Want (Poverty)
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In his report Beveridge had identified Want, or poverty, as the main social problem to overcome. James Griffith, the Minister for National Insurance, was in charge of converting Beveridge’s plans for a simple comprehensive scheme of insurance into a reality. Like Atlee, Griffiths saw his work as a completion of a process that had been going on for many years. A speech by the Consevative, R.A. Butler showed that there were no big differences between Labour and Conservative on this issue for Butler welcomed the scheme stating ‘I think we should take pride that the British race has been able, shortly after the terrible period through which we have all passed together, to show the whole world that we are able to produce a social insurance scheme of this character.’ 
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To fulfil Beveridge’s plan, the 1946 National Insurance Act created the structure of the Welfare State. It extended the original 1911 National Insurance Act to cover all adults and also put into operation a comprehensive National Health Service, effective from 5th July 1948. The Act created a compulsory contributory scheme for every worker and in return for the weekly contribution from workers, employers and government, an individual was entitled to sickness and unemployment benefit, old age pensions for women at 60 and men at 65, widow’s and orphan’s pensions, and maternity and death grants, all paid at a standard rate. James Griffiths, the Minister of National Insurance, described the National Insurance scheme as ‘the best and cheapest Insurance policy offered to the British people, of any people anywhere’. 
However, weekly contributions took up about 5% of average earnings and people joining the insurance scheme for the first time were not entitled to full pension benefits for ten years. The pensions themselves were still not enough to live on. Despite the Labour government deciding to raise old age pensions to a new level at once, by the time the new rates were introduced in 1948 their value had been reduced by inflation. Pension levels remained below basic subsistence levels.
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To combat poverty for those people not in work or who had not paid enough contributions to qualify for full benefits a National Assistance Act was set up. This Act provided a safety net for those who fell through the net provided by the National Insurance Act.

For some people, the insurance benefits were simply not enough and as time passed this problem became increasingly serious. The insurance benefits did not rise sufficiently often to keep up with the now steadily rising cost of living and old people in particular had to turn to the Assistance Board for further help.  People in need [image: image4.png]


could apply for further assistance from National Assistance Boards who had to question the applicant to ensure they were dealing with a genuine claim. This ‘needs’ test, however, was less harsh than the old means test for it did not include a check on the earnings of other members of the claimants family. The Board’s help might consist of weekly payments, but it could also give single payments to solve a particular problem (such as the urgent need for bedding or clothing). This was a break from the past because although applicants were means tested the money for the extra assistance was provided by the government from taxation and was not a matter for local administration. Central government went further in asserting their influence by requiring local authorities to provide homes and other welfare services for the elderly and handicapped. Together with the National Insurance Act, this measure provided a whole new social security structure and really did provide a safety net through which no person should fall into serious poverty.
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A Family Allowance Act was also passed to attack household poverty, although this had been started by the wartime government. A small amount was paid to all mothers of two or more children. There was no attempt to ’target’ the money by means tests and significantly the money was not paid to the fathers but to the mothers, who it was felt were more likely to spend the money on what the children and household needed.
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Finally, the Industrial Injuries Act of 1946 was a big improvement on previous legislation, under which it had been difficult and expensive for a workman to prove that an injury or disability had been caused by his job. Now, compensation was paid by the government, not individual employers, and all workers were covered. 

Almost 50 years earlier, Seebohm Rowntree had identified old age, injury at work and unemployment as the main causes of poverty. Labour had directly attacked these problems and provided help and assurance to many and in doing so removed the fear of falling into serious long term poverty. 

