Speech for Remembrance Service at St James Piccadilly 17 November 2002 by Zoe Stow, Chair RoadPeace

This service is to remember the lives lost, the terrible injuries caused and to give thanks to those in the Emergency services who give so much on a daily basis to reduce that loss but we as victims also want to inform the rest of society who may not personally have been touched by tragedy of the scale of preventable death and injury on the roads, its impact on families and friends and cost to society and that all of us are potential road victims every day and every time we leave our homes on foot by car or by any other means of transport. This need to raise awareness to prevent future tragedies is felt by most if not all victims. 

We have made great strides in improving communication electronically by improved phone systems, mobiles, text messages faxes and access to information via the media, tv radio and newspapers has never been easier. Information is everywhere on walls, buses, tube and on every product that we buy.

All of this should mean that we can inform others better , and are better informed ourselves. Unfortunately it does not. The sheer volume of information means that we cannot read or take it all in and have to discriminate. but how do we do this ? There is nothing to tell us which to read and use and which to discard. Someone recently said that he deleted unread 50%of his emails but how did he decide which 50% .

I read all of mine but often miss the most important point made.

I often think that if we went back to using a quill pen we would have to concentrate our minds on saying what we really want to say as clearly as possible. The beauty and sense in 18th century correspondence backs my idea.

Most of the information we receive is paid for and thus it must be that the richest can pay for more and better publicity what they want to be made known than the poor. Of course, although drought victims in Africa cant pay to tell us about their plight, journalists are sent to do it for them .How much information is from victims and how much is from the bar in the local Hilton hotel or the local dictator’s press officer is another matter. BUT On the whole he who pays the piper calls the tune .This is why we see huge motor sections advertising fast cars and only an occasional article on slower speeds or pedestrian friendly car fronts. This and the daily toll of crashes, which makes them part of the landscape rather than exceptional, make our task as victim /spokesmen for prevention so much harder.

When someone is killed or injured on the roads, the family need information desperately about what happened, what they need to do immediately, in the longer term, who can help them. In shock they cannot read and assimilate information. You can read a page and arriving at the foot of a page cannot recall anything you have read.

Most of what they need is available from RoadPeace and our Helpline is there to do just that -help and provide information but often victims do not hear about us until it is too late, often they are given info which is not untrue but is misleading in detail and in overall impression and by omission, in what it does not say. It is very easy to mislead intentionally or unintentionally without telling a lie. A factually true statement can by DIFFERENT choice of words give TWO OR more very different impressions or a false impression. 

Government funded literature for road victims contains many of these flaws. Families are told that the coroner may invite them to question witnesses at an Inquest.In fact they have a legal right to question witnesses whether themselves or via a lawyer but the literature is telling them to wait for an invitation. 

Often victims are not told about their rights either at all or until it is too late to exercise them. A clear example is the right to send a medically qualified representative to the post mortem, if they inform the coroner that they wish to exercise that right. If you do not know that you have the right to send a representative to the post mortem, you are deprived of the right to do so and the choice. This particular right has never to my knowledge been exercised by a road victim, no one knew it was there. Most people would probably decide not to use it and would rely on the authorities to do what was required but a few would and this valuable check could have brought into the open the scandal of organ retention without permission much sooner. Post mortems would have been carried out more thoroughly and carefully by pathologists if there was a likelihood that someone would be watching. 

The government want victims to play a full part in the legal system but they can only do this with full information. They can only do this if they are treated as partners and given the tools to play a fair and proper part not patronised with cosmetic measures. We may be victims because thats the only word available but we need not be victims in the sense of being a defeated, broken spirited underclass and given sentimental pseudo sympathy and coloured bits of paper with writing on which does not tell us what we need to know to exercise our rights and make informed decisions and access the help that is available. 

Society can only progress to a reduction in death and injury if it is given full information on what it costs the victim and society to ignore the problem. 

