in 15 years'
time?

(;{L CC.

PAUL GRAY

2 December 1988

SLHBBU

CONFIDENTIAL




PRIME MINISTER 30 November 1988

VEHICLE REGISTRATION SYSTEMS

Five facts emerge when studying this subject:

The year identification letter creates a sales peak

in August amounting to 20% of annual car sales.

The interest groups cannot agree on the benefits of
the year identification letter.

DTp do not think a change is worth the effort

involved.

DTp have 15 years, before the year identification

letters run out, in which to decide what to do.

DTI have shown in their annex, that there are few

perverse sales, production or trade effects, caused

by the use of the year identification letter.

Two Decisions are Needed

In the absence of any pressure from yourself, DTp will
happily stay with the status quo, probably for the next 15

yearse. R

The first decision, therefore, is whether to ask DTp for
their proposed solution to the vehicle licencing problem
once the year identification letters run out.




Recommendation

I would recommend that you gizg DTp no more than 6 months in

which to develop their licencing system for use in the next
century. They should present the solution to E(A).

Py

The second decision, to be taken at E(A), would be whether

—
. —

to implement the new system: —_—
RN ST e e—
(a) Immediately
(b) When the year letters run out, or

(c) When the industry requested the change.

(It is quite possible that the industry interest groups

would welcome an early change once they knew that change was

on the way and inevitable.)
SRR

Conclusion

DTp believe the game is not worth the candle and

prm——

argu t ings to do. In the absence of

pressure, the status quo will remain.
Alternatively, you could ask DTp to produce the solution

that inevitably will be required. Colleagues would then

be able to decide the next steps.

———————

>
GREG BOURNE
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PRIME MINISTER

Your Private Secretary's letter of 3 October asked for a
further note on maximising the usefulness to the Police of
some elements of the vehicle registration system if the year
identifier letter is to be abolished. The Chancellor has
asked that the economic implications should be more fully
studied.

The DTI have carried out a study (Annex 1) which shows that the
effect of the year identifier letter on the industry and the

balance of trade is small. The domestic motor industry is

doing very well at'present, although lower sales next year are
predicted. Rover Group's increased competitiveness and
productivity are contributing to a very healthy improvement in
their performance. They have argued that they would prefer
e ——
the removal of the August sales peak, but they accepted the

Government's conclIusion earlier this year that the August
change should stay. The other big domestic manufacturers -
Ford and Vauxhall - want to keep the current system. The car

dealers - and there are many thousands of them - like the year

identifier because they believe that it increases the total

\L

\° —_—
» 3 U would strongly oppose a change.
~ ‘,‘\/’

, volume of sales (although this is difficult to pr5ﬁe) and

/‘¢7;6 a change would involve fierce opposition from most of the

industry. If an announcement coincided with the downturn in
the market next year, I am sure that some sections of the

industry would blame us in part.
Before I announced last February the Government's decision to

retain the present system, we examined all possibilities for

moving the change of year letter to another month in order to

CONFIDENTIAL
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avoid the August peak. It was ¢lear that all the alternatives
bring their own problems, and the industry was quite positive
that if the year letter was to be retained, August was
preferable to any other month.

To drop the year letter whilst retaining the present numbering
system in other respects would not meet the law enforcement
needs of the Police. So we would have to introduce a
radically different system. A note by Department of Transport
officials (Annex 2) examines this and concludes that the
alternatives are to change either to an easily memorable local
area system or to a system of registering keepers instead of
vehicles. Either is technically possible, and we may need to
make a change of this kind in any case when the present
alphabetical series is exhausted at the end of 15 vyears.
Introducing a radically new system would be complex and
expensive. A complete new set of programmes would be needed
for the DVLC computers. The costs cannot be estimated with
any precision until decisions are taken on the nature of the
new system, but my officials believe that the initial extra
cost might be £5m-£10m, with additional running costs of a
similar amount ever year because of the need to re-register a
car on every change of area, if this were a requirement as the

Police would insist, or keeper.

If we did not already have a year identifier, I would view a
proposal to introduce one with some suspicion. However, I do
not think we should now make changes to the rules around which
companies have geared their investment and production
strategies without being certain that the changes = are
justified and for the better. There is no evidence that the

motor industry or the economy would benefit from a change at
this time, and some of the largest companies believe that it
would be damaging, as do the car dealers.

CONFIDENTIAL
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If you think that the issue should be considered in greater
depth by colleagues, I could put a paper with options to E(A).

I am copying this minute to Nigel Lawson, Douglas Hurd and

David Young.

o

PAUL CHANNON

208 Nuv 1388

CONFIDENTIAL







YEAR IDENTIFIER: Industry case

Note by the Department of Trade and Industry
Overview ~

1. The one undisputed effect of the ¥Year Identifier change ' in
August is that it creates a sales peak in that month amounting to
20 per cent of annual car sales = the proportion appears now to
have stabilised at about this level in recent years. Industry
views diverge on the costs and advantages which flow from this
concentration and as to alternatives.

' 4 Parts of the distribution sector and some vehicle
manufacturers argue that:

- The identifier boosts the overall market and leads to higher
new car sales overall; v ) .. ) I ;
3 ‘r\»c I—-—(,\ (WS '/)‘3,,4 () e

- An August change brings‘sales and production into the second
half year tpereby improving UK plant utilisation compared
with the maln}and European position where sales are weighted
towards the first half year; L}i25 )SQ5~L/L IR S b A

UK manufacturers dependent on export sales are able to
specialise in building LHD cars in the early months of a
year and concentrate on RHD requirements in June and July
for the UK peak in August.

3 The costs to the industry from the peaking effect on sales
are difficult to quantify without a detailed cost accounting
survey though there is evidence of car stockpiling on the lead up
to August as monthly production volumes for the industry are more
evenly spread than sales. However, the extent of stocking for
the August peak appears to have diminished markedly since 1985.
e — . - -
4. critics of the present system have contended that the major
multinationals manufacturing in Britain benefit from the present
system through their option to meet peak sales here from their
mainl European plants at a time when car sales e sewhere in
Eu (ang~3§_355537‘3§e at or near an annual low - in some
countries the winter sales trough in December or January is lower
than in August.

5.~ Partly for this reason, it is also argued that the effect of
v/{g; sales peak is to increase import penetration. Though the

monthly profile of car reglstra from imports matches
closely that of registrations sourced from UK plants, there is

_ some slight bias in favour of import sourcing at the August peak
both in general and by the major multinationals operating in the
UK. There is some possibility that the peaking effect of the
identifier leads to a slidtly higher import bill but any
influence is difficult to measure.

6. It is said that the benefits which the multinationals derive
from the present system reduce the incentive for them to invest

in Britain but we think this unlikely.




Sales

e Since the introduction of the August change in 1967 there
has been some tendency for the concentration of car sales in that
month to increase over time but the proportion appears to have
stabilised at about 20 per cent in recent years. It is clear

from the low sales in July and from some commissioned market
research studies that the identifier leads to some postponement
in purchasing to enable buyers to secure the perceived advantages
of a new prefix as this can affect trade-in values. Table 1 and
Chart 1 (appended) show the monthly profile of registrations.

2 The identifier has lead to the focusing of marketing -
activity by the industry and some argue that the effect is to
increase overall demand as consumers are encouraged to trade-in
cars more often. This view is inherently untestable as there are
no appropriate comparisons: the British system is unique in
Europe and historic data prior to 1963, when the (January)
identifier was introduced, are considered unlikely to provide
much guidance as to market conditions now were the identifier to
be abolished. Nevertheless, the thesis of higher overall annual
sales could still be valid but there is no presumption that
higher car sales at the expense of other consumption or saving is
necessarily an economic benefit from a national perspective even
if motor manufacturers would benefit. Since 1984 UK car sales
have established successive record levels each year and the need
for measures to boost the market would seem to have less
relevance than they might have had in more difficult market
conditions.

9. For contrast, Charts 2 and 3 show the monthly distribution
of sales in selected European countries for which data was
available, and in Japan. In-each of these charts there is a
pronounced spring sales peak followed by a summer low point in
August with a secondary peak in the early autumn. The best
conjecture as to what would happen to the seasonal distribution
of car sales in the absence of a year identifier is that the
British pattern would converge towards the mainland European
sales pattern with a distinct weighting towards the first half
year.

10. For a short while, a change in the month from August to
October gained wide but not universal support within the industry
until the view prevailed that an October change would result in
many trade-in cars being held in stock and subject to
deterioration over the winter months until the spring buying
season.

Production effects

11. Seasonal variations in the volume of UK car production are
smaller than for car sales (Chart 4) and this does indicate the
need for stockpiling. It is possible to model the cumulative
changes in car stocks through a year in that UK production and
imports in a month will increment stocks while registrations and
exports will deplete them. A chart showing the cumulative effects
on car stocks during each of the years 1985 through 1987 shows
clearly the build up of stocks in the summer months to August and




its quick attrition by the peak sales in August. However, it is
evident that the large stockpiling which did occur during 1985
when it reached over 200,000 cars by end July was not followed in
subsequent years where the build up has been largely confined to
July alone and to more modest levels (Chart 5). The evidence
suggests therefore that the stocking problem is now better
managed.

12. Stock levels occasion holding costs in terms of return on
capital, parking space, security and maintenance which must fall
initially on manufacturers and distributors. It has also been
argued peaking costs are ultimately borne by car buyers as
supplier cost are passed on in a competitive market and, -
possibly, in so far as the August sales rush leads to inadequate
pre-delivery inspection by distributors.

13. On the basis that seasonal variations in UK car production
are not as great as with car sales, there would appear to be no
good grounds for believing that a significant incidence of
peaking costs are also carried by component suppliers in the
industry. In anecdotal reports from the industry, it is not
readily possible to distinguish between additional costs arising
from the peaking effect and those occasioned by under-forecasting
the strength of market demand or the presence of capacity
constraints for other reasons. Published sales forecasts
attributed to industry sources and consultants have consistently
under-estimated market growth in recent years.

Trade effects

14. Hypotheses concerning the trade effects of the identifi

are not always clearly put but there appear to two princip
candidates. The first is that the UK multinationals benefit from
their ability to source UK peak sales from their continental
mainland plants at a time when local sales are at a low point in
other European markets during July and August. The advantage is
that this improves utilisation in their mainland plants.

15. There is arguably some substance to this hypothesis but the
effect is likely to be small because their UK sales sourced from
imports are only a relatively small proportion of total output
rom their mainland plants. Production data by month for the
ultinationals are not available but annual data are published.
In 1987, Ford UK registrations sourced from imports amounted to
16 per cent of total output from the company's European mainland
plants in Belgium, Germany and Spain. In the case of Vauxhall-
Opel, the proportion was 5 per cent, and for Peugeot 4 per cent.
Both Ford and Vauxhall claim that they are operatlng their UK
plants at or near capacity limits already so there is no margin
to spare for the substitution of their imports by UK production.

16. UK car manufacturing companies dependent on export sales,
notably Jaguar and Rolls Royce, claim benefits for the present
system in that the offset of the UK annual sales peak against the
peaks in overseas markets enables them to concentrate on LHD or
RHD production at different times and hence, presumably, gain
some benefit from specialisation in assembly.




17. Austin Rover is more dependent on home market sales but has
the opportunity of securing better plant utilisation through
exports sales to other European countries when the UK market is
off-peak. Exports amounted to 33 per cent of Austin Rover's total
car output in 1987. The conclusion must therefore be that while
there may be some substance to plant utilisation argument, it is
relatively small now for the multinationals and that the Rover
Group has the opportunity to gain similar advantages from
exporting.

18. It also seems that there is little substance to the argument
that the multinationals tend to source market peak sales in
Britain mainly from imports. The evidence is that the t
distribution of their sales patterns by month, whether sourced
from UK production or from imports, are all very similar and
close to the way total registrations vary month by month.

A slightly higher proportion of their August sales are

sourced from imports as against UK production but the difference
amounted at most to four percentage points in the case of Ford in
1987 and was smaller for the other two multinationals (Table 2
and Chart 6).

19. The second hypothesis concerning trade effects argues that
the market effects of the year identifier inhibits plant
investment by the multinationals in the UK because they are
better placed to source UK peak demand from continental mainland
plants. This is difficult to assess because location decisions
are normally based on a number of considerations covering
relative costs, exchange rate projections, taxation, production
quality and other matters. Plant utilisation is doubtless one of
the factors but the multinationals would be able to maintain

production schedules during UK off-peak demand by supplying
European mainland markets during the peaks in these markets. It
is therefore difficult to support the thesis that the year
identifier is a significant deterrent to inward investment if
other factors are favourable.

DTI/CVM5d
21 November 1988




Chavt |

REGISTRATIONS: Cars and Taxis
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UK CAR PRODUCTION
by month.
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NEW CAR AND TAXIS REGISTRATIONS: 1987
by month with source of final assesbly.
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Annex 2

CONFIDENTIAL

ALTERNATIVE REGISTRATION NUMBERING REVIEW
Note by Department of Transport officials

-

The year identifier letter was introduced in 1963 because of the

prospect of running out of numbers. In 1967. the time of the

change was altered from the month of January to the month of
August in a deliberate attempt - at the request of the motor
industry - to alter the normal seasonal pattern of the market,.
with its emphasis on Spring sales, which before 1967 resulted in
a much heavier volume of sales in the first-half of the year,

compared to the second-half.

2 The August change has been successful in achieving a
balance between new car sales in the two-halves of the year.

It has done so, however, by distorting the natural market .pattern.

3 The factor which causes this distortion - the fimportance which
the public attaches to the changing year letter, and hence its
high memorability - also yields the benefits to the Police and

law enforcement agencies. If, therefore, the year letter is to
be dropped, it needs to be replaced by a new system which scores

equally highly on memorability.

What the Police need

Yy The current year identifier provides the Police with a
feature of a vehicle's registration number that is often
remembered by witnesses (for the very reasons that make It

such an effective distorter of the market). By dating a
vehicle immediately, it helps them when checking the mechanical
condition and other physical features of a vehicle, and in
deciding the statutory requirements which apply to it.

But there is no way in which an age indicator that is easy to
understand will not distort car sales. To compensate for

the disadvantage of losing the identifier, they will need an

alternative system with features that:

/ -
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CONFIDENTIAL

improve memorability of registration numbers for

witnesses;

make it easier to trace a vehicle from a partially-
seen or - remembered number (the numbers 'elimination
potential!');

if possible, provides a more effective index for keeper,
keeper's address and other details recorded on the

Police National Computer than the current system.
Otherwise the numbering system itself is neutral for the Police,
'though they will never be keen on changes to the format to which

their officers and the public have grown used.

Memorability

5 Commonsense and the systems adopted in other countries
show that there are many alternative ways by which numbering
systems can be made to produce memorable registration numbers.
The most important distinction is between recognisable words,
abbreviations or symbols and random groupings or codes.

When the characters mean nothing in themselves, research has
shown that smaller groups of letters or numbers are more likely
to be remembered correctly than larger ones; but recognisable
words or part-words are better than both. The words can%ot be
too long: anything over 7 characters in total would not fit
easily on numberplates with characters as legible as the present

UK pattern.

/continued
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6 US- style 'vanity plates' forming a complete word or message
are highly memorable, but make no sense as a system designed to
produce over 2m unique new numbers each year. The majority
practice is to use groups of letters and numbers, issued
sequentially, to provide the quantity required, plus a code

for information about the vehicle. Across the world the .
referent of the code or abbreviation most often chosen by
registration authorities to help make numbers more memorable,

is the location of the vehicle's first registration or its
current keeper's address. Italy and Germany abbreviate the
names of cities or areas; France has a simple numerical code

for Department; Eire has recently moved from the UK system of
obscure alphabetical codes for local authority areas to a clearer

abbreviation of cities and counties.

s The present UK system is based on the local authority areas
which carried out vehicle registration when it began in the 1900s,
but the letter codes are not recognisable as relating to their
area (e.g. JO for Oxford). If we were to design a new local
area system for the UK, the first step would be to decide on

how many areas and the boundaries. We could then identify the
major city or town and devise a shortened form of its name

(e.g. BIR for Birmingham, OXF for Oxford). Although this
sounds - and indeed is, intellectually - a simple matter,

there would need to be extensive consultation with the Police;
and a lot of interests, local and other, would want to grind
their axes. It would be a Very public and controversiai
process’, Maximum usefulness to the Police would probably

imply re-registration with a new code when the keeper changes
his address. This is what happens in Germany and other places
where registration authorities are local rather than national.

It would make the system much more expensive to run.

PETTmination potential'

8 In investigations following a crime involving a vehicle,

a partially-remembered registration mark narrows down the choice

/of vehicles

/continued
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of vehicles to those whose marks contain the element remembered.
Letters (rather than numbers) distributed evenly through the
vehicle population give the greatest 'elimination potential',

or fewest vehicles corresponding to a part-registration, and so
this factor would tend to suggest a mark made up wholly of
letters chosen at random - which would contain no code and/would
not score well for memorability. The year letter prefix offers
significant benefits on 'elimination potential'; 'though in the
first year of a new letter (e.g. F in the current year), by the
end of the registration year there will be more vehicles on the
road with that year's letter than any other years. Local codes
also offer benefits, but the degree of benefit on 'elimination
potential' increases with the number of local codes, whereas

memorability probably does not.

9 'Elimination potential' is certainly helpful in cases where
the whole vehicle register has to be combed. But it is unlikely
to be preferred by most Police practitioners at the expense of
features which enhance memorability. No examples are known of
foreign systems deliberately designed to maximise 'elimination

potential'.

Extra information: vehicle keepers

10 Setting aside memorability and 'elimination potential', an areca
code does not provide any information intrinsically helpful to the
conduct of Police business, in the way an age-identifier does.
Further codes in the mark providing immediate information about
the keeper would be regarded as attractive compensation ¥n some
quarters in the Police, 'though would necessarily reduce .
relimination potential' again. Practical considerations suggest

that a system incorporating information about keepers in vehicle

registration marks would only work properly with a system of

registration by keeper, not vehicle. Belgium and Switzerland

' A change of ownership leads to a change

register by keceper.
of registration mark, 'though this does complicate adminstrztion
of the system somewhat. The disadvantage is that vehicle

/histories becon2..

/continued
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histories become harder to trace, with greater risk of 'ringing!
stolen vehicles and write-offs. The advantage is easier tracing
of vehicle keepers for more automated enforcement of traffic
offences etc., particularly if a stricter system of keeper
liability were to be introduced. There are likely to be civil

liberties objections. g

Conclusions

L If the year identifier is to be ruled out, either now or
at some time in the future, there are two radical alternatives
that would be likely to appeal to the Police: clear area codes
that would be recognised and remembered in circumstances where
no numbers or parts of numbers are remembered at present ;iams
registration by keeper rather than vehicle. A choice between
them could only be made after fuller consultation with the
Police, plus research and experimental work to test the
assumptions made above and check the practical problems posed

by comparable foreign systems.

12 Introducing a radically new registration system into the

UK would be complex and expensive. A complete new set of
programmes would be needed for the DVLC computers. The cost
would need further assessment but is likely to be £5 - £10 million
to make the necessary changes, with additional running costs of
a similar amount every year because of the need to re-register
cars on every change of area, if this were a requirement as the
Police would insist, or keeper. For an area code, parallel
running of the existing system and the new system would probably
be the most practical option. This would then need to continue
indefinitely, if only to deal with the many vehicles preserved
by enthusiasts with their existing numbers, some of them very
valuable (and some to be sold by the Government, under current

plans). This could not logically continue for a keeper-based

system, under which all existing numbers and plates would need

to be discarded and replaced. Some system of exemptions for

historic vehicles might still be possible.







NOTE FOR THE RECORD

VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERS

Jenny McCusker (Department of Transport) rang me concerning
the follow up to my letter of 3 October. She reported that
DTI were still engaged on further work analysing the impact of
the August registration letter on the car market: this was
expected to be available in a couple of weeks. Department of
Transport were carrying out the further work on memorability
commissioned by the Prime Minister, but this would be on a

longer timescale.

I agreed with Jenny that Department of Transport need not send
any interim response at this stage. But they should let the
Prime Minister have a progress report before the end of
November, once the DTI analysis was available, indicating the

further work programme they had in hand.

e

Paul Gray

4 November 1988
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10 DOWNING STREET
LONDON SWIA 2AA

From the Private Secretary 3 October 1988

Bece, Ly,

VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERS:
THE YEAR IDENTIFIER LETTER

The Prime Minister was grateful for
the paper on this subject prepared by your
Secretary of State.

She recognises the importance of ensuring
arrangements that meet law enforcement needs.
She wonders however whether the present arrange-
ments maximise the memorability and elimination
potential of the licence plate. She would
be grateful if further work could be undertaken
on means of enhancing this potential, consistent
with removing the impact on the trade figures
generated by the year letter. The Prime
Minister wonders whether any lessons could
be drawn from the practises adopted on the
Continent.

I am copying this letter to Alex Allan
(HM Treasury), Neil Thornton (Department
of Trade and Industry) and Philip Mawer (Home
Office).
N

G— .
[

(PAUL GRAY)
Roy Griffins, Esq.,
Department of Transporc.
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Treasury Chambers, Parliament Street, SWIP 3AG
(N-270 SO0

30 September 1988

Paul Gray Esq
No.10 Downing Street
London SW1

CAR REGISTRATION LETTER

The Chancellor has seen the note on car registrations enclosed
with Roy Griffins' letter to you of 20 September. That note
reports the conclusions of a review of alternative registration
methods.

The Chancellor has noted that the review concluded - mainly for
policing reasons - that we should stick to the present system. He
continues to share,however, the Prime Minister's concern that the
August peak in demand may lead to higher imports than otherwise.

He suggests,therefore, that the economic implications should be
studied more fully before any firm conclusion is reached. If it
is concluded that the present arrangements create a bias against
domestic producers, he would hope that a satisfactory alternative
might be devised.

I am copying this letter to Roy Griffins (DTp), Neil Thornton

(DTI) and Philip Mawer (Home Office).
\/r :
[0 %nﬂﬁla
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J M G TAYLOR
Private Secrdgtary
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PRIME MINISTER

CAR REGISTRATION LETTER

Following the apparent surge of car imports in August when the

new F registration letter was introduced, you asked me to

——

commission a report from Department of Transport on

" . ; PRTT TS
alternative registration possibilities.
e Y

I now attach:

Flag A A note by Paul Channon, which reports the outcome of

———-—"———ﬁ
a study of this problem last year and the

announcement of "no change" made in February 1988.

A subsequent note we have commissioned from DTp
setting out the alternatives that were considered in
the study.

—

A note by Greg Bourne of the Policy Unit

recommending that DTp and the police should be asked
to take another look at the problem.

It is clear from the papers at Flags A and B that last year's

study reached a "no change" conclusion because the police

insisted on the need for some sort of year identifier, and the

various trade interests could not agree amongst themselves on

a better alternative to August. That said, it is clear from

Flag B that none of the alternatives studied is without its

N ———

difficulties and we should certainly not blame the new August

letter alone for the increase in the imports. The point made

in paragraph 11 of the Flag A paper was clearly important.

—a

Even if we remove any system based on a year identifier, there

_——— —-

would be some sort of seasonal pattern to car sales. So we

would never get rid of that altogether. But Greg Bourne's

note at Flag C suggests that further work might possibly

produce a new system in which the legitimate concerns of the

—————————— R ——

police are met at least as well - and possibiy better - while

e

e
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the seasonality of car demand might be moderated. Whether

this would of itself reduce car imports overall is I think

debatable - but it certainly ought not to worsen the problem.

—

Given that it is only eight months since Paul Channon's

announcement of "no change" are you content to let the matter

rest for now?

Or

Would you like to commission further work along the lines

AP-) = ASp ) g /)4&1&

suggested by Greg Bourne? ?7

T
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(PAUL GRAY)
30 September 1988
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PRIME MINISTER 30 SEPTEMBER 1988

VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERING SYSTEM

The Report of the Consultative Group reviewing the Vehicle
Registration Numbering System was published in January this
year. It concluded that there should be no change or at
most, the addition of small "month - identification -

letters" in front of the year letter.

The report looked at various options but its tone indicates

a group who were looking for problems rather than solutions.

OBJECTIVES OF THE REGISTRATION SYSTEM

The primary aim is to identify uniquely every vehicle on the
road for the purposes of law enforcement, vehicle taxation

and road safety.

Secondary objectives cited in the report are:

Registration numbers must be as easy as possible to
read, comprehend and remember, not only for everyone's
convenience, but more particularly to preserve the

present high standards for law enforcement and road

safety purposes. The present GB system already provides

one of the most readable and clearly visible designs of
number plate in the world, and it is important that

these virtues are not lost.

The numbering system should, if practicable, help to
maintain an even spread of new vehicle registrations
throughout the year, and in addition help to ensure a
healthy and stable market for used vehicles, in the

interests of both the motor industry and consumers.

1




Registration numbers should include information which

is of most use to law enforcement agencies, consumers

and others.

The register should be accurate and up-to-date to allow
vehicles to be traced for law enforcement and other

purposes, while being simple and economical to operate.

The system should provide sufficient numbers to cope
with expected demand (currently 2 1/3 million new
vehicles a year) plus at least as much again in reserve
to allow for growth, and to provide the necessary
margin of flexibility to ensure the efficient

administration of the system.

Within these overall aims there are potential conflicts of
interest. In particular, adding information to the
registration may be useful for some purposes, but it may
also make the numbers longer and so, all other things being

equal, more difficult to remember.

Changes to the system intended to further one objective may
also have a substantial impact in other areas. For instance
the year letter, introduced mainly to increase the volume of
available numbers, has had major side-effects on the
distribution of vehicle sales through the year, and on the

memorability of numbers."

There are many vested interests extolling the virtues of the
priority to be placed on different secondary objectives. 1In
the end, the group could not agree as to where their
priorities lay. The final solution (the status quo!) was
found by deferring to the Police view that memorability of
the year letter was helpful to law and order and therefore
it should not be changed!




A DIFFERENT APPROACH

Given that the motor manufacturers, importers, automobile
associations etc; having been unable to agree on anything
new; were prepared to defer to the police view, then perhaps
the memorability argument should be p&rsued further. Thus
DTp should ask the Police - how best could the prime
objective of unique identification be married to
memorability so as to enhance the process of elimination in
a search?

Accepting that an observer of say an accident, presumably
sees vehicle shape (car/lorry/van), colour, and other
helpful indicators and that he reads from left to right -
how helpful is the information he receives from the licence
plate?

Currently if he reads only the first letter, and that letter

is the "year" indicator - the elimination procedure cuts

down the number of vehicles to 2.3 million (ie last year's
new registrations) out of nearly 25 million vehicles on the

road today.

However, if that first letter were random, then the
elimination procedure would be 22 times better in the first
year of introduction. (I, O, Q and Z are currently not

used) .

In a number plate consisting of 4 letters followed by two
numbers the following table indicates the elimination
potential if people recognise an increasing number of

letters in the first year.




Recognition of: Possible number of vehicles

YEAR LETTER 2,300,000
1 LETTER 104,545
2 LETTERS 4,752
3 LETTERS 216
4 LETTERS 10

With a combination of 4 letters and 2 numbers 23 million
registrations are possible. By using the permutations
randomly but exaustively the maximum elimination potential

exists.

MEMORABILITY

DTp carried out tests regarding the memorability of the

different options. None of the alternative formats

performed significantly worse than the existing one.

My preferred format would be something like!

AR =rl12Z.= €D

It is the four letters which give the most help in
elimination procedures. Memorising the first or the last
pair of letters or even both is far better than just
memorising the year letter. Further, memorability is
enhanced if the first two letters logically indicate the

location, ie. LO - London, BI - Birmingham etc.

CONCLUSION

- The report was looking for problems not solutions.




The motor industry can't agree on a change - hence

status quo.

The law enforcement argument is the best one to follow
but its arguments need to lead to the logical
conclusion of finding a way to:- Positively enhance
the memorability and elimination potential of the

licence plate.
Removal of the year letter would remove the government
distortion of trade figures and slowly but surely a

market related trading pattern would emerge.

RECOMMENDATION

DTp and the Police should take another look at the problem

and find a solution.

s

"8REG BOURNE
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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SWIP 3EB

My ref
Your ref

Dominic Morris Esq
Private Secretary

10 Downing Street

LONDON

SW1A 2AA

3 P 27 SEP 1988
lw ,D)vww\/\k

VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERING SYSTEM
ol
Roy Griffins wrote 1last ye€k resgonding to your request for
information on the Department's work on seeking alternatives to
the vehicle registration year letter.
w (7t ( 2 y

I now attach an annex which outlines in more detail the
alternatives, their effects and disadvantages, which were
examined by the Consultative Group. No doubt you will let us
know if there is more that we can provide.

\:\\JL_') (:)\\.’\wkkg

* \LM\\((ML

JENNY McCUSKER
Private Secretary




VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERS - THE YEAR IDENTIFIER LETTER
NOTE BY THE SECRETARY OF STATE FOR TRANSPORT

z. The year identifier letter was introduced in 1963 when
——

numbers in the 3 letter 3 number format were running out. It

originally changed every January. It gradually began to affect

the seasonal pattern of new car sales, and in 1967, at the

request of the motor industry, it was moved to August with the

intention of stimulating sales in what had traditionally been a

—

slack month, and providing a more even balance of sales between
Ptasmmm——

the first and second halves of the year.

Ze This worked rather too well. While the half-yearly balance
of sales has been consistently well matched, the concentration
of registrations in August has steadily grown to the point that
since 1983 they have averaged 207% of the annual total, though
with no sign of a further upward trend. This has caused
difficulties for some sections of the motor industry because of
the need to build up stocks in the summer. On the other hand,
parts of the industry feel the.ﬁQBEEl/EEEBES,EEEEEliEEE.Eiﬂiif
significantly. In March 1986 the Government agreed to a request
?¥65\EEZ/ESZTéty of Motor Manufacturers and Traders to move the
date of the change again. to October. The Motor Agents
Association expressed strong opposition. The two bodies jointly
asked the Department in late 1986 to instigate a full review of

the alternatives to the present system.

. A Consultative Group, led by my Department, was set up to

carry out this review. The Home Office and Association of Chief
e -

Police Officers were represented, as well as the Department of
Trade and Industry and organisations representing all the main
interest groups 1in the motor industry itself. The motoring

public was covered by representatives of the AA and RAC.
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4. The Group considered in detail a wide range of alternative
systems. A public consultation exercise was held during

mid-1987, and the Group also heard oral evidence from Rover

and Ford, as the two leading domestic vehicle manufacturers.

3 After toying for some time with the idea of a new code
added to all registration numbers indicating the month of
registration the Group ultimately concluded that there was
no alternative system which was preferable to the present
one . No member of the Group dissented, though the SMMT
representatives were clearly hampered by disagreements within

their own membership.

5. The strongest advocates of the existing year letter
system were the Police. It is their experience that the
year letter sticks in the mind and helps the public recognise
———

and recall vehicle registrations for law enforcement purposes,

A S ——
or at least reduces the number of vehicles that need to
be investigated to one year's batch. The vehicle registration

system is primarily a law enforcement tool, and any changes

that do not have the support of the Police need to be embarked
upon with great care. Though the argument that the change
of letter stimulates new vehicle sales over the year was

agreed to be unprovable, it is still believed in some quarters.

;4 After consultations with Douglas Hurd and David Young
I concluded in January this year that we should accept the
Group's advice and retain the present system. This decision
was announced on 3 February; a copy of the Press Notice

is enclosed.

8. Once the principle of a year identifier is agreed,
the argument moves to the most appropriate month in which
to change it. An August change certainly achieves the desired
balance of sales between the first and second halves of

the year. No alternative commands widespread support.
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9. The August peak in the UK market coincides with troughs in
other markets, and this tends to operate to the advantage of
importers since it enables them to smooth out their production
schedules. Except for Rover, the UK volume car manufacturers
are also importers, which may explain why Ford, for example,
supports the present system. Rover on the other hand does not
benefit in this way, and believes it is uniquely disadvantaged

by the system.

10. The proportion of imports has tended to be higher in August
than over the year as a whole. Provisional figures suggest
penetration of 61% this August, compared to a forecast of about
56% for the whole of the year. This probably reflects the
tendency of private buyers - who are more prone to buy in August

than companies - to be more likely to buy an imported vehicle.

11. It is impossible to give a definitive answer on the basis
of the statistics to the question as to whether the current
registration system affects the level of import penetration over
the year as a whole. What is clear is that other factors are
much more important in accounting for the rise in imports which
has occurred this year - both earlier in the year and in August
itself. DTI say that the prime cause has been the very strong

growth of car demand in the UK, which has been twice as fast as

in the rest of Europe. This demand growth has more than offset
the simultaneous growth in UK car production. Other significant
factors have been the Ford strike earlier in the year, and some

loss of UK price competitiveness.

12. Unless we are prepared to overrule the stong advice of the
Police that there should be a year identifier, we shall have to
pick some month. Those consulted would overwhelmingly prefer us

to keep August rather than change to another month.
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Press Notice No:

3 FEBRUARY 1988

VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERS - NO CHANGE

Paul Channon, Secretary of State for Transport, today announced
that the present registration numbering system will not be
changed. Ministers have accepted the firm recommendation of the
review commissioned to look into the system.

In answer to a written Parliamentary Question from Tim Smith MP.,
Mr Channon said:

"The Consultative Group which was asked to undertake the
review has now submitted its Report. The Group examined
a wide range of possible systems and conducted a major
public consultation exercise. The majority of responses,
from a wide variety of interested parties, showed a clear
preference for the present system. After considering
these responses, the Group has unanimously recommended
that the present registration numbering system, with the
year prefix letter changing each August, should remain in
place. Having carefully considered the Group's Report, I
have decided to accept its recommendation, and thus to
retain the existing system unchanged.

The Report is to-day being published and I am placing
copies in the Library of the House".

Mr Channon added:

"I am glad that the review Group was able to reach a
clear verdict on the way forward. I hope that this will
now bring to an end the prolonged uncertainty over this
issue, and enable all concerned to plan ahead with
confidence".




NOTES TO EDITORS

The present registration number format, with a year prefix letter, was
introduced in 1983, when all the year suffix letters had been used up. Since
then the peak levels of registrations when the year letter changes each August
have risen significantly. Auguet new car registrations now account for about
20 per cent of the annual total. This has caused problems, especially for
parte of the motor industry faced with building up large stocks in the early
summer., Following the industry's failure to agree on an alternative month of
change for the year letter, the Government agreed in October 1986 (PN 538) to

undertake a more wide-ranging review of possible alternative numbering systems.

After further discussions with the industry, a consultative group, chaired by
the Department and including representatives from major industry and road-user

organisations and the Police, was set up +o carry out the review,

As part of ite work, the review group issued las*t August a public consultation
document seeking comments on a range of possible alternatives to the present
numbering system (PN 425). The responses - indicating wide support for
keeping the existing system - were taken into account by the group in making

its recommendation.

Copies of the group's report carn be obtained from Ms V Thomas, Room D9S, DVLC,

Swansea SAS TJL, at a cost of £7.00 each (including pos* and packaging).

Press Enquiries: 0792-782315
Public Enquirijes: 0792-T21 34

Out of Hours: 01-212-7071
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ANNEX

ALTEQIVES TO THE PRESENT VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERING SYSTEM

A large number of alternatives were examined by the Consultative
Group. The principal options (some of which can be combined) for
a system of vehicle registration marks (VRMs) that might avoid or

minimise the annual peak are:

Removal of the year-identifler letter

A seventh diglt 1s necessary to glve sufficlent volumes of VRMs,
but {t need have no relation to age,

Effect Reversion to the pattern before year letters were intro-
duced: buoyant spring and slack autumn. Possible lower volume

of sales.

Disadvantages Pre-year identlfler pattern will still be unsatls-

factory to many in the industry; pollce strongly oppose removal

of easy-to-remember year {dentifier,.

New VRM system: no year-identifier, more recognisable area-¢ode

This would follow the French and German systems: the enhanced
area-code is argued to be at least as memorable as the year-
identifier,

Bffect Pre-year sales pattern re-emerges,

Disadvantages Police not convinced new system would be as memor-

able as year-identifiar (and it would not have the used vehicle
price practical eignificance to the public); existing numbers
might need to be replaced; effect on policy for selling VRMs:
major changes to DVLC systems; gives rise to argument for bureau-
cratle and expenelve re-registration when vehlcle's keeper moves
[rom one area to another (as in TFrance which has local regis-

tration aunthorities).

New VRM system: regleter by keeper

Other than the speclial arrangements [or ‘cherlshed transfers'
VERMs now stay with a vehicle for its life. VRMs <¢ould be
allocated to people instead, and transferred on to successive
vehicles in their possesslon, This happens in Delgium and
Switzerland., Some Interests within the police would probably
prefer thils to age-identified vehlcle reglstratlon, but the ACPO

line is to support retention of the age-identifier,
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t_t_ Pre-year letter sales pattaern re-emerges,

Disadvantages New leglslation; probable need to replace existing

numbers; effect on poliecy for selling AVRMa: major c¢hanges to

DVLC systems; civil liberties opposition,

Keep year-identifier letter - move change to a month other than

August

Attemptrs to agree on an alternative to August have previously
led to stalemate. The dealers would generally prefer an earlier
month - June or July - to bring the sales peak away from the
holiday period. But the manufacturers and Importers feel this
would Increase the alze of the peak, and eat into the exlsting
spring sales bulge, Instead they would prefer October. The peak
in that month might perhaps be smaller than In August, but the
dealers object strongly because of thelr problems in disposing
profitably of large numbers of traded-in vehlcles so late |In
the year.

Effect Uncertain (other than that part of the industry would
be dissatisfied): imports In the peak month could reduce slight-
ly, but the peak might get bigger,

Disadvantages A further change (used to be January, new Augusnt)

to no agreed likely effect.

Keep the vear letter, but add a ¢ode (not on DVLC register) to

show the month of registration

This option was the review Group's second c¢hoic¢e, The aim of
the month code would be to date vehicles more precisely, and
thus to encourage c¢onsumers to buy them throughout the regis-
tration year - aince later cars would become visibly newer and
more attractive, Acceptable to the Police, A less attractive
allernalive 1s a c¢ode showling the quarter, rather than month,
of reglatration,

Effect ' Uncertaln: with the year letter still visible and the
market accustowmed to making much of the change, the peak could
well remain.

Disadvantages Posslible reductlion in leglbility and memorability

of \/RMs; might appear to be 'tinkering' with the existing system

to no effect,




Monthly date-code without year letter

A 'rolling' two-letter c¢ode c¢ould c¢hange eac¢ch month, without
a year indicator, It would bet¢tome progressively more difficult
for the public¢ to work out the age of vehlcles, but the trade

and the police would retaln some form of age-identification.

Effect Gradual reversion to pre-year letter sales pattern,

Disadvantages Loss of publi¢ interest in registration dates

and memorability of age-ldentifier, Significant changes to DVLC

system,

'Age' identifier not tied to any specific date

This would involve a ¢ode which might simply c¢hange when the
sequence of numbers uslng it ran out, In the present reglstration
format, the "year" letter would {n fact last some three or four
years 1f {t was allowed to. Such a system would still to some
extent indicate the relative age of vehicles., A locally-based
variant, Iin which the c¢ode would chaenge for each local series
whenever that ran out, would within a few years effectively amount
to abandonment of the principle of age-related reglstratlons,
Effect Reverslon to pre-year letter sales pattern,

Disadvantages Loss of memorable year-identifier; significant

¢changes to DVLC sgystem,







CONFIDENTIAL

DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SWIP 3EB

My ref

Your ref

Paul Gray Esq
Private Secretary
10 Downing Street
LONDON

SW1A 2AA

20 SEP 1388

CAR REGISTRATION LETTER

Thank you for your lgtter of 31 August about the impact
of the August change in the vehicle registration year letter.

Here 1is the note which the Prime Minister asked for on the
possibility of changing to an alternative system which might
reduce the annual August peak of registrations.

I am copying this to Alex Allan at Treasury, and, with your
letter, to Neil Thornton at DTI and Philip Mawer at the

Home Office.

R J GRIFFINS
Private Secretary

CONFIDENTIAL




CONFIDENTIAL

10 DOWNING STREET

LONDON SW1A 2AA
31 August 1988

From the Private Secretary

CAR REGISTRATION LETTER

The Prime Minister has noted with some concern the
marked impact on the profile of new car registrations - and
possibly of car imports - once again brought about by the
introduction of a new registration letter on 1 August. She
would be grateful if your Secretary of State could let her
have a note on alternative registration possibilities which
would avoid, or at any rate minimise, this annual peaking
effect either on 1 August or at any other point during the
year. It would be helpful to have this material by the end
of September.

I am copying this letter to Alex Allan (H.M. Treasury).

PAUL GRAY

Neil Hoyle, Esq.,
Department of Transport

CONFIDENTIAL




QUEEN ANNE'S GATE LONDON SWIH 9AT

ol December 1987

SALE OF VEHICLE REGISTRATION NUMBERS

Paul Channon sent me a copy of his letter to you qi/QG/ﬁovember
about the possibility of offering for sale to the general public
attractive registration numbers which have not hitherto been

issued.

I am content for public consultations to go ahead on these
proposals. The police would be concerned about the effect on law
enforcement if there were to be a wholesale extension of the use
of cherished numbers, and are likely to press for the scheme to be
kept relatively small and under tight control. I am sure that
Paul will actively solicit the considered views of the police

during the consultation and will weigh their views carefully.

e e

The Rt Hon Viscount Whitelaw, CH, MC
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DEPARTMENT OF TRADE AND INDUSTRY
1-19 VICTORIA STREET
LONDON SWIH 0OET

Telephone (Direct dialling) 01-215)
GTN 215)
(Switchboard) 01-215 7877

5147

From the Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster
and Minister of Trade and Industry

THE RT HON KENNETH CLARKE QC MP

Rt Hon Paul Channon MP

Secretary of State

Department of Transport

2 Marsham Street

LONDON

SW1P 3EB J6 December 1987

V. Oa,

Thank you for sending me a copy of your letter of 30 November to
Willie Whitelaw about the sale of vehicle reglstratlon numbers.

I entirely support your proposal to seek public consultation on the
question of the sale of vehicle registration numbers. When I was a
junior Minister in your Department I wanted to do this seven years
ago and I hope you are successful in cutting through the obstacles
quickly!

I agree that the current options being considered by the Vehicle
Registration Review Group are no reason to delay the development of
a sales scheme.

I feel that such a scheme could be attractive to consumers who
would have more choice in, and a much less complicated way of,
obtaining "personalised" number plates than currently, as well as a
means of avoiding unscrupulous registration number traders.

I look forward to receiving the consultation document in due
course.

Copies of this letter go to members of H and to Sir Robert Armstrong.

KENNETH CLARKE
EC7AAP







4 Febnuary 1982

Thank you for your letter of
February, about vehicle registration
marks after July 1983.

The Prime Minister has noted the
announcement which you will make on
Monday.

Mrs Alice Baker
Department of Transport
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DEPARTMENT OF TRANSPORT /z
2 MARSHAM STREET LONDON SW1P 3EB

\, OR Sp()v*
TRANSPOZ~

Mike Pattison Esq
Private Secretary to the
Prime Minister

10 Downing Street

LONDON SW4 & February 1982

desu Hike

A NEW FORMAT FOR VEHICLE REGISTRATION MARKS

As you may know the present series of vehicle registration
marks runs out in July 198§ and we have been considering the
best system for use thereafter, Ministers published a
Consultation Paper in July 41980 inviting public comments and
my Secretary of State is now ready to announce his decisions.
The announcement is expected to raise considerable Press
interest and I attach a copy of the statement Mr Howell
proposes to make on Monday, 8 February in response to an
inspired written PQ = for release at about 4 pm.

I am sending a copy of this letter and attachment to
Nick Huxtable in the Lord President's office, John Halliday
in the Home Secretary's office, Michael Pownall in Baroness
Young's office, Jonathan Spencer in the Secretary of State
for Industry's office and David Wright in the Cabinet Office.

I am also sending a copy to John Rhodes in the Secretary of
State for Trade's office,

ﬂ&«wu (SVNTIVLS

MRS E ALICE BAKER
Private Secretary




DRAFT

DRAFT INSPIRED X on Vehicle Registration Mérks

To ask the Secretary of State for Transport if he will now
announce his decision on the future vehicle registration number

system when the current series has been completed in 1983,

DRAFT REPLY

I have been pleased by the very full response to the consultation

which began in 1980. Some ingenious ideas were put forward, but

the majority of the motoring public and the motor trade over-
whelmingly wanted a simple system which would minimise the cost

of change. They favoured straightforward reversal of the present
format i.e. a single letter, three figures then three letters instead of
the present lay-out. Suchan arrangement would also be acceptable to the

police, and I have accordingly decided to accept this advice and reverse
the present format in 1983,

I am arranging for my officials to consider with the motor trade

two issues which remain unresolved. The first concerns the choice
of August as the month in which the year letter changes. It causes
problems for some organisations, as did January before the month

was changed in 1967. The second concerns the question of whether
the present age letter is appropriate for all vehicles, particularly
imported used wvehicles and rebuilt vehicles, In both these cases,
the year letter identifies the date of registration rather than

the age of the vehicle, and this can cause confusion. I shall

announce my decisions on these two points later.




15 B 17 18 19

inches | | 1], 1 L 12 b8l

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 d 8
Centimetres

Blue Cyan Green Yellow




