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LTEBRUARY 18, 1886.] PALL LI At

HR. CHAMBERLAIN AND THE DISTRESS.
THE following circular, dated March 15, has been addressed to all boards | 
of guardians in the country by the Local Government Board :—

Sir,—The inquiries which have been recently undertaken by the Loca 
Government Board unfortunately confirm the prevailing impression as to the 
existence of exceptional distress among the working classes. This distress is 
partial as io its locality, and is no doubt due in some measure to the long con­
tinued severity of the weather.

The returns of pauperism show an increase, but it is not yet considerable; and 
he numbers of persons in receipt of relief are greatly below those of previous 
periods of exceptional distress.

The Local Government Board have, however, thought it their duty to go 
beyond the returns of actual pauperism, which are' all that come under their 
notice in ordinary times, and they have made some investigation into the con­
dition of the working classes generally.

They are convinced that in the ranks of those who do not ordinarily seek 
poor law relief there is evidence of much and increasing privation, and if the 
depression in trade continues it is to be feared that large numbers of persons 
usually in regular employment will be reduced to the greatest straits.

Such a condition of things is a subject for deep regret and very serious con- 
sideration.

The spirit of independence which leads so many of the working classes to 
make great personal sacriies rather than incur the stigma of pauperism, is 
one which deserves the greatest sympathy and respect, and which it is the duty 
and interest of the community to maintain by all the means at its disposal.

Any relaxation of the general rule at present obtaining, which requires as a 
condition of relief to able-bodied male persons on the ground of their being out 
of employment, the acceptance of an order for admission to the workhouse, or 
the performance of an adequate task of work as a labour test, would be most 
.disastrous, as tending directly to restore the condition of things which, before 
the reform of the poor laws, destroyed the independence of the labouring 
classes and increased the poor rate until it became an almost insupportable 
burden.

It is not desirable that the working classes should be familiarized with poor 
law relief, and if once the honourable sentiment which now leads them to avoid 
it is broken down, it is probable that recourse will be had to this provision on 
the slightest occasion.

The Local Government Board have no doubt that the powers which the 
guardians possess are fully sufficient to enable them to deal with ordinary 
pauperism, and to meet the demand for relief from the classes who usually 
seek it.

When the workhouse is full, or when the circumstances are so exceptional 
that it is desirable to give outdoor relief to the able-bodied poor on the ground 
of want of work, the guardians in the unions which are the great centres of 
population are authorized to provide a labour test, on the performance of which 
grants in money and kind may be made, according to the discretion of the 
guardians. In other unions, where the guardians have not already this power, 
the necessary older is issued whenever the circumstances appear to require it.

But these provisions do not in all cases meet the emergency. The labour 
test is usually stone breaking or oakum picking. This work, which is selected 
as offering the least competition with other labour, presses hardly upon the 
skilled artisans, and, in some cases, their proficiency in their special trades may 
be prejudiced by such employment. Spade husbandry is less open to objec­
tion. and when facilities offer for adopting work of this character as a labour 
test the Board will be glad to assist the guardians by authorizing the hiring of 
land for the purpose when this is necessary. In any case, however, the receipt 
of relief from the guardians, although accompained by a task of work, entails 
the disqualification which by statute attaches to pauperism.

What is required in the endeavour to relieve artisans and others who have 
hitherto avoided poor law assistance, and who are temporarily deprived of 
employment, is :—

1. Work which will not involve the stigma of pauperism.
2. Work which all can perform, whatever may have been their previous 

avocations.
3. Work which does not compete with that of other labourers at present 

in employment ; and, lastly, work which is not likely to interfere with the 
resumption, of regular employment in their own trades by those who seek it.

The Board have no power to enforce the adoption of any particular pro­
posals, and the object of this circular is to bring the subject generally under 
the notice of boards of guardians and other local authorities.

In districts in which exceptional distress prevails, the Board recommend 
that the guardians should confer with the local authorities, and endeavour to 
arrange with the latter for the execution of works on which unskilled labour 
way be immediately employed.

These works may be of the following kinds, among others :—
(a.) Spade husbandry on sewage farms,
(b.) Laying out of open spaces, recreation grounds, new cemeteries, or 

disused burial grounds.
(c.) Cleansing of streets not usually undertaken by local authorities.
(d.) Laying out and paving of new streets, &c.
(ft) Paving of unpaved streets, and making of footpaths in country roads.
(X) Providing or extending sewerage works and works of water supply.
It may be observed that spade labour is a class of work which has special 

advantages in the case of able-bodied persons out of employment. Every 
able-bodied man can dig, although some can do more than others, and it is work 
which is in no way degrading, and need not interfere with existing employment.

In all cases in which special works are undertaken to meet exceptional 
distress it would appear to be necessary—first, that the men employed should 
be engaged on the recommendation of the guardians as persons whom, owing 
to previous condition and circumstances, it is undesirable to send to the work­
house or to treat as subjects for pauper relief; and second, that the wages paid 
hould be something less than the wages ordinarily paid for similar work, in 
order to prevent imposture, and to leave the strongest temptation to those who 

ail themselves of this opportunity to return as soon as possible to their 
evious occupations.
When the works are of such a character that the expenses may properly be 

frayed out of borrowed moneys, the local authorities may rely that there will 
: every desire on the part of the Board to deal promptly with the application 
r their sanction to a loan.

1 shall be much obliged if you will keep me informed of the state of affairs in 
your district, and if it should be found necessary to make any exceptional pro- 
vision, I shall be glad to know at once the nature of such provision, and the 
axtent to which those for whom it is intended avail themselves of it. — I am, &c., 

J. CHAMBERLAIN. 
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, sue non. member incidentally expressed his belief that ■ 
in six months or a year the principal industries of the 
country would be in a much better condition than they 
were in at present.

Mr. CHAMBERLAIN said those who had in times 
past, and again that evening, pressed upon the Govern-

• went the execution of works of this kind had never 
been able to agree amongst themselves upon several 
important points. They had not been able to agree as 
to what kind of harbour they would desire the Govern­
ment should construct—whether great harbours, or 
small harbours at promising points along the 
coast. They had not been able to agree as 
to the places most suitable for the construc­
tion of such harbours, and every district urged 
its special claim as being superior to all the rest. They 
also differed as to the objects with which these harbours 
were to be built—whether to save life, or for the advan- 
tage of commerce and trade. If for the latter, why 
should not trade and commerce bear the expense ? 
(Hear, hear.) The only ground upon which a claim for 
national assistance could be made was that the con­
structions of these harbours would lead to an enormous 
diminution in the loss of life at sea. He wished he 
thought that were the case, but he had convinced him- 
self that there was no reason to believe that any har- • 
hours that could be built would materially affect the 
loss of life at sea. Anybody who would look 
to the wreck charts would find that the loss of life 
was greater at points along the portions of the coast 
which were provided with harbours than it was at 
those points which were entirely without them. The 
great loss of life was due to other causes. Many 
wrecks took place in an oil-shore wind, and he would 

I point to the case of brave fishermen caught in a 
: sudden storm, and who, being in undecked boats, 
: no human assistance could save thom. For these 

reasons, he did not think that on humanitarian grounds
5 a case had been made out for State assistance,He, 

however, believed that a case could be made out on 
commercial grounds, the State lending assistance, as 

. was the practice, by loans on a local guarantee. He 
was sorry he could not believe that if the motion were 
adopted it would lead to any relief of the existing dis 
tress. It was not his fault that hlad not been able 
lay on the table the information he had collected 

; on the existing distress. Up to the time the late 
: Government left office, either the distress was not 
sufficiently apparent, or for some other reason no in- 
quiry whatever was instituted by the department. The 
day after he entered upon his office he caused letters to 
be sent out to the boards of guardians and vestries in 

■ the metro is, then to about a hundred provincial 
: boards of guardians, then to a number of private indi- 
' viduals recommended as likely to afford information ; 

and lastly, a very important correspondence took place 
with the trades unions. The general result he might 
state in a few words. The returns of pauperism, 
whether in the metropolis or in the country, showed a 
slight increase over the last few years, and something 
less than five per cent, as compared with last year. 
The returns exhibited the distress as being partia 
existing in certain unions of the country and in certain ■ 
portions of the metropolis. Although an increase upon 
recent years, it was a great decrease upon some pre- | 
vious years. (Hear, hear.) For instance, in 1870 the ■ 
total number of persons in receipt of the poor lav 11 
relief within the metropolitan area was something like 
160,000, whereas at present the total number was only 
about 100,000—(hear, hear)—and it has been as low as 
86,000 in the course of these seventeen years. (Hear, 
hear.) It was important that the House should bear 
in mind that during this period the population of the 
metropolis had enormously increased. (Hear, h 
All the information hehad received was to the eff 
so far as pauperism is concerned the distres. 
really not very exceptional, and boards of guar 
almost universally expressed their opinio: (Lof 
were quite capable of dealing with all the a. 
for relief which came under their knowledg 
hoped that when the prolonged severity of 
moderated, to a large extent the Sceptic 
might disappear. (Hear, hear.) If that 
did not think they should have much cans 
But he had thought it necessary to pursue _ 
farther than the poor law authorities, because he 
under the impression, which he was sorry to say had 
been fully confirmed, that there was a great deal o? 
distress amongst the better classes of artizans and 
labourers which did not come to official knowledge. 
(Hear, hear.) Nothing was more wonderful, nothing 
was more admirable, than the way in which the better 
class of working men shrank from making any resort 
-0 the Poor Law, undergoing the greatest privations, ! 
amounting almost to actual starvation, rather than 
have recourse to what they believed to be almost a 
degradation. (Cheers.) The information he had re- 
served had been almost generally to the effect that this : 
distress amongst the class ordinarily in continuous em- 
pigment was now very great, and had been for some 
time/ increasing ;‘ and he confessed that unless it 
diminished it would become a mater for the most 
serious consideration both of the Government and 
the House as to what steps were to be taken 
to relieve it. • (Hear, hear.) He, for one, had no idea 
of pretending that the House and the Government were 
not responsible for some measures to deal with such a 
state oi things, (Hear, hear.) But would the roposals 

now made to the House be of the slightest advantage i 
in regard to the existingdistress ? There was this to ! 
be said about Stateworks of every kind, that they were 
always uneconomical, and, moreover, they must be 
local; that was to say, that the State could not under­
take works in every locality, and therefore the relief 
which s they would afford would be very limited 
indeed so far as the area was concerned. 
(Hear, hear.) The distress was not confined 
to London or the large towns,but was almost uni- 
versal throughout the country. (Hear, hear.) 
In every union there were a few people belonging to 
different trades and to the class of skilled artisans or 
unskilled labourer, who were in want of employment. 
But if the works were required and must ultimately be 
undertaken in each locality he could not see what 
reason there was why the State should interfere, and 
his hope and belief was that the ultimate remedy for 
exceptional distress of the kind they had to deal with 
was to be found in the increasing activity of local 
authorities, which had already been very considerably 
stimulated, which he hoped still further to stimulate, 
and which might, no doubt, be assisted by | 
liberal terms in the shape of loans from - 
the State for. those purposes for which loans • 
had been authorised. He would point out with refer- : 
ence to theimotion on the paper that whether they were j 
dealing with two or three great harbours or 30 or 40 ’ 
small harbours, they would in the first place have to ; 
call in a certain number of skilled labourers. Work at : 
sea, and especially under water, particularly required . 
persons long trained to it. Therefore the result of ab- : 
normally increasing this kind of work would be to bring i 
into a particular trade a number of persons who would | 
not otherwise have been brought into it ; and sooner or : 
later the work would cease, and then there would be 
great misery in the trade which had been stimulated 
artificially for present purposes. But the amount of 
unskilled labour now calling for employment which 
could be used on harbours would form a very small 
proportion of the total expenditure. But how was the 
labour to be brought to the spot? The hon. member 
spoke of 7,000 persons who were daily applying at the 
East-end for work. He thought that if the hon mem- 
ber asked them to undertake harbour work not one per 
cent, would accept the offer. (No, no.) Hon. gentle- 
men who said “ No ” knew nothing whatever about 
the condition of this very peculiar population. (Cheers.) 
He could tell the hon. members that a relief committee 
had offered 135 of these men extra work at 2s. 6d. a day 
for sweeping the streets. Only fifteen accepted the offer, 
and of these only eleven appeared, and only five re- 
mained. (Laughter.) There were a number of persona : 
belonging to the floating population who would not | 
accept fixed labour of that kind, and as to the popula- i 
tion they were most desirous of benefiting, the skilled 
artisans and others out of their regular employment,. 
many of them could not undertake harbour work if it 
were offered to them, or, as in the case of the un­
employed watch-movement makers of Prescot, could 
not break stoues without unfitting themselves for the 
delicate work of their ordinary occupation. This was j 
also true of the jewellers of Birmingham, of the j 
engineers and fitters, and of the workers in the textile 
factories, to all of whom fineness of touch was 
essential. (Hear, hear.) For all these cases nothing 
would be done by the resolution of the hon. gentleman. 
Another point was as to how the works were to be’con- 
ducted, whether by the Government or by contractors; 

• and there, was the difficulty as to the time required | 
| for the preparation of plans and the obtaining of esti- I 

mates. He wished to point out one consideration of 
| great importance, namely, that perhaps for the first 

time it was proposed that the State should undertake 
this work of providing harbours in England. Even 
during the great cotton famine the State came to the 
assistance of the local authorities only by advancing 
money on loans. But if the State were for 
the first time to make an exception and 

| undertake to make works of a kind that had 
| been for a long time carried out (by private 
i enterprise, would the House consider the serious conse- 
| quences ? (Hear, hear.) They would put a stop abso- 
| lately to all further private enterprise. (Cheers.) Take 

this one ^question of harbours. In the course of the 
last 20 years in 17 ports alone of the United Kingdom 
there had been spent by private enterprise 23 millions 
sterling. (Hear, hear.) That was nearly double the 
whole amount of money which had been spent by the 
six other great maritime nations of (Europe who had 
had recourse to State enterprise as a means of providing 
harbours. (Hear, hear.) Was it likely that if 
localities knew they could obtain their harbours at the 
expense of the State this expenditure would continue, 
or that any fresh expenditure would be undertaken ? 
(Hear, hear.) He firmly believed that if the resolu- | 
tions were passed the first result would be that within . 
twelve months there would be more people thrown out ; 
of work who were now employed, or likely to be em- ( 
ployed in harbour work by private enterprise, than ' 
any number which the State could possibly provide for.
(Hear, hear.)
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