
 
 

Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 
 
Petition Number: PE1062
Main Petitioner: Mark Hirst, on behalf of the Lancastria Association of 
Scotland 
Subject: calls for the Parliament to commission a commemorative medal to 
be awarded to all those (or the relatives of victims, or relatives of survivors 
who have now passed away) who were aboard the troopship Lancastria on 
17th June 1940 when she was sunk by German bombers  
 
Background 
His Majesty’s Troopship (HMT) Lancastria, a converted 16,500 tonne, Clyde-
built Cunard liner, was sunk by aerial bombing on 17 June 1940 while 
evacuating British troops from St Nazaire in North West France.  The exact 
number of people onboard the Lancastria at the time is disputed but some 
estimates put it as high as 9,000.  These were mostly troops of the British 
Expeditionary Force and members of the RAF, though there were civilians, 
including women and children, onboard as well.  Around 2,500 people were 
rescued so losses could have been as high as 6,500, though a figure of 
around 4,000 casualties is the most frequently quoted. In any event, the 
sinking of the Lancastria was Britain’s worst ever maritime disaster and the 
worst single loss of life for British forces in the whole of World War 2 
 
The Government at the time felt that the country’s morale would suffer if the 
extent of the tragedy was known so a D-notice (reporting restriction) was 
placed on the British Press and the victims were officially listed as ‘missing in 
action’. These restrictions were lifted the following month after the story 
appeared in the New York Press.   
 
The Lancastria Association of Scotland is campaigning for greater public 
recognition of the disaster and has urged the UK Government to designate the 
wreck of the Lancastria a war grave under the Protection of Military Remains 
Act 1986.  However, as the wreck lies in French territorial waters the MOD 
have said that this is not possible under the 1986 Act.  In 2006 the French 
Government awarded the wreck special protected status, preventing any 
diving within 200 metres. The Association is also campaigning for a 
permanent memorial to the victims of the disaster. 
 
Commemorative Medals 
Unlike ‘official’ medals  which are those for which the Sovereign (or her 
predecessors) has, on the advice of the Honours and Decorations Committee, 
given approval, commemorative medals are typically commissioned or struck 
by organisations or private medal companies to commemorate a particular 
area of operations, a specific event or a significant anniversary of such an 
event.  Commemorative medals are not administered by the MOD Medals 
Office and cannot be worn on service uniforms. 
 
Examples of commemorative medals include: 
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Allied Ex-Prisoners of War Medal - proposed by the National Ex-Prisoners 
of War Association in the UK for all Ex-Prisoners of War, or their next of kin, 
whose countries were allies of Britain at the time of their capture irrespective 
of whether the United Kingdom itself was involved in the conflict or not.  
 
The British Forces Germany Medal - commissioned and struck by Royal 
British Legion Industries to commemorate service with British Forces in 
Germany between 1945 and 1989.  It is available to all qualifying servicemen 
and women or their next of kin.  
 
Scottish Executive Action 
The Scottish Executive has been in discussion with the Lancastria Association 
of Scotland on the issue of a permanent memorial to the Lancastria and in 
February this year gave consent, subject to the design specification, for a 
significant memorial to the victims of the Lancastria to be erected in the 
grounds of the Golden Jubilee Hospital in Clydebank, the site where 
Lancastria was built in 1920.  
 
Scottish Parliament Action 
There have been two parliamentary motions on the Lancastria in the name of 
Christine Grahame MSP both of which received cross party support.  
 
S2M-2792 Christine Grahame (South of Scotland) (SNP):  The 65th 
anniversary of the sinking of the Lancastria – This motion also called for the 
Scottish Executive to urge the UK Government to commission a 
commemorative medal to be awarded whether in vivo or posthumously to all 
of the victims of the disaster. (Lodged 10 May 2005) 
 
S2M-3522 Christine Grahame (South of Scotland) (SNP):  Book of 
Remembrance for the Victims of the Lancastria. (Lodged 04 November 2005) 
 
The Lancastria Association of Scotland, held an exhibition at Holyrood in 
November 2005 to highlight the tragedy to MSPs and journalists. MSPs 
signed the Book of Remambrance in memory of the victims.  
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Principal Research Specialist 
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petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments on any 
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