THE LIBERAL REFORMS

REFORMS DEALING WITH CHILDREN

School Meals

In 1906, the issue of children too hungry or generally too weak to learn was well reported.  A pamphlet written in 1885 by Annie Hicks declared:  “It is impossible to educate insufficiently fed children without physical and mental injury.  It is impossible for our working classes to ensure their children proper nourishment.  I would support one good free meal a day…”.  Twenty years later nothing had changed when the Committee on Physical Deterioration reported, “It is the height of cruelty to subject half starved children to the process of education”.
In 1906, the Liberals won a landslide victory and became the government, but at the same time several Labour MP’s were elected, one of whom was Fred Jowett, MP for Bradford.  For some time Jowett and Margaret McMillan had been providing illegal school meals in Bradford – illegal in the sense that they were paid for by local taxation and they had no right to do this!  Jowetts maiden speech was on the subject of school meals, arguing that since the government made education compulsory then it must take responsibility for the proper nourishment of school children.  The new Liberal government was convinced and in 1906 it passed the Provision of School Meals Act.  Local authorities were permitted to raise money by increasing rates (a local tax based on property values).  However, by 1911 less than one third of all education authorities were using rates to support school meal provision and almost 30 years later still over half of all local authorities were not providing the service.  Clearly, the Liberals had acknowledged the problem but had not forced through a solution.

Medical Inspection

Building on concerns about the nations health exposed by the unfitness of army recruits, the 1906 Report of the Inter-Departmental Committee on Medical Inspection and Feeding of Children attending Public Elementary Schools stated that in cases where, “The school medical officer inspected each child referred to him by teachers as suffering from defects likely to affect their education….there have been specially beneficial results regarding eyesight and infectious diseases”.

The Liberal Government were well aware of the problems facing Britain in the future if the health of its children was not improved, so in 1907 medical inspections for children were made compulsory.  At least 3 inspections were to happen during a child’s school career.  However, as critics pointed out, there was no provision for the treatment of illnesses or infections found, nor was there any attempt to improve the health of older children or adults.  This was a very limited measure.  The Inter-Departmental Committee’s task was to report whether help to improve the health of children could be better organised “without any charge on public funds”.  Cost, rather than good health was the prime concern.

Medical inspection did little to solve any problems so it was not until free medical treatment for school children began in 1912 that problems could be dealt with.

The Children’s Charter

Victorian England was a dangerous place for children.  They were often forced into hazardous work and abused or neglected at home.  While cruelty to animals was punishable by law, children had no such legal protection.

In 1908 a Children’s Act brought together the many rulings and decisions made in the past, all designed to protect children from neglect and abuse.  The act ensured children were not living on the streets without food or education, and it also banned children under 16 from smoking, drinking alcohol or begging.  New juvenile courts were set up for children accused of committing crimes.  Remand homes were opened for children who were awaiting trial to live in, rather than put them in adult prisons.  Borstals were also set up to deal with children convicted of breaking the law, to keep them away from adult criminals.  When released, probation officers were employed to help and advise the former offenders in an attempt to avoid re-offending.

All these reforms were called collectively the Children’s Charter because it was believed this set of reforms would guarantee better lives for children.  However, the Charter contained many new pieces of legislation and some parts of it were difficult to enforce while others took time to put in place.  The time taken to enforce all the legislation meant that the Children’s Charter only helped to improve conditions for some children during the period from 1906 to 1914.

THE OLD

Social reformers like Seebohm Rowntree and Charles Booth who argued that something should be done to help the poor who were doomed to become even poorer when they became too old to work.  Lloyd George, Chancellor of the Exchequer said:  “It is rather a shame…to allow those who have toiled all their days to end in penury and possibly starvation…”.  Lloyd George believed the best way of helping was to guarantee an income to people who were too old to work, and this was done in 1908 with the Old Age Pensions Act.  People over 70 were given between 1 shilling and 5 shillings a week depending on any income they might have.  Once a person over 70 had an income over 12 shillings, their entitlement to a pension stopped.  Married couples were given 7 shillings and 6 pence.  The Liberals hailed old age pensions as a great success.

A description of an old lady collecting her pension at the post office and saying “Thank goodness for that Lord George” is often used to support the claim that old age pensions were a huge benefit to the poor.  She naively thought that only someone as great as a Lord could be so generous!  Lloyd George himself described the reform as part of a Liberal campaign: “to wage warfare against poverty and squalidness.”
However, Rowntree’s own study had identified the bare minimum income to stop a person from falling below his primary poverty line was 7 shillings, and a married couple required 11 shillings and 8 pence.  Clearly, the old age pension came nowhere near meeting the basic needs of the elderly who were poor.

Labour politicians argued that the level of benefits were too low, and that few of the genuinely poor would ever live to their 70th birthday.  Life expectancy in the worst industrial slums was in the mid-40’s, and working people suffered the ageing effects of harsh working and living conditions.  By their early 50’s most people were too old to continue hard physical work.

Many had hoped the pension would be paid to all the elderly, but there were exclusions.  No person who had claimed poor relief in the previous year or had been in prison in the previous two years could claim.  Nor could people who had failed to work regularly.

It can be easily argued that the amounts of money given as a pension were not enough to prevent poverty, but by 1914 there were 970,000 claimants.  The Old Age Pensions Act may not have solved the problem of poverty for the elderly, but it did make life slightly better!

HELPING THE SICK – National Insurance Act Part 1

In 1911 there was no free National Health Service.  The poor could not usually afford medical help especially as they lost wages during absence from work.  Illness was recognised as a major cause of poverty.

In 1911 the National Insurance Act was passed and it was in two parts.  The first part created a scheme of unemployment insurance and a Labour Exchange scheme.  The second part was the health insurance scheme.  The money paid was provided by contributions from the person insured, the government and the employer.

The National Insurance Scheme applied to workers aged between 16 and 60 earning less than £160 a year – about 15 million people.  The scheme was called contributory system since each worker paid 4 pence a week towards the help they received.  The employer paid 3 pence a week and the government paid 2 pence a week.  That meant each insured worker got 9 pence in benefits from an outlay of 4 pence.  Lloyd George himself popularised the scheme with the slogan “ninepence for fourpence”.
An insured worker got 10 shillings a week when off sick but the benefits only lasted for 26 weeks.  A sickness benefit of 10 shillings was paid for 13 weeks.  Women received less – only 7 shillings.  After 13 weeks the benefit was reduced to 5 shillings a week for a further 13 weeks.  Other help for insured workers was a 30 shilling maternity grant and free medical treatment including medicines.  Those workers who contributed were also guaranteed 7 shillings a weekfor 15 weeks in any one year when they were unemployed.  The benefits were paid at the recently opened Labour exchanges, which also provided information on job vacancies.

Illness and absence from work was the major cause of poverty, therefore any money coming in as sick pay insurance benefit would help a family during hard times.  But the new law was limited in its help.

Firstly, only the insured worker got free medical treatment from a doctor.  Other family members did not benefit from the scheme, no matter how sick they were.  Nor did the scheme apply to the self-employed or the slightly better paid, or to treatment by dentists or opticians.  The fact that this scheme did not cover hospital treatment, except admission to the sanatorium intended for TB, increased the risk of poverty.

The limited time in which benefits were paid was a difficulty and the government did attempt to improve the scheme by abolishing the reduced benefits for the second 13-week period in favour of the full benefit for a period of 26 weeks.  This was an improvement, but many workers were sick for longer than this.

Finally, the fact that this scheme was self-contributory reduced its success.  The weekly contributions of 4 pennies was in effect a wage cut which might simply have made poverty worse in many families.

HELPING THE UNEMPLOYED – National Insurance Act Part 2

William Beveridge, an advisor to Lloyd George, argued forcibly that “The problem of unemployment lies at the root of most other social problems”.

The National Insurance Act Part 2 tried to ease the problem of temporary unemployment but unlike Part 1 of the act, which dealt with health insurance for all workers, Part 2 only covered unemployment for some workers in some industries.  Specifically, building and construction, shipbuilding, mechanical engineering, iron-founding, construction of vehicles and sawmilling.  These industries were thought to be most liable to varying employment levels at different times of the year.

In effect, unemployment insurance only covered 2.25 million workers and, like Part 1 of the act, required contributions from workers, employers and the government.  In 1912, Beveridge described how the system worked:  “Every worker in those trades had to have an unemployment booklet.  Each week the employer had to attach an insurance stamp which cost 5 pence.  Half of that amount was deducted from the worker’s wages.  The government also contributed 2 and a half pence per worker.  The benefit was 7 shillings a week for up to a maximum of fifteen weeks.  The worker claimed and received benefit at an unemployment exchange.  He proved his unemployment and his capacity to work by signing an unemployment register there in working hours daily”.

The help provided by this scheme was useful to the worker, as it meant they were not immediately poor if they became unemployed.  With 15 weeks to look for work there was a good chance the worker would not face a long time without income.  The new Labour Exchanges also made finding new work much easier.

On the other hand, while in work insured workers had an enforced pay cut as their contributions bit into weekly wages, and they were only insured for 15 weeks.  After this period they would have no support even if hit by long term unemployment.  Also, for most workers, no unemployment insurance existed.

The system rested on the assumption that unemployment levels would never rise above 5% of the workforce.  This meant that contributions from those in work would easily cover the benefit paid out to those unemployed.  That is what Beveridge meant by describing the system as self-financing.  But it is unlikely that the system would survive if unemployment rose above 10%, as happened after World War 1.

Working Conditions

In 1906, the Liberals extended an earlier Workman’s Compensation Act to cover a further 6m workers who could now claim compensation for injuries and diseases which were the result of working conditions.

However, in many trades and industries the government failed to establish minimum wage levels or a limit to working hours, thereby doing little to ease poverty for many workers.

On the other hand, there were exceptions for specific trades.  In 1908, miners secured an eight hour working day, the first time the length of the working day was fixed for adult men.  In 1909, The Trades Boards Act tried to protect workers in the sweated trades like tailoring and lace making, by setting up trade boards to fix minimum wages. In 1911, a Shop Act limited working hours and guaranteed a half day closing for shop assistants.

The introduction of Labour Exchanges in 1909 has been welcomed by historians as a genuine attempt to help workers find jobs and minimise the time out of work for many workers.  Unemployed people could register for work and employers with vacancies could enquire about suitable employees.  However, other historians argue that the introduction of Labour Exchanges was ineffective as work was still very hard to find and wages were low.  Labour Exchanges might help a worker to find a different low-paid job but in the longer term it is argued that they did little to pull workers over the poverty line.  

