Old People

The Old Age Pension Act 1908

The need for old age pensions came about because the poor as well as the rich were living longer. How they should be cared for in the new urban environments of the industrial world was a question for governments across the world. Many European nations had already decided on State provided old age pensions. Thanks to Joseph Chamberlain, they were firmly on the British political agenda.

Joseph Chamberlain had for some time argued for a contributory pension scheme but the Liberal government preferred the advice of Charles Booth that pensions should be financed from general taxation. The reason for this decision was that contributory schemes would take time to work, whereas the government was in a hurry to carry a reform for which there was a great demand. Lloyd George was willing to take this short cut because “it is time we did something that appealed straight to the people”.
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Before 1909 many people had to rely on relatives or friends to support them in old age when they were no longer able to work. Only a few people would have been able to save enough money to keep them going in old age. If they had no one willing to support them and no savings they would have to enter the workhouse, a place many dreaded. Visitors to workhouses were saddened to see old folk reduced, after a life of work, to living there simply because they were too old to earn a living. Going into the workhouse had meant not only merely sorrow but as a Poor Law official described it, ‘loss of personal reputation, loss of personal freedom, and loss of political freedom by suffering disenfranchisement’.
Booth’s arguments were persuasive but the Liberal Government was scared of the cost. A series of elections where Labour beat Liberal candidates finally encouraged the Liberal Party to act.

In 1908, Asquith presented the Act, piloted through by Lloyd George. The pensions were not generous and were paid to people of age 70. The Liberals hastened to point out that, though taxes were needed to pay the pensions, the Act would reduce the rates by making it less likely that elderly people would turn to the poor law. A scheme for the payment of five shillings a week to those over 70 who had an income of less than £31.10 shillings a year and who had not previously received help from the Poor Law was offered. Elderly people who had lived in Britain for at least 20 years and had been out of prison for at least 10 (reduced to 2 years) of these years could claim a pension. The scheme did not look particularly generous since only people with an annual income of less than £21 fully qualified. 
Single people could receive up to 25p per week and married couples up to 35p per week. It also represented a watershed in British social legislation. 
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The measures it introduced were designed to end the stigma attached to seeking relief and, above all, to remove the shadow of the workhouse from the elderly. Individual pride was salvaged now that pensions were presented as an entitlement to which they had to contribute nothing, rather than charity, or at the discretion of a Poor Law officer. It was paid for out of general taxation rather than from local poor rates. They were paid at local post offices, escaping the stigma of poor relief payments, and so divorcing them even more from the Poor Law. So the self-help principle of saving for old age had been broken.

It is not surprising, therefore, that the Old Age Pensions Act was immensely popular. It did bring improvement and benefits to many elderly people. Lloyd George’s claim that the Liberals had lifted “the shadow of the workhouse from the homes of the poor” was to some extent justified’. Though often criticised for the high starting age, the system had a marked impact on the lives of the elderly. The “Lloyd George money”, as it became known, released many from the threat of the workhouse or dependence on often hard-pressed relatives. By 1914, there were 970,000 claimants, costing the Exchequer £12 million a year. 
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There were shortcomings to the pension scheme. Pensions were not universal, so not all the elderly poor qualified. Pensions were withheld from lunatics, people who had criminal records, those who had avoided work and were habitually drunk.

The major criticism of this reform was that the amount was not basically enough to live on but then, according to Churchill, “We have not pretended to carry the toiler on to dry land; what we have done is to strap a lifebelt around him”. However, they did mark a step forward, although workhouses remained. Only people with an income of less than £21 per year were entitled to full benefit and anyone with an income of over £31.50 a year got nothing.  The qualifying age was set at 70 and not 65 as had been anticipated. Labour MPs like Philip Snowden had a point when they argued that the pensionable age was so high that few would actually reach it. Even Lloyd George admitted that the Act was only a “start” and “an experiment”.  But it is reasonable to state that he had gone as far as was possible at the time.
For all its failings, the Act was significant in the history of social legislation. For the aged poor themselves it was indeed a milestone, since even this meagre pension might make it easier for them to avoid the grisly fate of final incarceration in the workhouse.
Quote from Lloyd George, Chancellor stated 


It is rather a shame …. To allow those who have toiled all their days to end in penury and possibly starvation. It is rather hard that an old workman should have to find his way to the gates of the tomb… through the brambles and thorns of poverty. The provision for the aged and deserving poor ~ it was time it was done. 








