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First World War law: find out more 
Giles Bayliss 

At the outbreak of war, two pieces of emergency legislation were rushed through Parliament.  The 
Alien Restriction Act 1914 was passed in a single day (5 August 1914). The Act introduced strict 
controls on freedom of movement of foreign nationals and introduced a system of registration with the 
police. The Act also contained powers to deport foreign nationals and to intern adult males.  

A few days later the Defence of the Realm Act 1914 became law. It was introduced on 7 August and 
received Royal Assent on the 8 August after passing all its stages without amendment. Over the 
course of the war there were five further Defence of the Realm Acts (DORA), extending the 
emergency powers of the state. 

Find out more 
Clip (5 mins 29 secs) on the Defence of the Realm Act 1914 at the Parliament UK website: 
http://www.parliament.uk/about/living-heritage/transformingsociety/parliament-and-the-first-world-
war/video-resources/defence-of-the-realm-act-1914/ 

Read the Parliament Briefing Paper on the First World War: 
www.parliament.uk/briefing-papers/lln-2014-013.pdf  

Internment of enemy aliens 
The Alien Restriction Act 1914 provided for the internment or deportation of foreign nationals of 
military age. Foreign nationals had to register with the police and their movements were restricted.   

Internment camps were established in different parts of the country, but most were interned on the Isle 
of Man at Knockaloe Camp. 

Find out more 
BBC clip on excavations at the former camp: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/28263003 

Article in the Independent (7 May 2014) about the camp and its wider impact on the German 
communities in the UK. It mentions one of its better known inmates – Joseph Pilates (who developed 
a popular form of exercise):  
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/world-history/history-of-the-first-world-war-in-100-
moments/a-history-of-the-first-world-war-in-100-moments-britains-enemy-aliens-get-their-ownrailway-
9334403.html 

Find this article in your library: Panayi, P. ‘Forgotten Prisoners of the Great War’, History Today, Vol. 
62, No. 11, November 2012. 
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Voting rights 
The Representation of the People Act 1918 was a milestone in electoral reform. Until 1918, only 
male householders over 21 who paid rates were eligible to vote. This meant that only about 58% of 
the adult male population could vote. The 1918 Act removed the property qualification as the basis of 
eligibility and extended voting rights to women over the age of 30. 

The 1918 Act gave absent soldiers the right to vote (who would otherwise have been barred on the 
grounds that they had not been resident in the UK for the previous 12 months) and also gave the vote 
to military personnel aged 19 and over who had served in the War.  The 1918 Act also introduced the 
electoral register and 1-day elections. One controversial aspect of the Act was the removal of voting 
rights from conscientious objectors for a period of 5 years.  

The 1918 Act increased the size of the electorate from 8 to 21 million (8.5 million of whom were 
women), with the result that some 74% of the adult population were eligible to vote. Women now 
made up 43% of the electorate and would have been in the majority had the voting age been 
equalised at 21. They had to wait another 10 years before they achieved the same voting rights as 
men.  The Equal Franchise Act 1928 gave equality to women and increased the number of women 
eligible to vote to 15 million. 

Despite the radical reforms of 1918, the turnout at the election in December 1918 (the Khaki election) 
was low.  Only 57% (10.5 million) of those eligible to vote did so, compared to 81% in the previous 
election of 1910 (and an average of 73% in elections that followed between 1918 and 2010.  

Another key piece of legislation passed in 1918 was the Parliament (Qualification of Women) Act 
1918, which enabled women over 21 to stand for Parliament.  Only one woman, Countess Constance 
de Markievicz, was elected from 17 female candidates but as a Sinn Féin MP she did not take her 
seat. The first female MP to take her seat in the Commons was Nancy Astor, elected at a by-election 
in 1919.Summer Time Act 1916. 

 Voting age Act 

1918 21 for men, 30 for women Representation of the People Act 1918  

1928 21 for men and women Representation of the People (Equal Franchise) Act 1928 

1969 18 for men and women  Representation of the People Act 1969 

Summer Time Act 1916 
One legacy of the First World War was the introduction of British Summer Time (BST). This advanced 
Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) by 1 hour in order to save fuel and increase the number of daylight 
working hours.  Under the terms of the Summer Time Act 1916, the provision for BST could be 
renewed each year by means of an Order in Council.  The Time (Ireland) Act 1916 introduced similar 
provisions in Ireland in relation to Dublin Mean Time (DMT), which was 25 minutes behind GMT. DMT 
was abolished in August 1916. 

BST was later made permanent by the Summer Time Act 1925. The current legal framework is 
contained in the Summer Time Act 1972 and the Summer Time Order 2002. The law gives effect to 
EU Directive 2000/84/EC, ensuring that daylight saving time is coordinated across Europe. BST runs 
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from the last Sunday in March to the last Sunday in October, which in 2015 will be from 29 March to 
25 October. 

The issue of daylight saving time continues to be the subject of debate and in particular whether the 
UK should adopt the same time zone as central Europe, keeping BST over the winter months and 
putting the clocks forward a further hour during summer.    

Three Private Members' Bills in the last 10 years have attempted to change the law. In 2004 a Bill 
introduced by Nigel Beard sought to introduce different time zones in the UK. The following year Lord 
Tanlaw published a Bill proposing a 3 year trial of advancing summer and winter by 1 hour. Neither Bill 
became law.  Most recently in 2010/11 Rebecca Harris introduced a Bill seeking to compel the 
Government to conduct an analysis of the potential benefits of year round daylight saving time 
(advancing the clock by one hour).  It too was unsuccessful but, like its predecessors, it drew public 
attention to the issue. 

Find out more:  

http://services.parliament.uk/bills/2010-11/daylightsaving.html 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2014/oct/24/everything-you-need-to-know-about-the-clocks-
going-back 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/finance/economics/11188313/The-clocks-change-tonight-five-reasons-to-
keep-Daylight-Savings-Time-all-year.html 

http://www.webexhibits.org/daylightsaving/uk.html 

Sexually transmitted diseases 
A number of offences were introduced under the Defence of the Realm Acts in response to the ‘moral 
panic’ that soldiers might be incapacitated as a result of contracting a sexually transmitted disease.   

In 1915 regulation 13(a) of DORA made it unlawful for a person convicted of a prostitution-related 
offence to be in the vicinity of any place where His Majesty's forces were stationed. In 1916 a further 
regulation was introduced making it an offence for a prostitute to solicit men in uniform — regulation 
35 (c). 

Perhaps the most sweeping of all measures was regulation 40(d), introduced in March 1918. This 
made it unlawful for any woman suffering from venereal disease to have sexual intercourse with a 
member of HM forces or to solicit or invite any member of HM forces to have sexual intercourse with 
her. The regulation also provided for the detention of any woman charged for the purpose of medical 
examination to establish whether she was suffering from any such disease. 

There was no corresponding law governing the behaviour of men, although the original draft had 
contained an identical provision for soldiers and sailors. This was dropped on the grounds that it did 
not apply to male civilians and that any extension of the law in such a way could not be introduced 
under the delegated powers contained in the Defence of the Realm Act.  

The predicted unease about the offence meant that there were relatively few prosecutions. The law 
was generally used against women already recognised as prostitutes and was swiftly revoked in 
November 1918. Regulation 40(d) only resulted in 203 prosecutions and 101 convictions. 
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Unusual laws 
Pigeons played a vital role in communications in the First World War and an estimated 100,000 were 
used by the military to carry messages. Under Regulation 21 of DORA, anyone killing, wounding or 
molesting a homing pigeon could face up to 6 months imprisonment or a £100 fine. A permit issued by 
the police was required to possess or transport homing or carrier pigeons. Pigeon publications were 
also censored. 

Ten more surprising laws created during the First World War: 
http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/10-surprising-laws-passed-during-the-first-world-war 

Agriculture and rationing 
At the outbreak of war an estimated 60% of food was imported from overseas, including 80% of wheat 
used to make bread.  The scale of merchant shipping losses over the course of the war led to food 
shortages and to the introduction of rationing. To combat rising prices and panic buying, the 
government fixed maximum prices for essential items such as sugar, butter, cheese,  tea, bread and 
bacon.  

In 1916 the government created a Food Controller to maintain food stocks, promote efficiency and 
reduce waste. Initially a scheme of voluntary rationing was introduced under which people were 
encouraged to limit their consumption of key food items, including bread.  

Further regulations were introduced under DORA in 1917 to combat the growing food shortages.  
These included the introduction of government regulation bread (which contained a large potato 
content), restrictions on the sale of cake and bread sold in tea shops, restrictions on the feeding of 
corn to horses and even the throwing of rice at weddings. Regulations also made it unlawful to feed or 
adopt stray dogs. 

Coal was rationed from 1916 and allocation linked to the number of rooms per house. In 1917, one of 
the coldest years on record, further restrictions were introduced to conserve fuel, including extensive 
restrictions on lighting and the early closure of shops. 

Food rationing was introduced at the end of 1917 and a system of ration cards introduced. Customers 
had to register with a retailer for each rationed item. Sugar was rationed from January 1918 and this 
was followed by meat, cheese, butter and margarine in April. The restrictions were gradually lifted at 
the end of the war, with sugar and butter rationing ending in 1920. 

Numerous offences were created under DORA. These included obtaining meat in excess quantities; 
unlawfully obtaining and using a ration book; and retailers selling to unregistered customers. 

By the end of the war 3 million acres of uncultivated land had been turned over to food production, 
with Britain producing an extra 915,000 tonnes of oats, 1.7 million tonnes of potatoes and 830,000 
tonnes of wheat. In addition, the number of allotments rose from 600,000 to more than 1.5 million by 
the end of the war. 

The Board of Agriculture empowered local authorities to convert large areas of unoccupied land to 
allotments, often without the consent of owners.  Areas of common land, parks and playing fields were 
dug up and cultivated. Members of the public were encouraged to grow their own vegetables and to 
utilise lawns and flower beds for food production. 
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The shortage of agricultural labour led to the creation of the Women's Land Army in 1917: 
http://www.womenslandarmy.co.uk/world-war-one/ 

Find out more 
Imperial War Museum: http://www.iwm.org.uk/history/rationing-and-food-shortages-during-the-first-
world-war 

Resources from the National Union of Farmers: 

http://www.nfuonline.com/about-us/history/farming-and-the-first-world-war/ 

http://www.nfuonline.com/about-us/history/farming-and-the-first-world-war/farming-and-the-first-world-
war-womens-land-army/  

Alcohol 
Historians debate the impact and motive behind the control of alcohol during the First World War, but 
in terms of convictions for drunkenness, there was a sharp decline over the years of the conflict.  

Before the war there were nearly 200,000 convictions a year for drunkeness. By 1918 this had fallen 
to 29,000. 

Numerous regulations were introduced under the Defence of the Realm Acts to limit consumption, not 
only because of the shortages of raw ingredients but also to maximise industrial output.  

Regulations introduced under DORA 
• Members of the public were prohibited from buying a drink for a member of the armed forces 

(in uniform). 

• No member of the public could buy a round of drinks (known as the No Treating Order). 

• Landlords were prohibited from selling drinks on credit. 

• Alcohol could not be sold or consumed on public transport. 

• The alcohol content of beer and spirits was reduced. Weak beer was later referred to as Lloyd 
George’s beer. 

• Pub opening times were limited to a maximum of 5½ hours a day, to include a break in the 
afternoon. 

• Under the Output of Beer (Restriction) Act 1916, brewery output was significantly reduced. 

This resource is part of A-LEVEL LAW REVIEW, a magazine written for A-level students by subject 
experts. To subscribe to the full magazine go to www.hoddereducation.co.uk/lawreview 


