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INTRODUCTION:

Australia's most populated State, New South Wales
(NSW), recorded the highest levels of unemployment in
Australia during the Great Depression of thé 1930s. This
experience evoked a series of government policies that
aimed to assist the unemployed and reduce their number. As
unemployment relief was largely the domain of State
governments in the 1930s this thesis focuses on the four
State governments - Thomas Bavin, Nationalist, October
1927- November 1930; Jack Lang, Labor, November 1930 to May
1932; Bertram Stevens, Nationalist (1) May 1932 to July
1939; and Alexander Mair, August 1939 to May 1941, (United
Australia Party).

Mass unemployment forced the State to take a direct
role in relieving the unemployed. But the State's
intervention was insufficient and inadequate. Unemployment
relief policies were poorly planned, often harshly
implemented and limited by the amount of aid or work
provided. The failure of these policies created
unprecedented levels of poverty, suffering and desperation
and was reflected in the extensive travelling of thousands
of people throughout NSW in search of employment. The
severity of the Depression caused many people to seek
assistance for the first time from government and non-

government organisations. For example, women received the

1. The Nationalist party was the predecessor to the
United Australia Party. Stevens was in Coalition with
the United Country Party, led by Colonel Bruxner.



dole on behalf of their husbands. The issue of women
working, and particularly married women, became a point of
debate. And youth, unable to obtain regular employment or
apprenticeships, were encouraged to further their education
by remaining at school or by attending special youth
training farms or technical colleges. Overall the 1930s
resulted in a legacy of untold suffering for a generation
of people.

During the 1930s the NSW economy experienced a severe
slump, partial signs of recovery, before entering a second
slump. The most apparent characteristic of these conditions
was mass unemployment, and with it came the onset of new
terms associated with permanent employment such as the
"constant employed" and "steady work", as distinct from
part-time workers who worked "short time".

Despite a clear need exemplified by mass unemployment
the State did not keep accurate records of the number of
unemployed. The major limitation of contemporary statistics
of the NSW labour force (persons working and those seeking
work) was to consistently understate the true level of
unemployment. At the depression's trough the extant
statistics indicate that at least one-third of adult males
in NSW were out of work. But these figures excluded
thousands of workers employed on a rationed basis, track
travellers and the majority of unemployed women and young
people. Moreover, conservative politicians such as Stevens
deliberately disguised unemployment by disseminating

misleading statistics.



By 1938 it was evident that the mild economic recovery
which had began in the mid 1930s was unsustainable. The
economy's performance post 1937 was poor. (2) Vital
economic indicators such as in manufacturing were again on
the decline and the male unemployment rate had risen to
15.4 per cent. (3) No economy could have fully recovered
within a few years. However, the evidence indicates that
NSW (and probably the rest of Australia) had entered a
second major phase of the depression in the later years of
the decade. (4) In real terms average earnings in
manufacturing in 1938-39 were just above their 1929-30
level. (5)

During the decade a number of official bodies were
established, such as the Employment Research Committee
(1932-1935), Employment Council (1937-1939) and a Select
Committee Inquiry into Youth Unemployment (1939-1940).
Despite considerable research and interviews with
government, industry and trade union leaders, no inquiry
was able to come to terms with the severity of unemployment
or recommend policies that had a significant impact on

youth and long term unemployment.

2. B. Dyster, D. Meredith, Australia in the International
Economy in the Twentieth Century (Sydney, Cambridge
University Press, 1990), 146.

3. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, The
National Register, 1939, Interim Statistical Summary
(Canberra, 1939), 30.

4. According to some economic historians, Australia
experienced a severe economic downturn in 1930-3 and
1937-38. See P. Groenewegen, P. McFarlane, A History
of Australian Economic Thought (London, Routledge,
1990), 118.

5. B. Dyster, D. Meredith, op. cit., 145.



Historiography has largely focused on the social
aspects of the Depression, particularly the experience of
the unemployed in the early years of the decade (6) and the
political intrigue surrounding Lang's dispute over the
Premiers' Plan and his subsequent dismissal by the NSW
Governor. (7) By contrast, there has been little focus on
government relief policies, statistics of the period and
the extent of relief provided by private charitable
organisations.

Contemporary economists were largely sympathetic to
the policies of the Stevens Government, which was in power

for the large part of the 1930s. (8) There have been few

6. P. Peter, "Social Aspects of the Unemployed in NSW,
1930-1934", PhD, Australian National University, 1964;
N. Wheatley, "The Unemployed Who Kicked", MA,
Macquarie University, 1976; G.R.F. Spenceley, The
Depression Decade: commentary and documents
(Melbourne, Nelson, 1981); G.R.F. Spenceley, A Bad
Smash: Australia in the Depression of the 1930s (South
Yarra, McPhee Gribble, 1990); W. Lowenstein (ed).,
Wevils in the flour: an oral record of the 1930s
Depression in Australia (South Yarra, Hyland House,
1978); R. Broomhill, Unemployed Workers: A Social
History of the Great Depression in Adelaide (St.
Lucia, Queensland University Press, 1978; S.R. Gray,
"Social Aspects of the Depression in Newcastle, 1929-
1934, MA, University of Newcastle, 1981; S.R. Gray,
Newcastle in the Great Depression, Newcastle History
Monographs No. 11 (Newcastle, Council of the City of
Newcastle, 1989); J. MacKinolty, "Sugar Bag Days:
Sydney Workers and the challenge of the 1930s
Depression", MA. Macquarie University, 1972;
J.McCarthy, "The Stevens-Bruxner Government, 1932-
1937", MA Thesis, University of NSW, 1967.

7. D. Clark, "Was Lang Right" in H. Radi, P Spearitt
(eds)., Jack Lang (Sydney, Hale and Ironmonger, 1977);
G. Freundberg, Cause for Power: the official History
of the New South Wales Branch of the Australian Labor
Party (Leichardt, NSW, Pluto Press, 1991).

8. F.A. Bland, "A Note upon unemployment relief in New
South Wales", Economic Record, Vol. V111l (May 1932);
F.A. Bland, "The financial and economic policy of the
Stevens Government", Economic Record, Vol. IX, No. 16
(June 1933).



economic histories of the Depression, though Schedvin's
book stands out as a detailed economic analysis of
government strategies in the first half of the 1930s. (9)
To date there has been no economic history of the
Depression in NSW, although there have been several studies
of regional cities in NSW, and other capital cities. (10)
The existing secondary material and theses fail to place
mass unemployment within an inter-war perspective. By
contrast, this thesis places emphasis on rising
unemployment and structural changes which occurred in NSW
in the decade or so prior to the 1930s. It will show that
mass unemployment in the 1930s cannot be fully explained
without reference to the 1920s when the State failed to
check the growth in "industrial" and "structural"
unemployment. According to some economic historians the
economy had found its way into recession well before the
Wall Street crash. (11l) Whereas Australian historiography
of the 1930s has virtually given little emphasis to rising
unemployment in the 1920s, British historians have

increasingly viewed the depression as a study of the inter-

9. B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression: A
study of economic development and public policy in the
1920s and the 1930s (Sydney, Sydney University Press,
1970).

10. S.R. Gray, op. cit., A. Walker, Coaltown: A Social
Survey of Cessnock, NSW (Melbourne, Melbourne
University Press, 1945; R. Watts, "Aspects of
Unemployment Relief in Greater Melbourne, 1929-1932",
MA Thesis, La Trobe University, 1974); C. Fox,
"Unemployment and the Politics of the Unemployed:
Victoria and the Depression 1930/37", PhD. Melbourne.
1984.

11. B.Dyster, D. Meredith., op. cit., 116.



war period. (12) This thesis principally aims to show the
inadequacy of government relief policies and programs
during the 1930s decade of mass unemployment. The State's
response to mass unemployment was slow, inadequate and
insufficient. It failed. Proof of the State's failure is
evident from a close examination of the rarely quoted
though extensive collection of the correspondence to the
NSW Chief Secretary, which is held at the Archives Office
of NSW. (13)

An important reason for the State's failure was the
division in contemporary attitudes about the extent to
which the State should provide for the unemployed. A
further reason why government policy was inadequate was the
sudden and overwhelming nature of unemployment caused by
the world slump but exacerbated by excessive spending on
public works in the 1920s. An analogy will be drawn between
such government expenditure on public works in the 1880s
and the 1920s.

One of the most effective policies that successive NSW
governments refused to introduce was Unemployment Insurance
(UI). Their failure to do so left ad hoc relief measures
which did not adequately address the problem. The reasons

for this fundamental flaw in government relief policy are

12. T.J. Hatton, "Unemployment in the Labor Market in the
Inter-War Period", Paper to be presented at a
Conference at Cambridge on 2-4 April 1991.

13. The records of the NSW Chief Secretary have been
carefully analysed and form a core part of this
thesis. Robin Walker is one historian who has examined
some of the NSW Chief Secretary's correspondence. See
R. Walker, "Mr Lang's Dole: The Administration of food
relief in New South Wales, 1930-1932", Labour History,
vol. 51 (1986).



central to the theme of this thesis. Most NSW workers
entered the 1930s without any form of insurance, and
despite the sheer volume of unemployment neither the
commonwealth nor the NSW Government had the courage to
introduce UI during the Depression Decade.

Unemployment was not a short term problem. It
developed in the 1920s; got much worse in the slump;
persisted at high levels to the late 1930s and was getting
worse when World War Two broke out. Governments failed to
address these two problems and therefore their relief
policies were inadequate.

Not only did relief policies fail, but those of the
Stevens Government made unemployment worse and prolonged
the suffering of many unemployed and their dependants. The
NSW Labor Party, which was in Opposition for most of the
1930s also failed to put forward significant policy
initiatives to reduce unemployment. Charities, such as the
St. Vincent de Paul Society (SVdP), provided sustenance,
clothing, shelter and to a lesser extent facilitated
employment, and thereby made up for some of the State's
shortfall.

Within the space of half a century, 1890-1940,
attitudes towards the unemployed had shifted from
condescending and emphasising an individual's failure to
the important role the State had in providing relief to its
citizens.

This thesis is broken up into eight chapters. Chapter
One provides an historical overview of unemployment by

drawing on international attitudes to the unemployed and



experiences of the unemployed in Britain and the United
States. Also examined are attitudes to the unemployed and
unemployment relief between the 1890s Depression and the
start of the Great Depression. During this period private
charitable organisations played an important role in
providing relief. The uninsured characteristic of most NSW
workers is highlighted in the context of the meagre and
slow response by the Bavin Government to rising
unemployment in 1928 and 1929.

Chapter Two examines the public finances of NSW in the
1930s. Mass unemployment and a largely uninsured labour
force forced the State to provide for the unemployed and
their dependants. This chapter introduces the different
financial policies of the NSW governments of the period. Of
chief concern is the failure of the Stevens Government to
distribute all of the revenue raised from special
unemployment taxes to the unemployed.

Chapter Three examines the range of statistics for
identifying unemployment in NSW. Trade union unemployment
records receive particular attention with new evidence
being presented to support the general accuracy of union
statistics as an indicator of unemployment. The limitations
of official statistics, such as the exclusion of many
unemployed women is highlighted. Other measures of
unemployment such as the number of food relief recipients
and registrations at State Labour Exchanges are examined.

Chapter Four dissects the unemployed in terms of
demographics, type of skills and location. Although

inadequate and incomplete statistics hamper the quest for



accuracy this chapter identifies those people who were most
vulnerable to unemployment and long term unemployment in
the 1930s.

Governments' initial response to unemployment and
resulting hunger was food relief. Chapter Five provides an
insight into the operation and nature of this state-wide
system. With the benefit of a large collection of
correspondence relating to the Stevens' Government, the
plight of the unemployed and their dependants is a major
focus. Attempts to downscale food relief are analysed
against a backdrop of attitudes which favoured the
unemployed working for the dole. The severity and prolonged
economic crisis forced governments to look at other ways of
assisting the unemployed. Chapter Six details the public
works programs of the 1930s, with particular emphasis on
the Emergency Relief Works Scheme (ERWS) and Rationed
Relief Works (RRW). But neither the dole nor public works
could prevent the growth in long term unemployment (LTU)
and the critical issue of youth unemployment remained at
the forefront until the outbreak of the Second World War.

Chapter Seven outlines non-government sources of
relief, with emphasis on the activities of Christian
organisations. Several trade unions provided financial aid
to their unemployed members, but generally speaking the
union movement provided only moral support. Other non-
government organisations, such as the St. Vincent de Paul
Society and the Salvation Army, were more active in
providing material relief and support. Yet the activities

of these bodies remained insular and unco-ordinated and
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were not able to be closely controlled or monitored by the
state authorities. For this reason, charities in New South
Wales are much less easily cast in the role of "social
controllers" than their counterparts in Victoria, as
Spenceley's work has shown. (14) Militant political groups,
principally the Communist Party of Australia, tried to
organise the unemployed as part of their political
activity, though not with a great deal of success, but like
the trade unions, these organisations did not provide much
in the way of material relief, leaving the Christian
charities to shoulder the main burden of filling the gap
left by the inadequacies of the State's relief measures and
policies.

Chapter Eight explores the consequences of rising
unemployment in the later years of the 1930s. The NSW
economy had slid back into recession by 1939, leaving
policy makers unsure of how to reduce long term
unemployment among the unskilled and how to combat the
unacceptably high level of youth unemployment. In these
circumstances it is possible to describe the 1930s as a
lost decade for the people who experienced unemployment and
poverty. In another respect, the lack of courage by

governments (State and federal) to introduce an

14. Social control in this context refers to the social,
religious and authoritan implications of charity
dispensed by non-government agencies. For a
discussion of several different definitions of
social control, particularly in regard to charities
in Melbourne in the Great Depression see G.R.F.
Spenceley, "Social Control: The Charity Organisation
Society and the evolution of Unemployment Relief
Policy in Melbourne during the Great Depression of
the 1930s", Historical Studies, 22, No. 87 (1986).
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unemployment insurance scheme rendered the '30s a decade of
lost opportunities. Recovery seemed more the result of

exogenous factors than of direct government intervention.
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A note on primary records:

In general there is no set of detailed records which
pertains to the 1930s. As such several archival
repositories were used to uncover unpublished and
previously unquoted material relevant to the period under
review. They included the Archives Office of New South
Wales' repositories at Sydney (AONSWC) and Kingswood
(AONSWK) , Sydney's Mitchell Library (MLNSW), the Australian
National University Archives of Business and Labour (now
called the Noel Butlin Archives) (ABL). A smaller
collection of records held at the St. Vincent de Paul
Society's NSW headquarters at Lewisham, were also
consulted.

The largest extant series of correspondence is that
pertaining to the office of the NSW Chief Secretary
(located at both AONSW repositories). These papers,
numbering more than 300,000 letters and files were
extensively consulted. They provide an invaluable insight
into the operations of the food relief system, various
public works programs, the policies of the Bavin, Lang and
Stevens Governments and the attitudes of authorities, such
as the NSW Police, in the dispensing of relief.
Unfortunately, most of the files of the New South Wales
Unemployment Relief Council and the Department of Labour
and Industry, have not survived.

Another feature of this thesis has been the use of
trade union records to test the accuracy of union

unemployment records and to show that some individual



unions went to great lengths to provide relief to members.
Trade union records were consulted in the Mitchell Library
and at the ABL.

Notwithstanding, there are probably more accessible
records relating to Australia's convict era than there are
extant government records on the unemployed of the 1930s.
This raises some important questions about archival
procedures in the 1930s, and though they cannot be pursued
here it is interesting to quote from the Public Service

Board of NSW:

It is the practice in most government departments to
cleanse their records periodically by the withdrawal
or destruction, of papers which it is unnecessary to
retain. There remain, however, vast accumulations of
files relating to matters of which a complete record
must necessarily be kept, in protection of the
interests of the Government or the public, or for

their historical value.

These are being added to increasingly, and with the
passage of years their suitable storage becomes a

serious problem. (15)

The loss of many inter-war records has been attributed
to the perceived threat of invasion during the second World

War.

15. Fortieth Annual Report of the Public Service Board
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1936), 25-26.

13
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...the ample record rooms of the Department of Land
sufficed until almost the 1939-45 War, while records
of the Chief Secretary other than those transferred to
the Mitchell Library in 1935 and 1939, remained
unperturbed until the threat of invasion in 1942

required it for other purposes. (16)

Unfortunately, NSW Cabinet papers from 1927-June 1935
have been misplaced. Jack Lang's personal papers are
nowhere to be found, although references to his
administration are sprinkled throughout many different

series of records.

16. R.F. Doust, "The Administration of Official Archives
in New South Wales, 1870-1960", M.Lib., University
of New South Wales, 1969, 107.
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CHAPTER ONE: UNEMPLOYMENT IN AN

HISTORICAL CONTEXT

1.1 Evolution of the term unemployment:

This chapter explores the concept of unemployment from
an international and Australian perspective and examines
various unemployment relief measures in the half century
before the Great Depression. It begins with an historical
overview of the origins of the term unemployment and
explains how contemporary attitudes influenced the State's
meagre unemployment relief efforts.

For most of the 19th century many British and American
social commentators were reluctant to use the term
unemployment. The term's limited use reflected low levels
of unemployment and a view that those unable to find
regular employment came from the wage-earning classes.
People unable to obtain regular work were described as in a
state of "involuntary idleness" or "want of employment".

(1) The unemployed of Victorian Britain were labelled as
paupers, vagrants or destitutes. (2) The concept of

unemployment was influenced by the emerging schools of

1. J.A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic
Thought and Public Policy (New York, Harper and Row,
1987), 4.

2. B. Eichengreen and T. Hatton, Interwar Unemployment in

an International Perspective (The Netherlands, Kluwer
Academic, 1988), 3.
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economic thought in the nineteenth century. Classical and
neoclassical economists believed the marketplace would
correct any imbalances in employment. Ricardo, a classical
economist, postulated that members of the labour force had
two options: work or starve, and that employers would hire
all who applied for jobs. (3) Essentially Ricardo and his
followers placed a great deal of trust in the economic
system to deliver jobs to the people. In addition, there
was an overriding conviction that material wealth was a
necessary prerequisite of social and cultural welfare. (4)
Despite the introduction of machinery, technological
unemployment was not considered a possibility in Ricardo's
first two editions of the Principles of Political Economy
and Taxation. (5) Full employment was the normal operating
level of an economy, and any departures from it were minor
aberrations according to neoclassical economists. (6) They
argued that these aberrations were the result of several
rigidities within the economic system. First, the
inflexibility of wages resulted from trade union
interference. A reduction in wages would create more
employment and lower the rate of unemployment. (7) Second,
some businesses had departed from the standards of perfect

competition. (8)

3. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 71.

4. A.W. Coats, "The Classical Economists,
Industrialisation and Poverty", in The Long Debate on
Poverty (London, Institute of Economic Affairs, 1974),

151.

5. ibid., 152.

6. W.J. Barber, A History of Economic Thought (London,
Penguin, 1987), 223.

7. loc. cit.,

8. loc. cit.,



Some neo-classical economists such as Pigou argued
that unemployment was wholly caused by the maladjustment
between wage-rates and demand. (9) In terms of social
structure, Pigou said that unemployment related only to the
"wage-earning class" and thus excluded members of the
professional, employer or salaried classes. (10)

Involuntary unemployment implied that the supply of
labour exceeded demand. As a result, employment or work was
rationed with some workers not able to find employment.

(11) The growing complexity of the labour market and an
awareness of industrial relations led to the recognition
that unemployment could be considered a separate entity
from poverty. (12) Following this recognition economists
early this century began to question the causes of
unemployment. Such investigations revealed the inadequacy
of classical and neoclassical views about the perfect
functioning of an economy. No longer was the "defects of
particular workmen" (13) a suitable explanation for so many
people being without regular employment.

Also, economists and political commentators began to
contemplate the natural and minimum levels of unemployment.
Some unemployment was accepted as inevitable, particularly

among unskilled and seasonal workers. An unemployment rate

9. A.C. Pigou, Unemployment (London, Williams and
Norgate, 1913), 51.

10. ibid., 13-14.

11. E. Malinvaud, The Theory of Unemployment Reconsidered,
Yrjo Jahnasson Lectures (Oxford, Basil Blackwell, 2nd
edition, 1985), 1.

12. B. Eichengreen and T. Hatton, op. cit., 3.

13. S & B Webb., The Prevention of Destitution (London,
Longmans, Green and Co. 1911), 111.
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of between three and five per cent was considered "natural"
early in the twentieth century.

The adoption of the term unemployment in the United
States followed a similar path to Britain. Up until the
start of the twentieth century unemployed Americans were
described as out of work, idle, loafing or jobless wage
earners. (14) From 1913 governments in the United States
officially used the term "unemployment".

In Australia unemployment was also seen as a subset of
poverty or destitution. (15) Despite being in frequent
contact with the unemployed, benevolent organisations
rarely described them as unemployed before the 1890s. (16)
The 1891 Census of NSW formally recognised unemployment but
limited the definition to people who had previously been in
permanent employment. (17) In the following decades the
definition was expanded to include any person unemployed,
regardless of the reason, just prior to a census.
Nevertheless, the State's official publication The New
South Wales Year Book first referred to unemployment in
1909, while the Commonwealth Parliament's official
publication first referred to unemployment in 1905. (18)

The term was not widely used until after World War One

14. B. Eichengreen, T. Hatton, op. cit., 4.

15. T. Endres, M. Cook, "Concepts in Australian
Unemployment Statistics to 1940", Australian Economic
Papers, Vol. 22, No. 40 (1983), 70.

16. For example the 1898 Annual Report of the New South
Wales Benevolent Society.

17. T. Endres, M. Cook., op. cit., 70.

18. Commonwealth of Australia, "Unemployed Persons:
Particulars re: numbers in various states",
Parliamentary Papers (Melbourne, Government Printer)
Paper No. 56, VvVol. 11, (1905).
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(WWl) because it did not relate to a cross section of the

NSW labour force.

As governments and economists came to use the term
unemployment on a more regular basis this helped shape

their attitudes as to the provision of relief.

1.2 International attitudes towards the unemployed:

Prior to the 1890s depression governments accepted
little legal or moral responsibility to provide
unemployment relief, because unemployment was a problem for
individuals who were members of the labouring and lower
classes. Nor did the community see itself responsible for
the unemployed. (19) In the late 19th century there was no
detailed understanding of the causes or effects of
unemployment. Neoclassical economic thought dominated
community attitudes. Pigou and other wri;ers placed
emphasis on real wages, believing that "workpeople"
unemployed for long periods or whose incomes were
consistently below minimum requirements, should receive
assistance such as subsidies for insurance funds, carefully
controlled relief or special training under disciplinary
conditions. (20)

Yet, a direct connection between demand and supply of
labour and unemployment was not widely considered. Rather,

highly inefficient workers reflected the make up of

19. E.H. Burgmann, "The fight against poverty", Morpeth
Review Vol. 11, No. 21 (1932), 6.
20. A.C. Ppigou, op. cit., 229.
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society. (21) Lack of work was perceived to be the fault of
the individual which was not related to the wider issue of
poverty or the level of economic activity. (22) For most of
the 19th century British governments held a laissez faire
view as to the amount the State should provide unemployment
relief. The State's role was limited because unemployment
was an individual's responsibility and a certain amount of
unemployment was regarded as good for strengthening the
character of people. (23) Moreover the State confined
itself to traditional economic and protective functions.
(24) Such attitudes did not prevent charitably minded
individuals from assisting the unemployed through privately
funded benevolent organisation and church-based groups.

The 1890s depression had a significant but not
overriding influence on attitudes towards the unemployed.
Widespread unemployment began to influence governments that
unemployment was governed by more than a person's failure
or social class. (25) From the community's perspective
unemployment was no longer confined to the unskilled and
vagrants. A large number of people including skilled
craftsmen and artisans went without regular employment in
the 1890s, eclipsing similar levels of unemployment first
experienced in Britain in the 1830s. Economic factors
during the 1890s situation paved the way for the

recognition that unemployment had an economic base and was

21. ibid., 247.

22. loc. cit.,

23. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 121.

24. ibid., 125.

25. C.A. McCurdy, Protection or Common Sense: A Radical
Programme for Unemployment (London, Hodder and
Stroughton, 1923), 23.
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a "problem of industry." (26) But a gulf remain between the
attitudes of some politicians and community thinking.
Public opinion remained ignorant of the causes and spread
of unemployment amongst different occupations and had
sufficient backing to dissuade governments from
implementing well developed relief programs.

Prior to Britain's Unemployment Insurance Scheme the
unemployed relied on the antiquated Poor Law Relief,
assistance from charitable bodies and in a minority of
cases help from trade unions. British writers Sydney and
Beatrice Webb understood that cyclical and international
depressions of trade accounted for "a great mass of
unemployment." (27) But they argued that governments who
provided food relief to the unemployed were succumbing to
the "fatal attraction of the easy policy..." (28)

Community attitudes also had a strong influence on
American public policy. Early this century many Americans
unable to find jobs were considered a failure. Moreover,
such attitudes flowed through to the families of the
unemployed, who strongly criticised their unemployed
breadwinner. (29) The notion of the State providing relief
grew slowly in acceptance. But between 1905 and 1915 it was
felt that the unemployed in the United States should not
receive government assistance without contributing some

labour in return. (30) In coming to terms with unemployment

26. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 121.

27. S. & B. Webb, op. cit., 111.

28. loc. cit.,

29. NSW, Mines Department, Special Bundle, "1931
Unemployment Report from the Minister for Agriculture
to Minister for Mines", 19/2550.

30. loc. cit.,



many contemporary writers had to first grapple with the

causes of unemployment.

The prosperous '20s in the United States reinforced
community attitudes that unemployment was a personal
responsibility. (31) In contrast, British attitudes towards
the unemployed were modified in the inter-war period,
largely due to nationalistic sentiment. The State sought to
recompense British men and women who had served in World
War One by including them in an extended unemployment
insurance scheme (UIS) after the war. (32) Unemployment
Insurance (UI) was not introduced in the USA, but its
adoption in the UK had a large bearing on debates about UI
in NSW and other Australian States.

The growth in inter-war unemployment caught many
governments by surprise. Increasingly the State relied on
non-government organisations to provide relief to those not
eligible for government assistance. But the spread of
charities and the extension of social services caused
alarm. The United States Government accused American
charities of encouraging dependency and undermining the
spirit of self-reliance. (33) A condescending and

moralistic view of unemployment prevailed:

..a minimum of the amount of assistance should be
spent on actual relief and the maximum in service, eg.

help the widow, rather than deed and clothe them. (34)

31. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 166.
32. C.A. McCurdy, op. cit., 13.

33. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 166.
34. NSW, Mines Department, op. cit.
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The rise in the female participation rate in the
labour force also impinged on attitudes towards the
unemployed. In the latter part of the 19th century and
early 20th century, society frowned upon women,
particularly married women, who were gainfully employed. By
occupying positions that had traditionally been the domain
of men, women were accused of creating higher unemployment.
In Britain and to a lesser extent in America, women were
discouraged or debarred from registering for unemployment.
For example, one clause of the 1925 British Unemployment
Insurance Act excluded married women from receiving
unemployment insurance. (35) Reflecting the belief that
women occupied male positions, British social science
surveys of the 1920s and 1930s overlooked research into
female unemployment. (36)

A greater understanding of the nature of unemployment
helped to dissipate 19th century views of individual
responsibility for unemployment. The impact of
technological change on industry although a factor causing
unemployment in the 19th century, was not widely recognised
until after WWl. Economists, however, differentiated

between intermittent, structural and depression

35. Labour White Paper No. 17, Governing by Starvation:
The Government and the Unemployed (Labour Research
Department, London, 1925), 11.

36. J. Hurstfield, "Women's Unemployment in the 1930s:
Some Comparisons with the 1980s" in S. Allan (ed), The
Experience of Unemployment (Hampshire, MacMillan,
1986), 34.
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unemployment before WWl. (37) But their notion of
depression unemployment, linked to cyclical theories of
highs and troughs, did not anticipate the mass unemployment
which would occur in the 1930s. Some British industries
experienced "structural®" unemployment after WWI as a result
of technological improvements or a fall off in demand

associated with peace time.

1.3 Community and Government attitudes towards the

unemployed in Australia before 1930:

The decades leading up the Depression marked the
beginning of a very slow change in attitudes by the
Commonwealth Government and States towards the unemployed.
State aid to the unemployed, while not a right, became an
issue for debate. Yet, reflecting contemporary opinions
governments delayed introducing large scale unemployment
relief until mass unemployment struck in the 1930s.

To a certain extent changing attitudes in Britain and
to a lesser extent America shaped debate in Australia. The
question of introducing UI in NSW was debated in the 1920s,
although there was not the passion or conviction that had
led to its introduction in Britain. The State was just one
player. Community attitudes in the early part of the 1920s
reinforced the late 19th century view that the unemployed

were responsible for their situation. But the international

37. E.R. Walker, Unemployment Policy: With Special
Reference to Australia (Sydney, Angus and Robertson,
1936), 3.



view that unemployment was due to a defect in a person's
character was not as widely held in Australia. (38)

Within this framework of community attitudes,
politicians in the colony (later State) of NSW, did not
have the conviction to propose detailed unemployment
policies. Unemployment was viewed as an aberration which
would diminish when periods of prosperous economic activity
returned. (39) Although employment and good economic
conditions were inextricably linked, contemporary thought
did not associate poor economic activity with a rise in
unemployment.

Accordingly, government relief was meagre and
considered a last resort (40). The attitude of the State
was that unemployment was a matter for the individual who
might on occasions require private charitable assistance.
(41) But the number of people seeking charitable aid rose.
Benevolent societies which traditionally had catered for
the sick, impoverished and elderly were called upon in the
last quarter of the 19th century to relieve the unemployed.
Reflecting contemporary opinion many charities only
assisted unemployed men who were unable or unsuitable for

any form of employment. (42) Benevolent organisations also

38. T.H. Kewley, Social Security in Australia, 1900-1972
(Sydney, Sydney University Press, 1973), 20.

39. loc. cit.,

40. C. Black, "The origins of unemployment insurance in
Queensland, 1919-1922", Labour History, Vol. 60 (May
1991), 35.

41. G. Turner, Unemployment Insurance, NSW Board of Trade
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1921), 7.

42. New South Wales Benevolent Society, Annual Report 1889
(Sydney, 1889), 11.
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held a moralistic view. In 1889 the Benevolent Society of

New South Wales reported:

Your directors have learned by experience that what is
known as "charitable work" if not carefully
supervised, would soon become a positive evil to the

community. (43)

Another prominent Sydney-based charity in the late
nineteenth century was the Charity Organisation and Relief
Society (CORS). Its principal objectives were to prevent
indiscriminate and wasteful charity and to give assistance
to the "really deserving poor" after enquiring into each
applicant's position. (44) Questions were asked to gauge
the legitimacy of applicants. In 1898 the CORS investigated
865 cases and found 203 to be "undeserving". (45) While
there is no evidence of organised corruption in respect to
applicants claiming from a number of charities, this did
little to dissipate the belief that fraud was rampant in

NSW on the eve of the 20th century:

43. loc. cit.,

44. Charity Organisation and Relief Society, Twentieth
Annual Report, 1898 (Sydney, 1889), 1. The CORS was
also known as the Charity Organisation Society.

45. loc. cit.,
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In investigating claims for aid the Society's officers
are frequently met by the difficulty of ascertaining
whether the applicants are in receipt of relief from
other benevolent sources, which it is not unusual for

them to unscrupulously conceal. (46)

In the 1880s and the 1890s the NSW colonial Government
provided relief to the unemployed, primarily through public
works. Rising unemployment prompted governments to change
the purpose of public works from one of providing
facilities to benefit the community to a policy of
providing emergency employment. Despite increasing numbers
of unemployed, one government official claimed that there
were too many charities providing assistance. (47) The
unemployed were often referred to in disparaging terms and
idleness was the true "mother of mischief." (48)

The 1890s depression led to a greater focus on the
role of the State. But, by and large political responses
remained unchanged, despite the persistent nature of
unemployment in the thirty years before the Great
Depression. While governments recognised that unemployment
was a "most serious social ill", none, except Queensland,

dealt with it before the 1930s. (49)

46. Charity Organisation Society, Annual Report, 1889,
(Sydney, 1889), 4.

47. S. Maxted, "Charitable Work in NSW", in Proceedings of
the Second Australasian Conference on Charity,
November 1891 (Melbourne, Government Printer, 1891),
50.

48. ibid., 52.

49. E.G. Theodore, Unemployment and its remedy (Brisbane,
Worker Newspaper Proprietary, 1930), 3.
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Contemporary attitudes were also forged by the
shortage of labour in rural areas for much of the second
half of the nineteenth century. (50) Government call-ups of
unemployed single men were not always well received with
some unemployed preferring to remain in Sydney.

In the first quarter of the 20th century many
Australians considered the unemployed to be lazy and
inefficient workers who were unable to fit into the
economic framework of NSW. (51) Although unemployment in
Australia and other countries eased in the first decade of
the twentieth century, there was a greater consciousness of
it and its effects than at any previous time.

An early advocate for the unemployed, John Dwyer,
stirred social conscience and attempted to make
unemployment a leading issue of the day. Dwyer's interest
stemmed from 1893 when he had opened a shelter for homeless
and necessitous persons in Sydney. (52) In 1902 he set up
the League of the Unemployed of NSW, (53) a group of
citizens who attempted to change public opinion by
insisting that the State play a more compassionate and
active role as a provider of unemployment relief. Dwyer
argued that unemployment should be placed "at the forefront
of questions demanding immediate social and political

action, locally and nationally". (54) His central plank was

50. T.H. Kewley, op. cit., 23.

51. A.G. Colley, "Unemployment Relief in New South Wales",
Australian Quarterly, Vol. X1, No. 2 (June 1939), 87.

52. Citizens Committee on Unemployment, "Executive
Minutes", 17 August 1905, MSS 2184/7/3.

53. This original name was quickly superseded by the
Citizen's Committee on Unemployment.

54. Citizen's Committee on Unemployment, "Executive
Minutes", 17 August 1905, MSS 2184/7/3.



that the State had a duty to employ on public works all who
sought employment. However, the NSW Premier, J. Carruthers
opposed such suggestions. (55)

Again, community attitudes as to who comprised the
ranks of the unemployed was an obstacle to Dwyer's utopian
principles. In 1905 there were thousands of unskilled
unemployed workers but only several hundred unemployed
skilled workers. (56) For a six year period the Citizens
Committee on Unemployment applied pressure on municipal
bodies and the State government. But without the backing of
any major political party, Dwyer's calls went unheeded and
the topical issue of unemployment was put to one side.
While Dwyer succeeded in increasing public awareness as to
the nature and effects of unemployment, he was unable to
convince the NSW Government to establish a Royal Commission
into unemployment.

Unemployment continued to be seen by influential
members of the community in the early years of the
twentieth century as unrelated to market forces. In 1910
unemployment in NSW was put down to three factors: 1). a
person's disability to work, eg. old age; 2). inability to
find employment, eg. people with a mental or physical
deficiency or 3). compulsory cessation of work due to
industrial disputes. (57) In essence, the focus was on the
supply of labour and individual's incapacity to maintain

permanent employment. As Table 1.1 illustrates, unskilled

55. loc. cit.,

56. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1908-19009,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1909), 486.

57. ibid., 487.
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labourers represented half the registrations at State

Labour Exchanges (SLE) in 1909.

Table 1.1: Registrations at State Labour Exchanges, 1909

(58)
Category Number Percentage
Professional and clerical 203 2.4
Skilled labourers and
artisans 4,042 47.6
Unskilled labourers 4,261 50.0
TOTAL 8,506 100%

The steady growth in unemployment between the end of
the First World War and the commencement of the Great
Depression did little to change community attitudes. Some
charities complained that many unemployed were penniless
because "they had no concept of the value of thrift" and
through wasting their earnings had caused their own
destitution. (59) This reinforced the view that State aid
was a charitable act and not a right. (60)

Before the coal industry's slump in 1927 and the flow
on effects to other industries, NSW had not experienced
widespread unemployment. The rise in unemployment in 1928
and 1929 across many occupations had a bearing on
attitudes. The Labor Council of NSW summed up contemporary

views:

58. New South Wales, Benevolent Society, Annual Report,
1921 (Sydney, 1921), 17.

59. R. Broomhill, "Unemployment in Adelaide during the
Great Depression", Labour History, Vol. 1, No. 27
(1978), 5.

60. C. Black, op. cit., 35.
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No longer can unemployment properly be ascribed to the
lack of initiative, energy or skill of the workers.
The unemployed's ranks comprise all classes of

workers. (61)

Among the ranks of unskilled males large scale and
long term unemployment surfaced in the late 20s. (62) The
unemployed were blamed for their lack of skills. Such
moralistic attitudes prevailed for many years. (63) As
unskilled men formed the bulk of the unemployed, society
regarded the unemployed as inefficient members.

The prolonged nature of unemployment in the 1920s
paved the way for a change in government attitudes when
mass unemployment struck in the 1930s. A government report
recognised the costs of allowing involuntary idleness to
remain unchecked and accepted a degree of responsibility

for the unemployed:

Unemployment enfeebles the present, poisons the future
and breeds poverty, disease and demolishes the

community. (64)

While the nature of government relief - sustenance or

public works - was a source of ongoing contention in the

61. Labor Council of NSW, Yearly Report and Balance Sheet
for year ending September 31st 1929 (Sydney, Tomalin
and Wigmore Printers, 1929), 33.

62.. New South Wales Benevolent Society, Annual Report,
1925 (Sydney, 1925), 3.

63. loc. cit.,

64. G. Turner, op. cit., 17.
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late '20s, a sense of government responsibility for the
unemployed began to emerge in this period. Exactly how, and
by what means, the State would provide for the unemployed
was largely unknown. Prior to the 1930s public works were
frowned upon because they were costly and provided few
skills to manual labourers. Question arose as to who would
finance public works for the unemployed. Some municipal
councils rejected loans from the NSW Government. In other
instances Councils did not embark on extensive public works
programs because they feared a backlash from ratepayers.
(65) Interestingly, while negative attitudes towards the
unemployed took a long time to ease, conservative
politicians faced with the overwhelming nature of
unemployment embraced public works as the most suitable
policy to reduce mass unemployment in the short term.
Unabating unemployment in the 1920s began the
transition in thought between 19th century attitudes of
indifference and individual responsibility for
unemployment, to a view by 1945 that the State should
provide for the unemployed. Mass unemployment in the 1930s
forced governments to accept greater responsibility for
unemployment relief. In some quarters there was an

expectation that governments should bear responsibility:

Since unemployment is an essential feature of
industrial conditions in capitalist industry, it is

the duty of the Government to recognise the fact and

65. S.R. Gray, op. cit., 60.



make due provision for unemployment as a normal risk

of industry. (66)

Furthermore, the concept of "full employment" was
placed on the agenda as a key objective of public policy.
Some contemporaries argued that society should put the

interests of the individual before property:

We cannot indefinitely wait for private enterprise to
employ people. The State must find employment for the

rest. (67)

Burgmann also argued that capitalism must accept its
responsibility and make adequate provision for its
citizens. (68) While this attitude represented a sharp
turnaround in less than half a century, it was insufficient
to cause the State to introduce UI in the 1930s.

The Prime Minister, Billy Hughes, told delegates to an

Economic Conference in 1922 that:

The community must keep these people, whether they are
employed or not: that is a sacred obligation and one

that cannot be avoided. (69)

But not all States accepted these comments. Some

viewed unemployment as neither a priority nor a

66. Labor Council of NSW, op. cit., 30.

67. E.H. Burgmann, "Unemployment", Morpeth Review, Vol. 2,
No 24 (July 1938),8.

68. loc. cit.,

69. ibid., 11.
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responsibility. NSW recognised its responsibility but was
reluctant to implement policies such as a UIS. Because
government attitudes were not universally shared by the
community in the 1920s, the State was reluctant to lead
public opinion on the question of the extent of government
aid to the unemployed. Moreover, economists of the period
were more interested in defining the tariff and exploring
its effects on standards of living. (70) Many in the
community thought high levels of unemployment would pass
with the depression and there was little need for detailed
planning or implementation of relief policies. (71) Because
skilled workers often found employment fairly quickly the
community tended to regard unemployment as a short term
phenomenon.

Unskilled workers had a harder time finding employment
and experienced prejudice from some employers. This
prejudice flowed through to Government-controlled Labour
Bureaux (or exchanges) which had many unskilled on their
registers. (72) At least 55 per cent of unemployed males in
the 1920s were labourers or unskilled. (73)

Demand from employers to hire workers by other means,
led to a large rise in the number of private employment

bureaux in the second half of the 1920s. (74) These

70. P. Groenewegen, B. McFarlane, op. cit., 118.

71. W.S. Kent Hughes, "Unemployment Relief Administration
in Victoria", Australian Rhodes Review, No. 2 (1936),
96.

72. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
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Stability in Australia (Commonwealth Government
Printer, 1928), 55.

73. E.G. Theodore, op. cit., 7.

74. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1933-34
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1934), 620.



attitudes deepened divisions between skilled and unskilled
workers. In the belief that employment could be found more
quickly, some skilled trade unionists by-passed the SLE and
registered at private employment bureaux, which often
facilitated their employment. (75)

Skilled tradesmen were considered the answer to high
unemployment. The Bulletin urged all States and the Federal
Government to assess their purchases of products which used
skilled labour and to try and produce such products within
Australia. (76)

Although realising the difficulties faced by unskilled
persons, NSW Governments in the 1920s did little to redress
the situation. Manual or unskilled labourers remained "the
biggest battalion of the unemployed army" during the 1920s.
(77)

Governments were blamed for rising unemployment. The

Bulletin proclaimed in April 1930:

Nations don't borrow money. They borrow the services
money will buy, and if they are foolish enough to
borrow services they could equally well perform for
themselves they are seeking idleness and ensuring it.

(78)

The Bulletin went on to castigate the Scullin Federal

Government for encouraging unemployment.

75. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 55.

76. The Bulletin, 28 May 1930, 9.

77. loc. cit.,
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The hungry can't be fed with tax money. They must be
set to work and the artificial barriers that stand

between them and work must go. (79)

The community's general attitude towards the
unemployed filtered through to the unemployed themselves.
In particular, middle class families attached shame to the
unemployed and there was a deep reluctance to accept
charity or relief. (80) Of equal concern was the false
optimism of the NSW Premier, Thomas Bavin, who in 1928
"...hoped that within a very short time a large number of
those who are now unemployed will be absorbed." (81) By the
early 1930s attitudes towards the unemployed had eased due
to the sheer number unemployed and the pivotal role played
by organised charities in relieving distress. (82)

While Australian economists occupied a more
influential role in public policy making in the 1930s,
their contribution in the 1920s was of importance. Ronald
Walker, for instance, expanded on the definitions of
intermittent, structural and depression unemployment. He
coined the term intermittent to include seasonal and casual
unemployment and argued that when different industries had

slack periods unemployment was the natural result. (83)

79. loc. cit.,
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83. E.R. Walker, op. cit., 4-6.
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Depressional unemployment was so called because it related

to nearly all sections of industry. (84)

1.4 Unemployment relief in NSW before the 1930s:

The NSW Colonial Government provided limited relief to
the unemployed when it set up a Casual Labor Board and
State Soup Kitchen in 1885. (85) But the intensity of the
1890s depression and increasing protests by the unemployed
prompted the colonial government to create an expanded
body, the State Labour Bureau (SLB) in 1892. The SLBs role
was to provide casual employment for unskilled and skilled
workers for up to three months duration in return for
lodgings, food and a small amount of money and to promote
the internal migration of unemployed men from city to rural
areas. (86)

In 1900 the NSW Government extended its unemployment
relief by establishing a Labor Depot at Randwick which
provided temporary shelter and assistance. Destitute men
unable to maintain themselves were given food, lodgings and
a small monetary allowance in exchange for labour. (87)
However the Government placed a maximum period of three
months stay at Randwick. The SLB was also responsible for a
Training Farm at Pitt Town, where unemployed young males

received training in all aspects of horticulture.
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One economist of the 1890s claimed that the employment
of men on public works coupled with high rates of pay was

detrimental to the economic order.

The rapid expansion of loan funds has led to the
employment of an undue proportion of labour on
Government works, and it has discouraged the spade and

the plough. (88)

Henderson further argued that a labourer could earn
eight to ten shillings a day on public works, compared to
between four and five shillings on a farm. (89) The effect
was to discourage private employment and land settlement in
favour of government sponsored public works.

Official figures in the decades preceding the 1890s
confirm contemporary sentiments of the excessive outlay on
public works. Expenditure on public works from overseas
loans nearly tripled between 1873-1882 (£12,639,289) and
1883-1892 (£30,173,742). (90)

Between 1887 and 1889 the NSW Government expended more
than £250,000 on public works to relieve the unemployed. By
1889 42,7000 persons in NSW were annually in receipt of
outdoor relief. (91) Because government works could not
absorb all the surplus labour, the State turned to food

relief as an important policy to sustain many unemployed

88. J. Henderson, "Land and Finance", The Australian
Economist Vol. 3, No. 8 (September 1893), 347.

89. loc. cit.,

90. J. Henderson, op. cit., 457.

91. H.L. Harris, "The financial crisis of 1893 in New
South Wales", Royal Australian Historical Society
Journal, Vol. X111 part V1, (1927), 322.



workers during the 1890s depression. Nevertheless, the
State maintained its high moral stance and reminded
delegations of unemployed workers about the virtues of
thrift and independence. (92)

Despite the large growth in unemployment in the early
1890s the State could not continue to borrow huge sums from
Britain to finance ordinary and relief public works. Yet
any decrease in expenditure culminated in higher
unemployment. When expenditure on NSW public works plunged
from £5.2m to £2.1m between 1885 and 1889, 15,000 men lost
their jobs. (93) Ironically, public works, designed to
reduced the effects of the 1890s depression, were the cause
of large scale unemployment in NSW in the years immediately

preceding the 1890s because:

Men who may have found employment in primary
industries were kept busy upon public works and more
workers were attracted than the country could absorb.

(94)

Unable to meet the demands of the unemployed the State
turned to the services of private charitable organisations
such as the NSWBS, local Benevolent Societies and the Svdp

to provide essential items.

92. C. Fox, B. Scates, "The Beat of Weary Feet" in V.
Burgmann, J. Lee, (eds) Staining the wattle: A
People's History of Australia Since 1788 (Victoria,
McPhee Gribble, 1988), 134.

93. H.L. Harris, op. cit., 321.

94. ibid., 320.
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Another suggestion for reducing unemployment in the

1890s was to restrict entry into particular occupations:

....when an avenue of employment is full, and employs
as many workers as can be..... access to the avenue

should be closed. (95)

Between the 1890s and the mid 1920s Colonial and State
Governments avoided introducing social service legislation.
Widows' Pensions were first paid in 1926 and in mid 1927
Family Endowment was introduced. (96) During the 1920s an
unemployed person in NSW received an initial charitable
allowance for one month. (97)

The seasonal nature of unemployment coincided with the
end of the harvest season. Unemployment relief in the form
of public works remained sporadic and often the result of
non-violent agitation by the unemployed in the form of
processions to Parliament House. (98) But relief works were
inadequate and provided only a temporary palliative. (99)
Although public works employed large numbers, they did

little to improve the skills of workers. Moreover, the

95. A. De Lissa, "The Labour Problem", The Australian
Economist (May 1891), 122.

96. A.H. Charties, "Family Endowment in NSW, Australasian
Journal of Philosophy and Psychology, Vol. 5, No. 2
(1927) reprinted in J. Roe (ed)., Social Policy in
Australia: Some Perspectives, 1901-1975 (Sydney,
Cassell, 1976), 154-161; F.A. Bland, "Unemployment
Relief in Australia", International Labour Review,
Vol. XXX, No. 1 (July 1934), 24.

97. NSW, Chief Secretary, Special Bundle, "Payment of
Charitable Allowances, 1921-1928", A27/6405 5/5238.1.

98. C. Fox, B. Scates, op. cit., 132.

99. C.E. Martin, "Unemployment: Some recent suggestions",
Economic Record, Vol. V (May 1929), 122.
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reliance on public works to employ unskilled labour in
prosperous periods left the State with insufficient finance
when depression conditions demanded that a far greater
number of men be employed on public works. Shann summed up

contemporary thought:

Public works are excellent things, but only so long as
the balance is preserved between capital and earning
power, between equipment and its use in furthering
production. Overset that balance and they become a

burden as voracious as the grasshopper. (100)

Many trade unions regarded unemployment as no greater
evil than accident, sickness or loss of tools of trade.
(101) But a small number of financially secure unions
provided unemployment benefits during the 1890s Depression.
(102) By the second and third decades of the 20th century
the trade union movement recognised that an increasing
number of members had experienced chronic unemployment and
that neither the State nor Friendly Societies provided

adequate benefits.

100. E.0.G. Shann, The Boom of 1890 - And Now (Sydney,
Cornstalk Publishing, 1927,) 30.

101. R.M. Martin, Trade Unions in Australia (Ringwood,
Victoria, Penguin, Reprint, 1978), 96. Martin lists
these "eventualities" as receiving cheap insurance
cover by Australian unions in the nineteenth century.

102. N.G. Butlin, A. Barnard, J.J. Pincus (eds), Government
and Capitalism: Public and Private Choice in the
Twentieth Century Australia (Sydney, Allen and Unwin,
1982), 154. The Amalgamated Engineering Union was one
of several unions that provided cash assistance to
unemployed members.
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In 1918 the NSW Furniture Trades Society (FTS) set up
an Unemployment Relief Fund. Foremost in the Union's mind
was the pessimistic prediction that "... unemployment will
come to all in time." (103) Members were urged to vote for
an Unemployment Fund because unemployment is a "natural
event in the career of every man" and no Friendly Society
or other style of organisation insures a man to provide him
with out-of-work benefit. (104)

Several trade unions provided assistance to unemployed
members in times of high unemployment in particular trades
or when members took strike action. For example, 19 trade
unions provided finance totalling £1283 to the Illawarra
Colliery Employees Association in 1919. The money was
welcome relief to the wives and children of striking
miners. (105) In the Newcastle Region the Amalgamated
Engineering Union, Boilermakers' Society and the Miners
Federation provided limited financial support to unemployed
members. But rising unemployment, a declining membership
and the escalating cost of granting aid forced unions to
abandon relief to unemployed members in the second half of
the 1920s. (106)

Bureaucrats expressed alarm at the NSW Government's
rising outlays on unemployment relief. In early 1925 the
Nationalist Government tried to convince the Broken Hill

Municipal Council (BHMC) of the virtue of borrowing £20,000

103. Furniture Trades Journal VI, No. 1 (January 1918).

104. loc. cit.,

105. Australian Coal and Shale Employees Federation,
Northern District (NSW), "Minutes, Financial and
General Records" E165/15/3.

106. sS.R. Gray, op. cit., 60.



for unemployment relief. (107) Despite high and unabating
unemployment in the region, the BHMC rejected the
suggestion and held the State Government responsible for
financing unemployment relief.

High unemployment in late 1925 forced the NSW
Government to give police the temporary authority to issue
food relief in some country districts. By July 1926 the
Department of Labour and Industry had extended its control
of the distribution of food relief to the Newcastle region,
thereby replacing the police. These acts represented a
major change from the previous policy of restricting
unemployment relief to Sydney and large industrial centres.
(108) Unemployment relief comprised cash assistance, food
relief, fares, blankets, baby outfits and Christmas Cheer.
However, it came under the collective title of Relief of
Distress. The mid 1920s marked a large rise in demand for
such assistance. On the NSW coalfields special food relief
rose from £3,093 to £36,603 between 1926/26 and 1926/27.
(109) The distribution of relief was placed in the hands of
committees comprising police and trade union
representatives. (110)

Both in government and opposition Thomas Bavin was
hopelessly ill-equipped to deal with rising unemployment.
His detailed policy speech before the 1927 NSW election
omitted the critical issue of unemployment, except to say

that the NSW Nationalist Party awaited a decision from the

107. NSw pParliamentary Debates, Vol. 117, 3610.

108. New South Wales, Chief Secretary, Special Bundle
"Achievements of the Government, 1925-1932", 5/9213.

109. Ioc. cit.,

110. loc. cit.,
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Federal Government about the possible introduction of
unemployment insurance. (111) After gaining power, Bavin
called a special conference of employers and employees but
it failed to formulate a comprehensive and agreeable policy

on unemployment. (112) Bavin conceded:

My government has done all it can possibly do, but it
is unable to provide sufficient work for all those who

need it. (113)

High regional unemployment was exacerbated by internal
migration. The Bavin Government extended employment schemes
which provided work for unemployed city men in country
areas. (114) This prompted the internal migration of
several hundred single unemployed young men to areas where
employment was being offered. (115) The SLE and its
agencies were discouraged from registering interstate

unemployed people.

111. T.R. Bavin, The National Policy: Speech delivered at
Chatswood Town Hall for NSW Elections of October 8,
1927, (Sydney, Penfold, September 1927), 28.

112. J. McCarthy, "The Stevens-Bruxner Government, 1932-
1937", MA Thesis, University of NSW, 1967, 120.

113. Quoted in H.E. Boote, "Unemployment Conference 1928 -
Proposals by the Australian Workers Union", (Sydney,
1928), 1.

114. NSw Parliamentary Papers, Vol. 113 (17 April 1928),8.

115. loc. cit.,



45

1.5 Charitable Organisations and Friendly

Societies:

In the half century before the Great Depression
charities played an important role in relieving distress.
During the 1890s depression the New South Wales Benevolent
Society (NSWBS) distributed food to about 500 persons each
week, mainly women. (116) Other charities that provided
relief during the 1890s Depression included the Charity
Organisation and Relief Society (CORS), the City Night
Refuge and Soup Kitchen and the St. Vincent de Paul Society

(svdp) . (117)

Table 1.2: Persons assisted by the Charity Organisation and

Relief Society, 1881-1898 (118)

Year Total persons assisted
1881 1,396
1882 1,522
1883 1,454
1884 2,624
1885 2,457
1886 2,893
1887 2,946
1888 2,353
1889 2,969
1890 3,101
1891 2,368
1892 3,141
1893 3,339
1894 3,223
1895 2,179
1896 2,592
1897 3,357
1898 2,102

116. S. Fitzgerald, Rising Damp: Sydney 1870-90 (South
Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 1987), 215.

117. A. Mayne, "Sydney Sojourns", Australia 1888 Bulletin
No. 8 (1981).

118. Charity organisation Relief Society, Twentieth Annual

Report, 1898 (Sydney, 1898)



46

Table 1.2 illustrates the sharp rise in demand on the
Charity Organisation and Relief Socie;y (CORS) in the last
two decades of the nineteenth century. The SVdP's
metropolitan branches also made a strong contribution to
aiding the unemployed. (119

The NSWBS operated in close consultation with the
government of the day. Its role in this regard originated
during the 1920's Marine Engineers Strike which caused much
hardship to the families of the strikers. The NSW
Government appointed the NSWBS to distribute relief on its
behalf to these families, a role that became on-going
because of the rising level of unemployment in the 1920s.
(120) Under this arrangement the Government reimbursed the
NSWBS for the cost of providing food relief. But government
payments were often late and added financial burden to the
NSWBS. An applicant acquired a Docket from a State Labour
Exchange (SLE) and presented it at the Food Relief Depot
(FRD) run by the NSWBS. (121) Members of parliament,
clergymen and prominent civic leaders frequently

recommended that necessitous families receive assistance.

119, Fr.s. Egan, Society of St. Vincent de Paul: 100
Years (Westmead, Society of St. Vincent de Paul, New
South Wales State Council, 1981), 5.7. The SvdPs first
Branch was established at Church Hill, Sydney in May
1881. At the height of the 1890s Depression 200
members of the SVAdP visited the unemployed each week
in Sydney'’s central business district, on behalf of
the Sydney Town hall Committee. See P. Ford, Cardinal
Moran and the A.L.P: A Study in the encounter between
Moran and Socialism, 1890-1907 Carlton, Melbourne
University Press, 1966), 117.

120. NSW Chief Secretary, Special Bundle, "Benevolent
Society: Unemployment Relief, 1920-1921", 5/5345.1.

121. NSW Chief Secretary, "Payment of Charitable
Allowances, 1921-1928", A28/1211 5/5238.1.
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The following table illustrates the demand on the NSWBS in
the 1920s, particularly the peak periods at the start and

close of the decade.

Table 1.3: Number of people receiving food relief provided
by the New South Wales Benevolent Society,

1920-1929 (122)

Year Men Women Children Total
1920 13,992 25,828 38,727 64,555
1921 9,874 9,646 31,526 51,046
1922 5,379 4,773 14,869 25,021
1923 3,535 3,302 10,539 17,376
1924 3,643 3,016 7,176 13,835
1925 5,625 3,752 8,638 18,018
1926 6,852 5,478 11,572 23,902
1927 7,984 5,530 11,169 24,683
1928 13,341 11,003 21, 445 45,789
1929 15,196 12,129 25,355 52,680
TOTALS 85,421 84,457 181,016 350,894

In contrast, the SVdP visited the poor and unemployed
in their homes, parks or hospitals and provided them with
blankets, clothing, boots and on occasions small amounts of
cash. Like many other non-government organisations, the
SVAP relied on private donations to finance its charitable
activities. Although the SvdP's official policy was not to
accept government aid, onerous levels of demand forced some
rural branches to ask the State for blankets and Christmas

grants. (123)

122. New South Wales Benevolent Society, Annual Reports.
123. Nsw, CSIL, A37/1371 9/2328.
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Prior to the 1930s charities obtained a small amount
of funding from the Chief Secretary's Department (CSD). The
NSW Government maintained that aid should only be granted
through the NSWBS or local benevolent organisations. (124)
Moreover the State's policy was only to support one
benevolent or charitable organisation in any area. (125)

In the second half of the 1920s Government funding to
benevolent organisations rose, as reflected in the
following table.

Table 1.4: Government funding to benevolent organisations,
1926-1930 (126)

Year Amount
£

1926/27 88,954

1927/28 143,989

1928/29 243,096

1929/30 358,698

But increased government funding did not meet the
soaring level of demand and was of little consequence to
charities such as the SVdP who did not receive government
funding. The SvdP, the State's largest charity, found it
increasingly difficult in the late 1920s to assist everyone
seeking aid. Indicative of rising demand, its inner-city

Annandale branch assisted 221 people in 1928 and 707 people

124. For example in 1921 the Government committed £35
Christmas Cheer to the Lithgow district, on the
priviso it would be distributed by the local
Benevolent Society. As no such organisation existed
the money was given to the local SVAP branch, the
charity which had originally applied for the money;
see, NSW Chief Secretary, Special Bundle "Christmas
Cheer Papers: Grants to the Benevolent Society",
A26/5239 5/5388.2.

125. ibid., A26/7981.

126. NSW Chief Secretary, Special Bundle, Achievements of
the Government, 1925-1932", 5/9213.



in 1930. (127) In the Sydney metropolitan area the SvdpP
assisted 26,274 persons in 1929, a 34 per cent increase on
1928. (128) Articles of clothing and meals for destitute
men doubled during this period. Across NSW the Svdp
provided assistance to 50,347 people in 1930, a record
number. (129)

Friendly Societies and Trade Unions had a similar
characteristic in that they provided benefits upon a member
taking ill, such as the costs of a doctor's attendance and
medicine as well as sick pay for the member. Friendly
Societies provided funeral benefits which ranged from £10
to £40 upon the death of a member, to £10 to £15 upon the
death of a wife. During the late 1920s funeral benefits
averaged about 10 per cent of payments, with sick pay,
medical attendance and medicines constituting some 70 per

cent. (130)

127. Society of St. Vincent de Paul (SVdP), Annandale
Branch Annual Reports, 1928-1930 (Westmead, Sydney).

128. svdp, Particular Council of Sydney, Annual Reports,
1928, 1929 located at NSW, CSIL, B38/3941 9/2422.

129. loc. cit.,

130. official Year Book of New South Wales, 1932-33,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1933), 390.
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Table 1.5: Membership of Friendly Societies, 1921-1939

(131)

Year Members Percentage of
the population

1921 199,688 9.5
1922 209,133 9.7
1923 214,663 9.8
1924 219,026 9.8
1925 226,576 10.0
1926 234,699 10.1
1927 238,527 10.0
1928 242,199 10.0
1929 247,730 9.9
1930 242,344 10.0
1931 242,331 9.5
1932 225,331 8.7
1933 211,567 8.2
1934 205,053 7.8
1935 204,626 7.7
1936 206,857 7.8
1937 208,979 7.8
1938 212,136 7.8
1939 211,170 7.6

A failure by Friendly Societies to respond to the
steady rise in unemployment in the 1920s led to a 15-20 per
cent fall in their membership by the early 1930s. National
membership of Friendly Societies represented about 30 per
cent of wage earners in 1927. (132) One the eve of the
depression males represented more than 80 per cent of
members in New South Wales. (133) In early 1931 a

nationalist politician proposed that the Friendly Societies

131. loc. cit.,

132. ibid., 391.

133. Commonwealth Year Book, 1929, (Canberra, Commonwealth
Government Printer, 1929), 423.



Act be amended so that unfinancial members could be exempt
from payments. (134) However, the NSW Premier Jack Lang
replied that no such amendment was necessary as the
Constitution of many Friendly Societies allowed them to
protect unfinancial members and to direct surplus funds to
unemployed members. (135) Realistically, Friendly Societies
provided few benefits to unemployed members and did not
modify their philosophy in the face of mass unemployment.
Yet they were alarmed by suggestions of Unemployment
Insurance, which they thought would destroy their spirit of
thrift and independent nature. (136) Certainly, Friendly
Societies did not encourage a welfare mentality. The strict
rules governing charities made it difficult for people to
get away with fraud. Moreover, there is no evidence of

charities encouraging a "welfare mentality".

1.6 Unemployment insurance:

Mass unemployment in the 1930s exposed the State's
liability in not having a co-ordinated social security
system. But as this section will highlight, proposals for
Unemployment Insurance (UI) date from before the
Depression, and governments were frequently advised in the
inter-war period to adopt such schemes.

UI involved the deduction of a regular sum of money

from a worker's wages as compensation against the loss of

134. oOfficial Year Book of New South wales, 1935-36,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer), 248.

135. NSwW Parliamentary Papers, Vol. 124, (11 February 1931)

136. loc. cit.,
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wages resulting from involuntary unemployment due to a lack
of work. (137) In essence UI or social insurance introduced
a joint sense of responsibility for unemployment. The
individual contributed towards their future while the
Government administered a scheme that promised financial
benefits to the unempland eased the burden on the State to
provide unemployment relief. As a result the unemployed did
not have to wait until they were destitute before public
aid was forthcoming. (138) With deductions made in both
prosperous and recessed periods, UI afforded a degree of
permanency to unemployment relief policies. (139) UI also
reflected a change in attitudes about the unemployed,
namely that unemployment could no longer be considered an
aberration.

In 1911 Britain became the first country to introduce
an UIS. Several countries introduced social insurance
schemes during the depression decade, including Sweden
(1934), the United States (1935) and New Zealand (1938).
Queensland established an unemployment insurance scheme in
1923, and it remained the only one operating in Australia
during the 1930s. Some contemporary critics of the
Queensland insurance scheme described it as "The Loafer's
Paradise Bill". (140) Every worker above the age of 18

contributed a set amount which was matched by an equal

137. T.H. Kewely, op. cit., 147.

138. J.R. Cohen, Insurance against Unemployment (London,
P.S. King, 1921), 67.

139. E.M. Burns, British Unemployment Programs, 1920-1938:

A Report Prepared for the Committee of Social Security
(Washington, Social Services Research Council, 1941),
xXiv.

140. lIoc. cit.,



amount from their employer and the Government. Originally
aimed at assisting the unemployed seasonal worker, the
Queensland scheme was adapted to the needs of a far larger
proportion of the population in the 1930s. (141) Concern
that high unemployment might re-occur ensured that many
workers kept up their payments to the scheme, such that by
the late 1930s the official evasion rate was 5.9 per cent.
(142)

Other States did not adopt the Queensland scheme,
despite an overriding need to introduce a more
comprehensive system of unemployment relief. In NSW,
successive governments early this century lacked the
courage to proceed with UI. At the fifth Commonwealth
Conference of the Australian Labor Party in 1912 only three
of the 32 delegates voted in favour of a national and
compulsory insurance scheme. (143) The NSW Industrial
Arbitration (Admendment) Act of 1918 included provision for
the Government to subsidise an unemployment insurance fund,
which could receive contributions from employers and
employees. However, no such fund was instituted. (144)

Rising unemployment in the 1920s generated more

support for UI. Yet, various proposals rarely made it past

141. E.R. Walker, op. cit., 240.

142. B. Costar, "Was Queensland Different", in N.
Wheatley (ed)., The Wasted Years: Australia's Great
Depression (North Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981),
162. Another feature of UI was that it impelled the
unemployed to register so that they could qualify
for benefits. The impact was that the Queensland
Government was better able to come to terms with the
number of unemployed and important characteristics
such as age, sex and locality.

143. Economic News Vol. 8, No. 11 (November 1939).

144. c. Black, op. cit., 36.
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the conceptual stage. The 1922 Economic Conference called
by Prime Minister Billy Hughes was told by the employers'

representative that:

...a right for all unemployed who are willing but
unable to secure work [should be] the provision of
adequate unemployment insurance to be borne by

industry as a legitimate business risk... (145)

In the same year the NSW Labour Research and
Information Bureau proposed a social welfare scheme,
including an Unemployment Fund which would cover every
worker whose wages were fixed by award or industrial
agreement. The government, employers and employees would
contribute equal amounts under the scheme. (146) But the
trade union movement did not have sufficient passion or
foresight. Delegates to the Sydney Trades and Labour
Council could not agree on the value of payments to the
unemployed, despite endorsing the general principles of an
UIS. (147) Resolutions by trade unions in the 1920s
overlooked UI. The Australian Workers Union (AWU) which
represented 15,000 members, proposed Land Settlement, Water
Conservation and Reafforestation, an export duty on all
products except scoured wool and the equalisation of wage

standards between country and city as measures to create

145. J. Carpenter, op. cit., 2.

146. C.E. Martin, op. cit., 128.The NSW Labour Research and
Information Bureau was funded by the Trades and Labour
Council.

147. ibid., 127.



employment and reduce unemployment. (148) But there was no
mention of UI as the AWU believed government sponsored
works would dramatically improve the State's economic
position and create new opportunities for enterprise and
labour. (149)

Although a key recommendation of the 1926 Royal
Commission on National Insurance, the Federal Government
delayed committing resources to UI. In NSW, the first Lang
administration (1925-1927) was very sympathetic to a UIS,
but it lost office before introducing it. A prime
motivation for not committing resources to UI was the view
that high unemployment was an aberration. This view was
evident in the late '20s when the Development and Migration
Commission's detailed study of unemployment and migration,
concluded in part, that high unemployment would not be a
permanent feature of the Australian economy. (150) It would
take mass unemployment in the '30s and the demands of
unemployed associations to force the State to again examine
UI. (151)

While unions held an ambivalent attitude towards an
UIS, industry reacted with hostility to the proposal which
could increase their total costs. (152) As a relief policy
UI had limitations. Not all workers were covered, benefits

were not immediately paid upon loss of employment and the

148. H.E. Boote, op. cit., 2.

149. loc. cit.,

150. Round Table (December 1928), 197. Further proposals
for an UIS in 1928 were short lived because neither
the Bavin Government nor the Federal Government would
make a decision.

151. United Front Committee of Employed and Unemployed,
Report, (14 February 1932).

152. E.G. Theodore, op. cit., 3.
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amount of benefit did not always equate to the person's
weekly wages. (153) Nevertheless, in the context of NSW and
most other Australian States, no systematic system of
unemployment relief had been implemented by the 1930s,
leaving workers uninsured at the onset of the State's worst

economic crisis.

1.7 Causes of Unemployment in NSW in the 1920s:

The steady rise in unemployment after WWl was a
catalyst for high unemployment by the late 1920s.
Unemployment among NSW union members averaged 8.5 per cent
for most of the 1920s, though it broke through the 10 per
cent barrier on several occasions. Moreover, NSW levels of
unemployment in the 1920s were consistently higher than the
national average. (154)

The relatively high rates of unemployment among trade
union members reflected an across the board difficulty in
securing permanent employment. Between 1917 and 1929 the
average unemployment rate in NSW rose from six to eight per
cent, peaking at 12 per cent in 1921, a level well above
the "normal rate" or optimum level of unemployment.

High unemployment rates in the early 1930s were as
much a reflection on the international depression as they
were of the NSW (and Australian) economies in the 1920s.

(155) In the two decades before 1930 there was a sharp rise

153. E.M. Burns, op. cit., xXiv-xv.

154. New South Wales Industrial Gazette, 1920s (Sydney, NSW
Government Printer).

155. E.R. Walker, "Some Aspects of Unemployment",
Australian Quarterly, Vol. (1930), 29.



in the number of unemployed men. Many unemployed single men
left Sydney in search of employment. They travelled to
industrial cities such as Newcastle where their numbers
increased unemployment in the later years of the 1920s.
(156) These figures inflated the "normal rate" of
employment to a point where double-digit unemployment had
become accepted by 1929. In the first quarter of 1925 the
average unemployment rate was 13.2 per cent, with the
engineering and metal works industries experiencing 22.3
per cent. (157) When unemployment averaged about eight per
cent there were still marked labour shortages in particular
occupations. (158) Indeed the normal rate of unemployment
was first questioned in the decade before the Depression,
with the Federal Government as late as 1927 considering
seven per cent a "normal" rate of unemployment. (159)
While accounts of the Great Depression have correctly
identified the staggering rise in unemployment caused by
the enormous slump in aggregate demand between 1929 and
1933, few have highlighted other factors which contributed
to mass unemployment. The 1920s ushered in seasonal
unemployment and the pre-conditions for mass unemployment.
After harvest times many farm labourers were dismissed and

drifted to cities in search of employment. (160)

156. loc. cit.,

157. S.R. Gray, "An evil long endured" in N. Wheately,
(ed)., op. cit., 58.

158. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., Appendix C2.

159. C. Forster, "Australian Unemployment 1900-1940",
Economic Record, Vol. 41. (1965), 449.

160. Royal Commission on National Insurance, Second
Progress Report, 1926.
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Another factor was the extensive loan expenditure of
the 1920s which led to the employment of "an abnormal
number of men." (161) But when loan expenditure sharply
declined in 1929 a large number of predominantly unskilled
men lost their jobs. (162) This was because overseas loans
for capital works had the effect of disguising the
underlying level of unemployment.

Expenditure on public works was irregular, poorly
planned and badly budgeted. In good economic times the NSW
Government borrowed heavily from overseas to finance public
works. However, in lean times governments significantly
reduced public works, causing a large rise in unemployment.
Expenditure on public works was lowest at the beginning and
at the end of financial years, forcing many to seek
alternative employment in the cold winter months. (163)

Foreign borrowings by the States and the Federal
Governments provided labour-intensive employment and also
enabled governments in NSW to disguise the true level of
unemployment. (164) The decade ending 1929 saw the overseas
public debt of Australia increase from £261.1m or £50 per
head to £478.5m or £75 per head. (165)

Nevertheless, not all contemporary economists saw the

161. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 14.

162. B.S.B. Stevens, "Financial and Economic Outlook",
Australian Quarterly, No 5. (1930), 25.

163. NSW, Department of Labour and Industry, Report Upon
Employment and Unemployment in New South Wales, Issued
by the Hon. H.M. Dunningham, MLA, Minister for Labour
and Industry, (Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1937),
16.

164. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 15.

165. R.C. Mills, "The Australian Situation", Harvard
Business Review, Vol. X1, No. 1 (October 1932), 218.



link between public works and unemployment. Mills
recognised the impact of fluctuations in loans and the
effects on public works, but did not focus on the issue of
public works employing such a large body of unskilled
labourers in the first place. By contrast, Benham offered

the opinion that:

...but for the large numbers of such [unskilled]
workers employed by Governments and local authorities,
unemployment in their ranks would have been much

higher, given the basic wages awarded. (166)

Because of the nature of public works few men gained
sufficient skills to find alternative or permanent
employment. A considerable body of "very slightly skilled
labourers" emerged in the 1920s. (167) In June 1927
approximately two-thirds of Australia's foreign debt arose
from Federal and State authorities borrowing primarily for
the purpose of economic development by means of public
works. (168) At this time Australia was the largest
borrower of any country in the British empire. In addition,
public works did little to enhance private economic
activity. Their spasmodic and unplanned nature was

unsatisfactory in itself and it also increased the

166. R.C. Mills, "Australian Loan Policy" in Campbell,
P.C., Mills R.C., Portus, G.V. (eds) Studies 1in
Australian Affairs: Issued by the Institute of Pacific
Relations NSW Branch (Melbourne, MacMillan, 1928),
218.

167. F.C. Benham, The Prosperity of Australia: An economic
analysis (London, P.S. King and Son 1930), 210.

168. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 26.
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instability of secondary employment created by the demand
on those employed on the works. (169) Because public works
were tied to overseas borrowings and subject to the whim of
politicians, irregularity in borrowings lead to fluctuation
in industry and resulted in unemployment. (170) The short-
term benefit of public works in the 1920s was negated by
the instability that such employment created.

The notion of the 20s being a prosperous period was
questioned by some contemporaries. Bland says the
prosperity of NSW was based upon "extravagant borrowings."
(171) Between 1919 and 1928 the State's expenditure
doubled, taxation trebled and public debt increased by 75
per cent. (172) The budget was balanced on only four
occasions during this period, 1919, 1923, 1924 and 1927.

Up until the late 20s there was little discussion of
the upward trend in unemployment, or the direct effect of
employing unskilled workers on government funded public
works programs which disguised the real level of
unemployment and added to Australia's increasing overseas
debt. Contemporaries warned of the dangers of excessive
levels of public works and inefficient government spending.
Copland argued that public works programs should be subject

to a long range plan. (173) Schedvin's view was that:

169. R.C. Mills, op. cit., 105.

170. E.R. Walker, "The Unemployment Problem in Australia:,
Journal of Political Economy Vol. XL, (1932), 222.

171. F.A. Bland, "Government and Finance", Morpeth Review
vVol. 11, No. 7 (September 1931), 35.

172. loc. cit.,

173. D.B. Copland, The Australian Economy (Sydney, Angus
and Robertson, 1931), 21.
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As in the 1880s, the bulk of public investment [in the
1930s] was undertaken without reference to short term
market considerations. The nature of public investment
and the scale of overseas borrowings combined to
render the economy extremely sensitive to

international disturbances in the 1920s. (174)

Australian Governments also contributed to
unemployment in the '20s through other policies designed to
create employment, such as tariff protection. Ironically,
tariff protection facilitated the organisation of certain
industries along lines that reduced the probability of
permanent employment for the average worker. This was due
to tariffs increasing the costs of production which added
to the cost of goods and led to an increase in the cost of
living, borne by the public paying higher prices. (175)

Supply side factors that influenced the level of
skills of members of the labour force included the effects
of technological change and the impact of WWl. Many
returned soldiers joined the ranks of the jobless because
they had not succeeded in their new careers due to poor
planning and their general lack of skills and unsuitability

for positions. (176) As one third of men enlisted for the

174. B. Schedvin, Australia and the Great Depression: a
study of economic development and public policy in the
1920s and 1930s (Sydney, Sydney University Press,
1970), 9.

175. L.F. Giblin, Australia 1930 (Melbourne, Melbourne
University Press, 1931). Giblin's view is supported by
F.G. Clarke, Australia: A Concise political and social
history (Marrickville, NSW, Harcourt Brace Jovanich
Group, 1982), 220.

176. E.R. Walker, (1932), op. cit., 223.
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war had been under the age of 22, the war created a large
pool of unskilled workers. (177) Their overseas duties had
prevented the opportunity to undertake apprenticeships or
vocational study. Moreover the effects of psychological
adjustment impacted for more than a decade. (178) Such
analysis also shows the signs of a growing number of
unskilled members of the labour force, predominantly men.

Unemployment in NSW during the 20s was also caused by
the introduction of machinery and the associated
improvements in productivity. (179) Better equipment and
the failure of countries such as Australia to secure
markets for their goods led to increasing numbers of long
term and permanent unemployed persons. (180) Productivity
improvements in the coal industry, for example, led to
3,000 surplus workers by 1927. (181)

During the 1920s Australia placed itself in a
vulnerable economic position and it would not have required
an international depression to initiate a major decline in
Australia. (182) Some contemporary economists argued that
mass unemployment was a symptom of too high real wages,

(183) while others thought the link between wages and

177. E.R. Walker, "Some Aspects of Unemployment",
Australian Quarterly, No. 6 (June 1930), 36.

178. E.R. Walker (1936), op. cit., 66.

179. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1931-1932,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer), 786-787.

180. Ioc. cit.,

181. E.R.Walker, (1936), op. cit., 77.

182. A.G.B. Fisher, "Crisis and Re-Adjustment in
Australia", Journal of Political Economy, Vol. XL11,
No.6 (December 1934), 755.

183. G. Anderson, "Unemployment and its Amelioration", in
D.B. Copland, An economic survey of Australia (1931),
176.



63

unemployment was more complex than traditional demand-
supply theory. (184)

Immigration was blamed for rising unemployment. In
1929 the Boilermaker's Society in Australia and Great
Britain expressed concern that artisans were migrating to
Australia and swelling the ranks of the unemployed. (185)
An official report by a British Economic Mission that
toured Australia in 1929 concluded that there was a
"sensible decline" in assisted immigrants in the second
half of the 1920s. (186) But Pope's detailed studies of the
Australian economy, using econometric analysis, concluded
that in the inter-war period there were no signs that

migration led to an increase in unemployment. (187)

1.8 Onset of the Great Depression:

The 1921 recession in NSW was eclipsed by the sharp
rise in unemployment in August and September 1927.
Industries such as iron, steel, metal products and
engineering industries were particularly hard hit and
experienced high unemployment rates in 1927 and 1928. (188)

Sydney and other State capitals witnessed marches of the

184. E.R. Walker (1936), op. cit., 61.

185. Boilermakers Society of Australia, Quarterly Reports,
(April 1929). Official Year Book of New South Wales,
1931-1932, (Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1932),
787.

186. HMSO, Report of the British Economic Mission to
Australia, 7 January 1929, 15.

187. D. Pope, G. Withers, "Immigration and Unemployment:
a long run perspective" Working Paper in Economic
History, No. 61 (Canberra, Australian National
University, 1985), D. Pope, "Contours of Australian
Immigration, 1901-1930", Australian Economic History
Review, Vol. XX1, No. 1 (March 1985)

188. New South wales Official Year Book 1934-35 (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1935), 799-802.
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unemployed in 1928. (189) The Militant Minority Movement
(MMM) claimed that up to 25 per cent of Australian miners
experienced intermittent employment in the 1920s. (190)

With the exception of the mining industry, the NSW
economy did not have sufficient inherent weaknesses to
explain the growth in unemployment in mid 1927. Rather,
psychological factors may have had a bearing. An adverse
season in 1927 caused uncertainty and apprehension of a
long drought and instilled a degree of pessimism which
influenced some businesses to retrench staff and curtail
expansion. (191)

Primary industries also fared poorly in the last years
of the 1920s. A decline of about 30 per cent in the returns
from wool and a decline in the wheat yield, cost Australia,
of which NSW made up a significant slice, about £20m in
1929/30 in reduced export earnings. (192) In 1930 a group
of economists warned of the dislocating effects of rapidly

reducing public works. (193)

189. Round Table Vol. 19, (December 1928), 196.

190. Militant Minority Movement, The Coal Crisis: The
Miner's Next Step (Trades Hall, Sydney, 1928, 7.

191. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1934-1935,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1935), 800.

192. B.S.B. Stevens, "Financial and Economic Outlook"
Australian Quarterly No. 5 (March 1930), 7. B.S.B.
Stevens, Employment and Relief of Unemployment
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1932), 17.

193. Statement by Economists, Brisbane, June 1930, cited in
E.G.0. Shann, The crisis in Australian Finance, 1929-
1931: Documents of budgetary and economic policy
(Sydney, Angus and Robertson, 1933), 18.



Between February 1928 and February 1930 the incidence
of unemployment among NSW trade unionists rose from 11.8

per cent to 16.3 per cent. (194)

A large amount of this unemployment is inevitable
because no industrial system is elastic enough to
adapt itself immediately to such a sudden and drastic

change. (195)

On the eve of the Depression, several contemporary
economists argued that high real wages caused high
unemployment. Copland argued that a 10 per cent reduction
in wages would not add to unemployment, but would allow
employers new opportunities to expand their businesses and

employ extra labour. (196)

The steady upward trend of unemployment up to 1929
must be regarded as the development of wages rates

somewhat beyond the capacity of industry. (197)

Copland's view was also adopted by Benham who
advocated that a lowering of average wages accompanied by
an increase in the value production per workers would cause

unemployment to fall:

194. Commonwealth of Australia, Preliminary Survey of the
Economic Problem (Bruce Report, Melbourne, Government
Printer 1932), 20.

195. J.B. Bridgen, op. cit., 9.

196. As paraphrased in P. Groenegewen, B. MacFarlane, op.
cit., 139.

197. D.B.Copland, Australia in The World Crisis, 1929-1932.
The Alfred Marshall Lectures (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1934), 18.
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It is futile to blame "bad seasons" or "trade
depressions" for a long-continued high percentage of
unemployment... after time unemployment can be quickly
removed, or at least diminished if average money wages

are lowered. (198)

However, the sheer scale of unemployment in 1929/30
diminished the significance of these views. (199
"Depressional" factors were the overriding cause of mass
unemployment in 1929 and for the duration of the 1930s.
High unemployment in the 1920s affected a large number of
major economies.

Rising unemployment across NSW generated spontaneous
responses and petitions to the State. In March 1929 the One
Big Union of Unemployed petitioned for SLEs to repay the
cost of fares to unemployed who had gained temporary work.
The Union also advocated for a decentralisation in food
relief depots to make it easier for the unemployed to gain
the dole. (200) By the third quarter of 1929, 25 per cent
of members of the Baking Trades Union were either
unemployed or had lost contact with their Union. (201)
While unemployment affected most classes and occupations,
the unskilled comprised the larger proportion. More than 80

per cent of men registered at SLEs in 1929 and 1930 sought

198. F.C. Benham, op. cit., 211.

199  Non-economic forces played a role, such as pessimism.

200. NSW Legislative Assembly, "The Unemployed" NSW
Parliamentary Papers, 1928-29, Vol.1l (7 March 1929).

201. Baking Trades Union, Minutes of Executive Meeting 1
October 1929, T13/3/2.



employment as labourers. (202) In October 1929, 3,500
residents of the Sydney electorates of Canterbury, Lakemba
and Bankstown petitioned the NSW Legislative Assembly to
approve public works for the unemployed such as the
completion of the Tempe-East Hills Railway, dredging of the
Cooks River, roads and other bridges. (203) Unemployed
workers covered by a large number of industrial awards made
strong complaints in March 1930 about the operation of the
SLE. And a petition from 18 trade unions claimed their
average unemployment rate was 30 to 40 per cent and as high
as 70 to 80 per cent in some trades. (204) The petitioners
also requested that relief workers be paid on the basis of
standard industrial awards. (205)

Indicative of the deteriorating labour market, male
employment in factories fell by 31.55 per cent between 1928
and 1932. The recession impacted on the labour force quite
dramatically with total registrations at SLEs doubling to
20,710 in May 1930. By December 1930 monthly registrations
exceeded 30,000. (206) The total number of unemployed was
55,000 in the metropolitan areas and 25,000 in the rural

areas. (207) Indicative of the large number of unskilled

202. This trend can be seen in the returns published in
the NSW Industrial Gazette during 1929 and 1930.

203. NSW Legislative Assembly, "Public Works for the relief
of the unemployed", NSW Parliamentary Papers (October
1929).

204. NSW Legislative Assembly, "The Question of
Unemployment, NSW Parliamentary Papers, Vol. 1 No 2,
(1929-30).

205. loc. cit.,

206. NSW Industrial Gazette (31 January 1931), 26.

207. loc. cit.,
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men, more than 80 per cent of the unemployed were
labourers. (208)

Recognition of unacceptably high unemployment by non-
Labor politicians in NSW dates from the 1929 Budget Speech.
This confirms the failure of the NSW Government to
recognise the build-up in unemployment in the 1920s,

particularly in the later years of that decade. (209)

1.9 Conclusions:

NSW and most other States in Australia were ill-
prepared to deal with mass unemployment when it initially
struck in 1929/30. (210) Despite ample warnings of the need
to introduce UI, successive NSW Governments avoided
implementing any comprehensive form of unemployment relief.
This led to the majority of NSW workers being uninsured and
unprotected at a time of unprecedented economic crisis. The
State lacked courage. Community attitudes which laid blame
for unemployment at the feet of the unemployed also had an
influence on government opinions.

During the 1920s a large increase in foreign debt hung
over Australia. During the decade ending 30 June 1929, the

overseas public debt of Australia increased from £261lm or

208. loc. cit.,

209. L. Richardson, The bitter years: Wollongong during the
Great Depression (Sydney, Hale and Ironmonger, 1984),
61.

210. On the eve of the Depression, NSW Premier Bavin
thought that the existing system of labour exchanges
was adequate. NSW Premier's Department, New South
wales, the land of sunshine and opportunity: a
handbook of information for investors, traders and
producers and other. Issued by the authority of the
Hon. T.R. Bavin, Premier and Treasurer of NSW
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1928), 12.
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£50m per head to £478m or £75m per head. Interest on the
external debt rose from 9.5 per cent of export earnings in
1913 to 19.5 per cent in 1928. (211) NSW, as the largest
State, amassed the largest loans. A comparison between the
1880s and the 1920s reveals a close similarity in the
policy of governments to outlay excessive sums on poorly
planned public works programs. Initially public works were
a mechanism by which expansion and future prosperity of an
economy could be achieved. But colonial and State
governments borrowed too heavily during these periods,
leaving themselves short of reserves and policies when
economic slumps occurred. Moreover, the excessive amount of
loans in the 1920s were not channelled into public works
which provided benefits to the workers. The ad hoc nature
of public works reflected a policy of providing employment,
but not necessarily in an ordered fashion or in a manner
that increased the skills of the labour force.

During economic recessions, the underlying principle
of public works changed to be an unemployment relief
policy, but there was little constructive thought about how
to implement this strategy so as to best benefit the
economy and skills base of each person employed on public
works.

High real wages also accompanied public works, thereby
causing a disparity in wages levels between the public and

private sectors. Another factor holding back governments

211. R.C. Mills, "The Australian Situation", Harvard
Business Review, Vol. X1. No. 1 (October 1932), 218.
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was the optimistic belief that unemployment would fall
sharply fall as the century progressed.

Attitudinal factors played a large role in influencing
the small amount of State aid to the unemployed in the
decades prior to the Great Depression. Despite unemployment
being a serious problem in the 1920s no political party
implemented significant improvements to the system of
unemployment relief, which essentially was based on
occasional public works and sustenance administered by the
NSWBS and other benevolent organisations.

With some exceptions the unemployed before the 1930s
were perceived to be unskilled and lazy members of society.
It was not until late 1929 that politicians and policy
makers in NSW recognised the chronic nature of
unemployment. But political recognition did not bring about
well developed relief policies. While the State maintained
the view that unemployment relief was the domain of non-
government groups, its response was to finance and delegate
authority for food relief to the NSWBS during the 1920s.

Unfortunately it took the tragedy of mass unemployment
in the 1930s to prompt the State to more meaningfully

respond.
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CHAPTER TWO: NSW PUBLIC

FINANCE, 1929-1939

2.1 The burden of wunemployment on public £finances:

Mass unemployment in the 1930s forced governments to
increase drastically allocations for unemployment relief
and other social services. As public finances contained no
provisions to counter mass unemployment, the State first
introduced a tax to fund unemployment relief in 1930.
Indicative of the ongoing need to finance unemployment
relief programs, successive NSW governments retained taxes
to fund unemployment relief during the Depression decade.

The State faced the insurmountable problem of deficit
budgets and a need to cut public expenditure at a time when
the prolonged economic crisis dictated they spend
unprecedented amounts on unemployment relief. The four
governments of the period reflected different philosophies
and policies in regard to public expenditure. Buoyed by
introducing a special Unemployment Relief Tax (URT) in 1930
the Bavin Government allocated substantial sums of money to
public works, while at the same time increasing expenditure
on food relief. The Lang Labor Government used this tax as
the basis for extending charitable relief in the form of
the dole to provincial and country areas of NSW. Between

November 1930 and his dismissal in May 1932 Lang expended
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more than £7.5m on sustenance. (1) The impact of Lang's
policies on public finances was to severely restrict the
State's capacity to borrow abroad and repay existing debts.

On taking office in May 1932 the United Australia
Party (UAP) led by Stevens embarked on a radical plan to
minimise public sector expenditure by imposing stricter
eligibility conditions on dole applicants. Stevens'
philosophy carried over to the Emergency Relief Works
Scheme (ERWS). And, as this chapter will highlight, the
Stevens Government did not distribute to the unemployed all
the proceeds of the special unemployment relief tax. In the
last six months of the decade, the conservative Mair
Government attempted to ease the plight of the unemployed
in the face of rising unemployment and the prospect of a
second depression.

Rising unemployment in the late 1920s placed added
pressure on the State's public finances. In 1929 the Chief
Secretary's Department (CSD) reported that its budget
increase in charitable relief was predominantly due to a
rise in unemployment on the northern coalfields and the
deteriorating employment situation in Sydney. (2) Other
government departments felt the squeeze on the public
purse. For example, the Inspector General of Mental
Hospitals reported that "to reduce the expenditure in this

direction would necessitate a lowering of the standard of

such services..." (3)

1. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1933-34
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1934), 624.

2. NSW Treasury Department, Correspondence - General

Series, 29/5547 10/22240.
3. ibid., 29/5920.
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But unemployment relief was a small percentage of
government expenditure in the 1920s, a decade in which most
Australian States borrowed excessively. Apart from South
Australia no State government made significant attempts to
cut public expenditure before 1930. In NSW the average
annual loan expenditure between 1926 and 1929 was £14.3m.
With international and domestic economic conditions on the
decline, the Bavin Government initially responded by
reducing loan expenditure to £12.5m per annum before
further reducing it to £10m. (4)

It was commonly believed that Australian governments
during the 1930s could not borrow abroad because of the
sharp downturn in the prices of primary products. However,
in the early 1930s States such as NSW could not borrow
abroad because of their underlying poor financial State.
Bland argued that even if the depression had not occurred,
NSW would have been unable to borrow to any large extent.

(5)

2.2 Unemployment Relief Taxes:

Without the special levies on the employed, the
unemployed of the 1930s would have received less State aid
and would have been in a far worse predicament. Bavin

introduced the Prevention and Relief of Unemployment Act

4, D.B. Copland, Australia in the World Crisis, 1929-
1932: The Alfred Marshall Lectures (Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1934), 36. B.S.B. Stevens,
Employment and Relief of Unemployment (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1935), 19.

5. F.A. Bland, "Government and Finance", Morpeth Review,
vol. 11, No. 17, (September 1931), 35.



74

which established the NSW Unemployment Relief Council (URC)
to administer an Unemployment Relief Tax (URT). A special
levy of 3d in the £1 was imposed on salaries, wages and
other income from employment from 1 July 1930. It was a
regressive tax in that it hit the rich and poor alike. Lang
increased the levy to 1ls in the £1 on earnings and income
(ie. five per cent).

The URC authorised expenditures on public works from
the Unemployment Relief Fund (URF). Through the URC the
Bavin Government gave approval for large amounts of relief
expenditure. Bavin allocated more funds for relief works
than the income collected from the URT. Rural areas of NSW
received the highest share and a disproportionate amount.
(6) By the end of August 1930 the URC had authorised
expenditure totalling £1,538,475. Bavin encouraged the URC
to provide extra funds for relief programs "..as it is
essential that as much employment as possible should be
provided between the present time (August) and November
when the full benefit of harvesting and shearing would
become apparent." (7)

Bavin's response to the growing army of unemployed was
to increase the number of government-run food relief depots
(FRD) and to transform ordinary public works (OPW) into
relief works for the unemployed. When Bavin was defeated in
November 1930 he left the URT in a deficit. The surge in

spending under Bavin had major repercussions for the Lang

6. New South Wales, Unemployment Relief Council (URC),
"Copies of Minutes, Meetings and Papers", 28 August
1930. 2/8176. Country areas received f£lm, metropolitan
£760,000 and Newcastle/Maitland £163,000.

7. ibid., 21 August 1930.



Government. The strain on resources was evident and in June
1931 the URC withdrew unexpended balances on completed
works and amounts approved but not accepted by local
councils. (8)

While the name of the unemployment levy changed during
the 1930s there was no change from the original intention
to raise a substantial sum of additional revenue so that
the State could fund unemployment relief programs. From
July 1932 the URF was merged into consolidated revenue and
became subject to parliamentary appropriation. (9) Stevens
changed the system of funding unemployment relief (food and
public works) by instituting a wages tax on income and a
special income tax on other income from 1 December 1933.
Under Stevens the URT became a progressive tax as levies
ranged from 6d in the £1 on the first £2 to a maximum of
10d in the £1. (10) On 1 October 1939, the Mair Government
replaced these taxes with a combined Unemployment Relief
and Social Services Tax.

Income from unemployment relief taxes represented more
than one-third of NSW government revenue for the greater
part of the 1930s. (11) The amount of revenue raised is

listed in the following table:

8. ibid., 30 June 1931.

9. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1936-37,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1937), 690.

10. United Australia Party, From Chaos to Order, Being a
Summary of the Achievements of the Stevens-Bruxner
Government, May 13 1932 to May 11, 1935 (Published
under the authority of B.S.B. Stevens and M.F.
Bruxner, circa 1935), 15.

11. Official Year Books of NSW, selected issues.
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Table 2.1: Revenue collected from various unemployment

relief taxes, 1930-1940 (12)

Year URT
Special 1Income Tax and
Wages Tax
£
1930-31 4,375,803
1931-32 5,799,519
1932-33 6,702,439
1933-34 5,248,287
1934-35 5,262,621
1935-36 6,190,292
1936-37 6,801,889
1937-38 6,949,284
1938-39 6,363,935
1939-40 8,252,321
Total 61,946,390

According to Table 2.1 the URT amassed £61.9m between
1930 and 1938. To analyse how much revenue from the URT was
used for its intended purpose it is necessary to identify

the components of unemployment relief, ie. cash charitable

assistance, food relief and expenditure on public works

programs. Expenditure on unemployment relief during this

period comprised food relief (£16,323,045), cash payments,

12. loc. cit; Financial Statement: Budget Speech, B.S.B.
Stevens, 1937, 2; 1938, 4; Report, 1937, 24) There is
a large discrepancy between Table 2.1 and the amounts
recorded in Report of the Commissioner for Taxation,
1938-1939; Report on working of PRUA, 1930-1932,; 1939,
3; and Special Income and Wages Tax (Management) Act,
1936, NSW Parliamentary Papers) which were:

Year Collected Outstanding Costs
Ended £ £ £

30/06/31 1,648,329 472,142 37,520
30/06/32 1,792,520 654,080 31,023
30/06/33 3,025,630 740,139 39,135
30/06/34 2,144,771 587,397 48,784
30/06/35 2,206,003 498,790 49,639
30/06/36 2,882,112 436,091 53,425
30/06/37 3,316,354 426,115 55,985
30/07/38 3,643,161 374,326 64,805
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clothing and medical services (£1,065,906) and relief works
(£6,832,638). (13) The relief works total includes loans
for relief works.

During the 1930s governments allocated approximately
£20m in food relief. (14) In Stevens' first year in office
income from the URT and Family Endowment Tax totalled
£8,981,555, but only £6,931,414 was spent on various social
services. (15) The remaining £1,795,681 or 20 per cent was
spent on administration unrelated to unemployment relief.
(16)

Excluding expenditure from loans and sums allocated as
grants for unemployment relief, the total expenditure by
the NSW and Federal Governments on charitable relief
amounted to £14,440,848 in 1931-32 and £13,020,306 in 1932-
33. (17)

The Stevens Government was widely criticised by the
unemployed and their associations, church officials,
womens' and community groups and the opposition Labor Party
for failing to distribute all the proceeds of the special
wages and income tax. In September 1933 a number of
municipal and shire councils passed resolutions which urged
the Stevens Government to spend all of the proceeds of the

URT on the unemployed. (18) An alderman from Mascot Council

13. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1940-41,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1943), 558.

14. ibid., 559. £19,534,103 was spent on food relief
between July 1930 and June 1939.

15. Report of the Auditor General, (Sydney, Government
Printer 1933), 33.

16. 1loc. cit.,

17. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1932-33,
(Sydney, NSW Government Printer, 1933), 631.

18. New South Wales, Chief Secretary, Main Series of
Inward Letters (hereafter abbreviated to NSW, CSIL),
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said that Stevens was "...robbing the poor...which is the
greatest sin of humanity today." (19) Representatives of
the Concord Citizens Committee asked Stevens to "...spend

the whole of the money contributed by the employed for the
unemployed." (20) Lang claimed that Stevens distorted the
figures by including family endowments payments and
charitable relief payments under the total of unemployment
relief. (21) It cannot be precisely said how much revenue
Stevens failed to distribute in unemployment relief. During
his term of office he raised £43,518,747 from unemployment
relief. On the basis of the amount he failed to distribute
in his first year in office, some 20 per cent, and in light
of frequently expressed anecdotes, it can be estimated that
about 20 per cent or more than £8m was not expended on
relief for the unemployed. The annual conference of the NSW
Labor Council in 1936 "deplored the fact that the wages tax
paid by workers is being misused for the purposes of
balancing the budget..." (22) The Unity Committee of West
Wallsend accused Stevens of robbing £3m annually from
unemployment relief funds. (23)

In 1933 the Balmain Unemployed Workers Union urged the

Stevens Government to distribute to benevolent

A33/7738 5/9111. The conservative Country Women's
Association requested Stevens to return to each
country district 80 per cent of the income gathered
under the URT. See NSW CSIL, 32/11939 Box 10/22298.

19. NSW, CSIL, "Notes of Deputation from representatives
of the Trades and Labor Council to the NSW Minister
for Social Services, Hawkins regarding food relief and
clothing to the unemployed," A33/7091 A33/7090.

20. loc. cit.,

21. "Policy Speech, J.T. Lang." April 1935. Box 10 (144)
NSW Labor Council Records.

22. loc. cit.,

23. loc. cit.,
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organisations and workers groups the £lm from the URT which
had been sidetracked into consolidated revenue. (24) One
writer said: "There can be little doubt that revenue raised
for unemployment relief and loan funds was used to show a
reduced deficit." (25) In the second half of the 1930s
Stevens retained the URT and other taxes despite the fall
in unemployment and the downscaling of government
expenditure on unemployment relief. It was not until
unemployment had fallen to about four per cent in July 1941
that the Unemployment Relief and Social Services tax was

abolished.

2.3 The cost of government relief:

The food relief system was a large burden on the
budgets of NSW governments during the Depression,
particularly on the Lang Government. By January 1932
expenditure on food relief exceeded £400,000 per month, a
significant rise from £140,000 in January 1931. Lang's
Chief Secretary, Thomas Baddley expressed concern that "the
cost of our food relief is altogether too great. Moreover
its incidence is a tremendous burden on the community
financially..." (26)

Between July 1931 and November 1932 the Lang

Government expended £6.6m on food relief. (27) This large

24. NSW, CSIL, A33/7095 5/91009.

25. J. McCarthy, "The Stevens-Bruxner Government, 1932-
1937" MA Thesis, University of New South Wales, 1967,
136.

26. NSW, CSIL, B31/108/664.

27. New South Wales, Treasury, Special Bundles,
Unemployment Relief Fund Ledgers, 7/15035, 481;
7/15036, 275; 7/15037, 186.



80

scale expenditure was necessary to meet the spectacular
rise in unemployment from about 10 to 30 per cent. Lang's
critics claimed that this £6.6m was allocated without
reference to Parliament or Budget papers. (28)

After taking office Stevens conceded that mass
unemployment was crippling NSW and reluctantly endorsed

Lang's policy of sustenance:

Unfortunately for the country during the period so
great was the drift that it became financially
impossible for the government of the day to provide
any funds, excepting those necessary to give food
relief to many thousands of unemployed men and their

dependants. (29)

Public expenditure on relief programs in the ensuing
years was largely governed by the degree of co-operation
between local councils and the State Government. Table 2.2
illustrates the average monthly number of adult men
receiving food relief and expenditure between 1931 and
1939. It shows three significant factors. First,
expenditure on food relief was highest during the Lang
Government (November 1930-May 1932). Second, a large fall

in food relief expenditure occurred after Stevens came to

28. F.A. Bland, "The financial and economic policy of the
Stevens Government", Economic Record Vol. IX, No. 16
(June 1933), 30. B.S.B. Stevens, (1935), op. cit., 4.
By contrast, the Stevens Government gathered receipts
from taxes of Family Endowment and Unemployment Relief
and recorded them as Consolidated Revenue and
Expenditure, before Parliament voted on their
allocation.

29. B.S.B. Stevens, (1935), op. cit., 4.



office. And, third, a rise in unemployment in the final
years of the decade forced the conservative Governments of

Stevens and Mair to increase allocations of food relief.

Table 2.2: Average number of men receiving
food relief on a monthly basis, and annual

expenditure on food relief, 1930-1939 (30)

Year Average Monthly Annual
June Number Expenditure
£

1930 N/A 355,989
1931 205,465 1,837,886
1932 151,167 5,070,732
1933 80,804 3,510,194
1934 28,676 1,467,953
1935 25,525 1,076,670
1936 24,539 980,759
1937 28,609 1,114,950
1938 31,713 1,263,901
1939 35,404 1,419,836

2.4 Stevens reduces relief expenditure:

An instrumental part of the policy of the Stevens
administration was to employ men on relief works and to
reduce the volume and cost of food relief and medical
assistance. Stevens claimed that between July 1932 and June

1935, £14,528,864 was expended on relief works, but as

30. Abstracted from Tables 473 and 474, Official Year Book
of NSw, 1940-41 (Sydney, Government Printer, 1943),
558; New South Wales Industrial Gazette Vol. 50 (30
November 1936), 1221-1222. NSW Treasury, Special
Bundles, Unemployment Relief Ledgers. The Expenditure
column includes food relief issued to women,
travellers and children. No Government of the period
kept a break-up of the relative amounts.
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Table 2.3 shows, expenditure during the period totalled

£11.5m. (31)

Table 2.3: Expenditure on the Emergency Relief Works

Scheme, 1933-34 to 1937-38 (32)

Financial Year Amount (£)
1933-34 2,907,080
1934-35 2,819,179
1936-37 2,116,311
1937-38 331,988
Total 11,540,544

Stevens may have included food relief in his
definition of relief works, because the combined food
relief and unemployment relief works expenditure for the
five year period (1931-1936) equated to a similar figure.

The highest proportion of government expenditure on
food relief was allocated by the Lang administration in
1931-1932, during perhaps the worst year of the depression.
Also of importance is the allocation for same in 1939-1940,
the highest amount since 1933-34, which reflected the onset

of a second major slump.

31. B.S.B. Stevens, (1935), op. cit., 8.

32. NSW, Treasury, Special Bundle, Unemployment Relief
Ledgers, AONSWK, 7/15035-7/15039; New South Wales,
Unemployment Relief Council, Annual Reports.
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2.5 Work Rationing:

The squeeze on public expenditure forced the State to
introduce rationing of hours of employment. (33) Rationing
in the NSW public service began in the second half of 1929
and peaked during 1930-1932. (34) While one study concluded
that there was little part-time work or job sharing among
the unemployed (35) there was a large amount of work
rationing, particularly in the public sector. Rationing or
"short time" (36) was commonplace in the NSW railways and
tramways. In early 1930 the Bavin Government gave the
Australian Federated Union of Locomotive Engineers the
option of having 400 of its members dismissed or agreeing
that they work on a rationed basis, ie. each employee would
not work one week every three months or less. (37) In July
1930 rationing of tramway workers became legal, with
workers having a week's unpaid leave every 18 weeks in the

Newcastle district and every eight weeks in the Sydney

33. G. Anderson, "Unemployment and its Amelioration" in
D.B. Copland (ed)., An Economic Survey of Australia
(Philadelphia, American Academy of Political and
Social Science, 1931), 177-178.

34. C. Forster, "Unemployment and the Australian Economic
Recovery of the 1930s", in R.G. Gregory and N.G.
Butlin (eds) Recovery from the Depression: Australia
and the World Economy in the 1930s (Cambridge
University Press, Cambridge, 1988), 298.

35. R.G. Gregory, L. Ho, L. McDermott, "Sharing the
Burden: The Australian Labor Market in the 1930s",
Working Papers in Economic History, Vol. 47. 1985, 29.

36. Labor Research and Information Bureau, March of the
Machine in Australia (Sydney, Trades Hall, 1931), 3.

37. Australian Federated Union of Locomotive Engineers,
"Returns of Membership", E99/15/3.
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metropolitan district. (38) Rationing allowed ongoing
employment for surplus officers targeted with redundancies
and was necessary because of the introduction of the 96
hour fortnight and the reduced number of services due to
the economic decline. In addition, the closure of the
Sutherland-Cronulla line increased the number of surplus
staff by 31 to 717, causing the frequency of rationing to
be increased to one week in six in the metropolitan area.
(39)

In the following years rationing prevented the

dismissals of thousands of railway employees.

Table 2.4: Employees of the NSW Railways, 1930-1932 (40)

Date Employed Rationed Total
Full Time Work

30/06/30 9,221 26,852 36,073

30/06/31 3,052 34,162 37,198

30/06/32 13,270 23,713 36,983

Rationing had the effect of disguising the true level
of unemployment, thereby lowering statistics of
unemployment. (41) Official statistics did not include a
question on the number of rationed workers, although it can
be assumed that many of the 8.14 per cent of people who
described themselves as "Part Time" in the 1933 Census had

been forced into rationed work.

38. New South Wales, Transport Department, Correspondence
Files, "Rationing of work, 1931", 8/1493.

39. loc. cit.,

40. New South Wales, Government Railways and Tramways,
Report of the Commissioners for the year ending 30
June 1930, 1931, 1932 (Sydney, Government Printer)

41. Economic and Trade Conditions in Australia to December
1930, 1931, (Melbourne, Government Printer, 1930),
211.
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Many private sector employers also introduced
rationing as a means of avoiding large scale retrenchments.
For example, in the second half of 1930 employees at the
BHP workshops at Newcastle did not work every third week.
(42) One study of the Metal Trades Industries, concluded
that 4,000 members, or approximately half the total number
of members were rationed to 26 hours a week between May
1931 and May 1932. (43)

The full extent of rationing cannot be calculated
because of incomplete returns from employers. In mid 1932,
however, the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics
(CBCS) estimated that 20 per cent of the Australian labour
force went without one day's work every week. (44) There
are no reasons to dispute this estimate, leaving the
conclusion that rationing was a major characteristic of the
NSW economy in the 1930s. In the second half of the '30s
work rationing became more identified with relief workers.
Amongst permanent employees the extent of rationing had

fallen by 1936.

2.6 Decline in public sector employment:
All governments of the decade brought in reforms aimed
at reducing public sector expenditure. In July 1930 Bavin

reduced the salaries of public servants by 8.3 per cent

42. Boilermakers Society of Australia, Quarterly Reports
(October 1930), 410.

43. J.A. Merritt's study as cited in C. Forster, op. cit.,
298.

44. Cited in Royal Institute of International Affairs,
Unemployment: An International Problem, A Report by a
study group of members (London, Oxford University
Press, 1935), 38. Section 6.8 of this thesis details
the working hours and conditions of relief workers.
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with a minimum of £300 per annum for married men and a rule
that no adult officer was to be reduced below the basic
wage. (45) In 1931 the Lang Government made a further cut,
lifting the minimum salary reduction to 15 per cent, with
the highest of 33.5 per cent on salaries over £1,500. (46)
Lang also introduced a rebate scheme which was extended by
the Stevens Government. (47)

As Table 2.6 highlights, government departments and
authorities that employed the highest percentage of men on
the Emergency Relief Works Scheme (ERWS) were the same
employers who shed many full time positions in the early
1930s. Between 1929 and 1933 total public sector employment
in NSW fell from 1,102,000 to 899,000. (48)

Table 2.5: Business Undertakings and Constructions,
1929-1937 (49)

Departments 1929 1931 1932 1937
Railways, Roads 58,011 51,174 49,810 n/a
Transport
Tramways

Maritime Services

Board 1,232 729 619 1,130
Water Conservation

Irrigation 1,548 1,058 1,050 913
Commission

Main Roads 3,695 1,343 1,358 3,604
Water Sewerage 5,715 1,894 1,801 10,325
Drainage

45. United Australia Party, op. cit., 107.

46. loc. cit.,

47. ibid., 108.

48. A. Barnard, N.G. Butlin and J.J. Pincus, "Public and
Private Sector Employment in Australia, 1901-1974",
Australian Economic Review (1977).

49, loc. cit.,
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Much, if not all, of the decline in public sector
employment occurred in the areas of business undertakings
and construction. Between 1929/30 and 1931/32 employment in
business undertakings fell by 15 per cent, while there was
a massive 46 per cent reduction in road construction. (50)
By contrast, administrative areas experienced a 10 per cent
reduction over the same period. (51) The public sector bore
the brunt of the depression. In aggregate terms, employees
of the NSW Government decreased by 19,649 or nearly 18 per
cent in the period 1929-1932 as the following table

depicts.

Table 2.6: NSW Government Employees, 1929-1939 (selected

years) (52)

Year Males Females Total
ended

1929 97,803 12,354 110,157
1932 78,003 12,505 90,508
1933 75,884 12,580 88,464
1937 92,417 12,668 105,085
1938 92,539 12,854 105,393
1939 93,954 12,853 106,807

The figures are extremely important in light of
Snooks' argument that large scale retrenchments in the
public sector paved the way for the re-employment of many

men on the ERWS, on lower wages and without the protection

50. Official Year Book of NSwW, 1939-1940, (Sydney, NSW
Government Printer, 1940), 604.

51. T. Hytten, "Australian Public Finance Since 1930"
Supplement to the Economic Record, (March 1935), 128.

52. loc. cit.,
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of conditions laid down by industrial awards. (53) The
downscaling of the public sector is also reflected in
departmental returns. For example, the expenditure of the
Department of Main Roads (DMR) declined sharply after the
depression's onset. The DMRs expenditure for the County of
Cumberland and the Country Area's Main Road Fund fell from

£3.8m in 1929/30 to £1.3m in 1931/32. (54)

2.7 Conclusions:

This chapter has demonstrated that on the eve of a
decade of mass unemployment the State was ill prepared to
provide relief to the unemployed. Mass unemployment forced
the State to introduce a special tax to fund unemployment
relief. This levy was crucial to funding the food relief
and public works programs that will be outlined in Chapters
Five and Six.

The policies of NSW Governments in the '30s differed
in terms of expenditure limits. While Lang was prepared to
base government policy solely on the dole, Stevens opted
for a broader approach and expanded public works programs.

Stevens was financially conservative in allocating funds

53. G.D. Snooks, "Government Unemployment Relief in the
1930s: Aid or Hindrance to Recovery", in R.G. Gregory
and N.G. Butlin (eds), Recovery from the Depression:
Australia and the World Economy in the 1930s
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988), 332-
334.

54. Department of Main Roads, Fourteenth Annual Report for
the year ending 30 June 1939 (Sydney, Government
Printer, 1939), 88.



for unemployment relief, and by not spending all the income
derived from the Unemployment Relief Tax, was widely judged
to be harsh. Chapters Five and Six will take up this theme
by examining the human cost of Stevens' drive to cut
unemployment relief expenditure.

Contemporaries, with the exception of economists,
correctly accused the Stevens administration of being over
zealous in applying the Permissible Income Regulations,
particularly in regard to families. Correspondence to the
NSW Chief Secretary and labour force statistics clearly
indicates the impact of stringent unemployment policies
pursued by Stevens.

Financial statistics show that Stevens used income
from the URT to reduce the State's deficit. While the
income from the URT and successive taxes was crucial to
assisting many unemployed, more could have been done for
the unemployed had Stevens distributed all the proceeds
from these taxes. The unemployed were deprived because
Stevens used a good proportion of income designated for
unemployment relief to reduce the State's debt.

This chapter has also highlighted the high incidence
of work rationing which acted to disguise the true level of
unemployment. This was relevant in light of the inadequacy
of contemporary statistics of the labour market, the theme

of the next chapter.
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CHAPTER THREE: STATISTICS OF UNEMPLOYMENT

3.1 Introduction:

This chapter examines the reliability of government,
trade union and other unemployment statistics in the
context of a changing labour force and the need to identify
trends in mass unemployment, such as the age and sex
composition of the unemployed and the districts most prone
to unemployment. It will argue that despite mass
unemployment and calls for greater details about the
unemployed, there was a paucity of official statistics
pertaining to the labour force and unemployment during the
1930s. Detailed statistics could have provided the State
with a better picture of the extent of the economic crisis
and would have made it less difficult for the State to
avoid its responsibilities. But inadequate demographic data
also impacted on the slow response by governments to
relieve the unemployed.

The impact of contemporary attitudes in shaping the
questions asked by statisticians is a second theme of this
chapter. In developing a portrait of the unemployed it is
helpful to start with a meaningful definition. This thesis
takes Walker's definition of unemployment as a starting

point:
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Unemployment is the enforced idleness of men, women
and juveniles who want to work at the ruling rates of

pay, but cannot find employment. (1)

The inability to find employment is the key aspect of
this definition. However, this definition cannot adequately
account for all the unemployed in the 1930s because many
people were willing to work but discouraged because of
contemporary attitudes or restrictions placed on who could
work on government relief programs. Walker's definition
also makes no account of women and men in outlying rural
areas who were often prevented from registering for
employment because of distance.

Other limitations of the 1930s' unemployment
statistics include the influence of governments in the
collection of statistics, the reliability and
representativeness of trade union returns and the
manipulation and distortion of unemployment statistics by
politicians such as the United Australia Party (UAP)
Premier, Bertram Stevens.

Prior to 1933 the principal records of employment and
unemployment in NSW were those obtained from the decennial
censuses. (2) Apart from census returns and statistics from
a select number of trade unions, governments did not keep
official unemployment statistics before the 1930s. Indeed,

up until the Depression they had little reason to collect

1. E.R. Walker, Unemployment Policy: With Special
Reference to Australia (Sydney, Angus and Robertson,
1936), 2.

2. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1939-40,

(Sydney, Government Printer, 1940) 33-34.
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unemployment data in a systematic way. (3) One positive

effect of mass unemployment in the 1930s was to motivate

Australian statisticians to provide more accurate and

detailed unemployment statistics. (4) Despite such

incentive, statistics of the 1930s failed to grasp the

extent of unemployment.

In regard to NSW and other parts of Australia:

...statistics are clearly deficient in regard to...
reason for unemployment, duration of unemployment,
occupation, industry, location, sex, age, whether
actually working, willingness to accept work outside

trade. (5)

The 1930s experience prompted discussion about who

comprised the ranks of the unemployed, what constituted the

"natural rate of unemployment" and the impact of the rise

in the female participation rate. Prior to the Great

Depression an unemployment rate of between three and five

per cent was considered a normal rate, but a 20 per cent

average unemployment rate in NSW during the 1930s paved the

way for a significant rethink. With these comments in mind

it is now proposed to analyse the nature of unemployment

statistics.

Ul

B. Dyster and D. Meredith, Australia in the
International Economy in the Twentieth Century
(Sydney, Cambridge University Press, 1990), 130.
E.R. Walker, op. cit., 63.

C. Forster, "Australian Unemployment, 1900-1940",
Economic Record, Vol. 41, (September 1965), 426.
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3.2 Distortions and Limitations:

Incomplete and inadequate labour force statistics were
characteristic of many countries, including Australia,
prior to the 1930s, leading to an understating of the
number of unemployed persons. During the 1890s Depression
the NSW Trades and Labour Council lamented the
unreliability of unemployment statistics. (1) In NSW in the
1930s a large number of males, females and youth were
excluded from labour force and unemployment statistics.
This was due to ambiguous questions in unemployment
surveys, recording and tabulating errors, and the policies
of the Stevens Government to disguise the true levels of
unemployment by excluding females from unemployment
statistics.

Females bore the brunt of government attempts to
downplay the magnitude of unemployment in the 1930s.
Finding suitable employment in the 1930s was difficult for
women, particularly outside major industrial centres where
contemporary attitudes focused on preserving a male
dominated workforce. As a result many women resumed full
time household duties and did not describe themselves as
unemployed. (7) In rural areas it was difficult to
distinguish between "domestic duties" and working on the

farm. Accurate data about the extent and duration of female

6. Cited in E.A. Boehm, Prosperity and Depression in
Australia, 1887-1897 (Oxford, Clarendon Press,
1971), 47. J.A. Garraty, Unemployment in History:
Economic Thought and Public Policy (New York, Harper
and Row, 1978), 167.

7. A.G. Colley, "New South Wales Unemployment
Statistics", Australian Quarterly, Vol. X1, No. 1
(March 1939), 100.
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unemployment did not exist and many women who combined
employment with domestic duties, such as on dairy farms,
did not receive wages and were excluded from labour force
statistics. As a consequence they were often described as
dependants. (8)

In the 1933 Commonwealth Census females were
discouraged from describing themselves as unemployed,
particularly if their husbands were in permanent
employment. This suited politicians such as Stevens who
sought to conceal the true unemployment rate. Stevens
admitted that the 1933 Census recorded unemployed women as
dependants and not as unemployed breadwinners. (9) The
unreliability of female employment and unemployment
statistics was both symptomatic of the general inadequacy
of statistics and discrimination against women in
employment. Stevens' exclusion of women from relief work
schemes discouraged many women from registering for
employment. By 1939 relief work was still not a right for
women.

Many women were also excluded from the other main form
of government relief, the dole, if another member of their
family was receiving a dole order. (10) Because of the

prevailing attitude which relegated women to "dependent

8. L.F. Giblin, "The Census and Occupational Trends" in
G.V. Portus, What the Census Reveals (Adelaide, F.W.
Preece and Sons, 1936), 59. Official Year Book of New
South wales, 1940-1941, (Sydney, NSW Government
Printer, 1943), 551.

9. NSW Department of Labour and Industry, Report Upon
Employment and Unemployment in New South Wales, Issued
by the Hon. J.M. Dunningham, MLA, Minister for Labour
and Industry (Sydney, Government Printer, 1937), 4.

10. ibid., 39.
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status", the true number of females "wanting to work" and
hence the real labour force and unemployment rates will
probably never be known.

The total number of unemployed persons searching the
countryside for employment is also unknown. However,
sporadic references in reports of charitable bodies
indicate that several thousand men and women travelled
throughout NSW and "rode the rattler" in search of
employment. (11) Unemployment statistics often did not
include single men, some of whom were targeted as abusing
the system and disqualified from receiving the dole.

Official unemployment statistics of the 1930s were at
best a reflection of the conditions experienced by adult
married males. Labor unions, unemployed worker
organisations and prominent people regularly berated
governments of the day for concealing the true number of
unemployed persons. In one instance a prominent rural
businessman expressed concern that many people in Cessnock,
a coal mining town, were not registered as unemployed. He
claimed that the region's official unemployment figure of
2,500 understated the true position by at least 500 men.

(12) Other credible witnesses reported unemployment amongst

11. Society of St. vincent de Paul, Annual Reports, 1930s
(Westmead, Sydney) Charity Organisation Society,
Annual Reports; Monthly, 1930s. For an excellent
account of the life of a track traveller see M.
Masson, Surviving the Dole Years: The 1930s - A
personal story (Kensington, University of New South
Wales Press, 1993).

12. NSW, Chief Secretary, Main Series of Inward Letters
(CSIL), A33/1233 9/2414.
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the coalminers of the South Maitland district at around 50
per cent, well above the Government's statistics. (13)

In other parts of NSW the ability to gain temporary
work prevented people from registering for employment. (14)
The education system acted to disguise unemployment. NSW
and other Australian States encouraged potential members of
the labour force to remain at school or enter technical

education. (15)

3.3 1933 Census:

The most comprehensive national record of employment
and unemployment during the Depression was the 1933 Census,
taken in June of that year. It was originally scheduled for
1931, but the sharp deterioration in the economy and large
fall in the Federal Government's finances led to its
postponement. The NSW population in the Census was
2,600,847 or 39.23 per cent of the national figure. NSW
recorded 222,922 persons or 26.95 per cent of its labour
force as unemployed. This break-up comprised 189,666 males

(29.90 per cent) and 32,766 females (17.14 per cent). (16)

13. loc. cit., Evidence was presented by two medical
doctors.

14. NSW Chief Secretary, Special Bundle, "Dental and
Medical Services to the Unemployed, " A33/6816 5/9108.

15. L.F. Giles, "Unemployment among young people in
Australia", International Labour Review, Vol. XXX1,
No. 6 (June 1935), 815-817.

16. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
30th June 1933 (Canberra, Commonwealth Government
Printer, 1933) Vvol. 111, 304. Although Aborigines were
not officially counted in Australian census returns
between 1911 and 1966 the 1933 Census recorded male
Aboriginal unemployment in NSW at 38.65 per cent and
the female rate 34.55 per cent. See also, H.C. Green,
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Table 3.1 shows that 71 per cent of unemployed males and 51

per cent of females had been without employment for more

than a year in June 1933. (17)

Table 3.1: Duration of Unemployment, males and females,

NSw, 1933.

Percentage of Total

Duration Males Females
Under 3 months 9.3 20.2

3-6 months 7.4 12.0
6-12 months 12.1 17.0

1-2 years 14.5 17.0

2-3 years 21.6 17.6

3-4 years 24.7 11.6

4 years

and over 10.4 4.6

Unemployment among male wage earners was highest in

the building trades (60 per cent), construction of roads

and railways (53 per cent) and mining (41 per cent). An

additional 50,614 males and 10,315 females were recorded as

working part-time or engaged in sustenance work. (18) If

17.
18.

"The Third Census of the Commonwealth of Australia",
Economic Record, Vol. IX, No. 17 (December 1933), 242.
Official Year Book of NSW, 1932-33, (Sydney, NSW
Government Printer, 1993), 779.

ibid., 788; G. Withers, T. Endres and L. Parry,
"Australian Historical Statistics", Source Papers in
Economic History, Vol. 7, (1985), 34.
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their part-time employment was due to the scarcity of full
time employment then the NSW male unemployment rate in 1933
was 34.56 per cent and the female rate 19.32 per cent. The
1933 Census adopted the 1921 Census definition of an
unemployed person as being unable to secure employment,
temporarily laid-off from work, not actively seeking work
or those who had lost their job because of permanent
illness or disability. (19)

Most unemployed men and women listed the depression as
the cause of their unemployment. Table 3.2 shows that
nearly nine in ten males and more than seven in ten females

listed "scarcity of work". (20)

Table 3.2: Unemployment in NSW, 1933, by cause (21)

Reason Male Female
Scarcity of work 169,583 25,319
Illness/accident 7,681 2,813
Voluntary unemployment 2,998 1,187
Industrial disputes 443 30
Not stated 8,971 3,247
Totals: 189,666 32,776

The second largest category were people who did not
indicate their reason for unemployment. It is possible that
some people's pride may have led them not to answer this

question.

19. G. Withers, T. Endres and L. Parry, op. cit., 34.

20. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
30th June 1933 (Canberra, Commonwealth Government
Printer, 1933), 21, 304.

21. loc. cit.,
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More than half the unemployed males and seven out of
ten unemployed females in NSW lived in the Sydney
metropolitan area. The slump in aggregate demand was most
noticeable in the highly populated industrial and
provincial areas. Another significant aspect is the higher
percentage of unemployed women in metropolitan areas,
indicative of the effects of the depression in forcing
women in rural areas to resume unpaid household duties.

High population densities also resulted where cities
were a first port of call for migrants. Internal migration
also played a role. The search for employment in the
decades leading up to the 1930s influenced internal
migration. As a result the proportion of the NSW population
living in metropolitan areas increased from 32 to 47 per
cent between 1881 and 1931. (22)

The 1933 Census included questions on part-time
employment. But people in part-time employment were not
advised as to whether to describe themselves as employed or
unemployed. (23) This created confusion and some
respondents indicated they were employed "part-time" when
they were unemployed. As it was left to the individual to
determine the distinction between full time and part time
employment it is difficult to say how many were employed

part-time due to choice or as a result of the economic

22. Commonwealth of Australia, Conference on Youth-Adult
Employment: Short Summary of Proceedings (Canberra,
Government Printer, 1939), 10-11.

23. T. Endres, M. Cook, "Concepts in Australian
Unemployment Statistics to 1940", Australian Economic
Papers, Vol. 22, no. 40 (1983), 72.
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slump. (24) This major limitation of the 1933 Census has
left many unanswered gquestions about the 1930s labour
market.

Likewise the 1933 Census did not give any guidance as
to how rationed and emergency relief workers should
describe themselves, despite work rationing having occurred
in the public and private sectors since 1929. To what
extent unemployed males, receiving as few as seven hours
work a week, registered as employed or unemployed is
unknown. The Commonwealth Statistician reported that a
number of persons who recorded themselves as part-time
employed on relief work. (25)

The highest categories of part time employment for men
were forestry (12.26 per cent), fishing and trapping (11.93
per cent), entertainment, sport and recreation (10.83 per
cent) and industrial (10.76 per cent). (26) For women, the
highest categories were entertainment, sport and recreation
(10.62 per cent) and industrial (10.59 per cent) (27)

One advantage of the 1933 Census over previous
censuses was that it attempted a detailed classification of
occupations, via three main headings, Industry, Occupation
(ie. the actual job) and Grade of Employment.

The Commonwealth Statistician initially dismissed the
possibility of respondents providing incorrect information.

(28) But in 1940 the Federal Government announced revised

24. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30
June 1933 (Canberra, Government Printer, 1933), 323.

25. 1ibid., Statistician's Report, Vol. 3, 247.

26. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia, 30
June 1933 (Canberra, Government Printer, 1933), 325.

27. loc. cit.,

28. loc. cit.,
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figures of the 1933 Census. Some 27,697 males and 16,072
girls between the ages of 14 and 20 who had not obtained
permanent positions at the time of the Census and had been
excluded from labour force statistics were added to the
unemployment numbers. (29) The Federal Government did not
supply details as to how it derived the information which
led to the revision. (30) A second adjustment was to
transfer 8,048 persons from the status of employed to
unemployed. Many of these people had not described
themselves as unemployed because of the social and moral
stigma. Taking these adjustments into consideration the
revised Census statistics result in a NSW unemployment rate

of 31.6 per cent.

Table 3.3: Revised 1933 Census statistics (31)

Wage Percentage
earners Unemployed Total Unemployed
1933
Census 602,321 222,422 824,763 27.0
Adjusted 594,273 274,259 868,532 31.6

As previously indicated, the Great Depression was not
the sole cause of unemployment. Approximately 15,000 people
were unemployable because of sickness, accident and other
causes. As such the number of unemployed in NSW in 1933 due

to depression or industrial factors was 259,239 or 29.85

29. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1940-41,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1943), 548.

30. C. Forster, "Unemployment and the Australian Economic
Recovery of the 1930s: in R.G. Gregory, N.G. Butlin
(eds) ., Recovery from the Depression: Australia and
the World Economy in the 1930s (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 1988), 297.

31. Revised figures as per statistics supplied by the
Commonwealth Government, Labour Report (34).
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per cent. The 1933 Census was taken at an abnormal time
which may have produced special effects. Self employed
persons who had been without an occupation for a
considerable period probably recorded themselves as
unemployed. (32) Yet, the Census did not account for all
the unemployed. Many young people stayed at school longer,
while a smaller number worked in family businesses without
receiving wages. Also, the Census did not recognise
unemployed women who returned to unpaid domestic duties.
(33) Contemporary attitudes did not uphold a woman's right
to work and after losing employment many women did not
regard themselves as unemployed. (34)

Those potential breadwinners who had not been employed
by the time of the Census were shown only under grade of
employment as a separate group. (35)

Forster's analysis took into account participation
rates, relief work and rationing and led to an upward
revision of unemployment figures of the 1930s. He concluded
that the NSW unemployment rate at its peak was 35 per cent,
well above official figures. (36) Forster's estimate is
probably closer to the mark than official figures, though
he does not include track travellers who comprised a
significant number of unemployed. While accurate figures of

the number of travellers do not exist, their numbers, on

32. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1939-1940,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1940), 599.

33. J. Mackinolty (ed)., The Wasted Years? Australia's
Great Depression (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981), 102.

34. ibid., 103.

35. L.F. Giblin, "The Census and Occupational Trends" in
G. V. Portus (ed)., What the Census Reveals (Adelaide,
F.W. Preece and Sons, 1936), 57.

36. C. Forster, (1988), op. cit., 294-299.
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top of the official unemployment rate of 33 per cent means
that the unemployment rate in New South Wales in 1933 was

quite possibly in the vicinity of 40 per cent.

3.4 Trade Union Returns:

Historically trade union records in several countries
included data on the number and percentage of unemployed
members. Early 20th century British trade union statistics
gauged the extent of unemployment by the number of persons,
predominantly males, in receipt of unemployment benefits.
(37) Because some men were not eligible for unemployment
benefits and the percentage of unionised members varied
greatly from one industry to another, the reliability of
trade union returns was questioned. (38) In America in the
1920s trade union unemployment statistics were strongly
criticised because of the unreliability of securing regular
reports, the absence of a set of standards to obtain such
information and the lack of incentive for trade union
officials to provide accurate reports. (39)

Similar sentiments were expressed when Australian
trade unions began keeping records of unemployed members in
1910. Unemployment rates in NSW between 1910 and World War
One were low. More than half the 78 unions (representing 45

per cent of unions) who submitted reports reported no

37. A.C. Pigou, The Theory of Unemployment (London, Frank
Cass and Co, New Impression, 1968), 20.

38. loc. cit.,

39. R. Meeker, "The dependability and meaning of
unemployment and employment statistics in the United
States", Harvard Business Review, Vol. V111, No. 4
(July 1930), 392.
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unemployed members. (40) Moreover unions did not envisage
the public importance of such returns. By 1913 the
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics (CBCS) had
elicited a higher return rate from union secretaries. The
gradual rise in unemployment and encouragement from the
CBCS prompted many unions to improve their collection of
statistics.

Between the 1921 Census and the 1933 Census trade
union returns were the main source of unemployment
statistics in NSW. Trade union members could register as
unemployed if they had been out of work for three or more
days. Statistics of unemployment among union members were
taken during the last week of the middle month of every
quarter. (41) This sampling method was open to distortion
particularly from the influence of seasonal factors on
employment.

From their outset Australian trade union returns were
a limited source of the extent of unemployment, a
perception that remained during the 1930s. There were
several reasons for the close examination of trade unions
statistics. The CBCS failed to receive regular returns from
some unions and unions covering unskilled workers often did

not keep records. (42) Another initial limitation was that

40. Official Year Book Of New South Wales, 1911, (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1911), 189. Commonwealth of
Australia, Report on Unemployment and Business
Stability in Australia (Development and Migration
Commission, Melbourne, Government Printer, 1928), 8.

41. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 8.

42. Official Year Book of NSW, 1921, (Sydney, Government
Printer, 1921), 557.
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the returns were submitted on a year-end basis and thereby
did not reflect trends within any one year. (43)

Between 1921 and 1927 there was a strong growth in the
NSW trade union movement as membership rose from 263,487 to
356,333 or by 35.24 per cent. (44) Male membership
constituted 84 per cent of the rise. But sluggish economic
growth in 1927/28 and the severe economic downturn in 1929
and 1930 led to a sharp decline in trade union membership
by the early thirties. Reflecting better employment
opportunities, female trade union membership rose by 22.8
per cent between 1928-1936. By comparison male membership

declined by 16 per cent, as reflected in Table 3.4.

Table 3.4: NSW Trade Union Membership, 1926-1940 (45)

YEAR MALES FEMALES TOTAL

1926 296,612 33,538 330,150
1927 317,465 38,868 356,333
1928 314,774 38,808 353,582
1929 300,808 40,159 340,967
1930 278,892 36,948 315,840
1931 253,277 39,372 292,649
1932 252,757 39,986 292,743
1933 250,297 40,789 291,086
1934 253,861 41,244 295,105
1935 266,481 44,804 311,285
1936 263,663 47,637 311,300
1937 278,064 51,298 329,362
1938 288,680 53,301 341,981
1939 290,275 53,916 344,191

43. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, Trade
Unionism, Unemployment, Wages, Prices and Cost of
Living in Australia, 1891-1912, Labour and Industrial
Branch, Report No 2. (Melbourne, Commonwealth
Government Printer, 1913).

44. NSW Department of Labour and Industry, Report of the
Industrial Registrar, Friendly Societies and Trade
Unions, 30 June 1932, (Sydney, Government Printer),
18.

45. loc. cit.,
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In the 1930s the number of union members was less than
official statistics indicated because some unions
retained unfinancial members on their registers. (46) Many
had a high percentage of unfinancial members. For
example, national membership of the Clothing Trades
Industry fell from 18,728 in 1929 to 9,000 in 1931. And,
more than half of the latter number were unfinancial. (47)
A deputation from the Metal Trades Industries to Premier
Lang in February 1931 reported unemployment averaging 47

per cent in the following unions:

Table 3.5: Unemployment among members of the Metal Trades,

1931 (48)

Union Percentage of
union members
unemployed

Australian Engineering Union 25

Australian Society of Engineers 32

Federal Boilermakers' Society 56

Blacksmiths Society 31

Federated Ironworkers AssocC. 36

Federated Moulders Union 61

Storeman's Union 71

Sheetmetals Workers Union 61

Average Unemployment Rate 47

46. D.W. Rawson, Unions and Unionists 1in Australia (2nd
edition, Allen and Unwin, 1986), 27.

47. B. Ellem, In Women's hands: A History of the Clothing
Trades Unions in Australia (The Modern History Series
No. 10) (Kensington, University of New South Wales
Press, 1989), 165.

48. Jack Davison Collection, "Notes on Work for the Dole
Schemes, 1932" Report to United Front Committee of
Employed and Unemployed, Sydney 14 February 1932
P117/6.
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Officially unemployment peaked at 33.2 per cent among
NSW unionists in September 1933. (49) The hardest hit
sector was manufacturing which recorded an unemployment
rate of 35.1 per cent in the first quarter of 1934. (50)
Indicative of NSW being most affected by the depression,
trade union unemployment levels remained above the national

average for the duration of the 1930s, as plotted in Table

3.6.
Table 3.6: Unemployment among Trade Unionists, 1927-

1939 expressed as a percentage of total union
members (51)

Year NSW Australia

1927 7.4 7.0

1928 11.3 10.8

1929 15.0 11.1

1930 21.7 19.3

1931 30.8 27.4

1932 32.5 29.0

1933 28.9 25.1

1934 24.7 20.5

1935 20.6 16.5

1936 15.4 12.2

1937 10.9 9.3

1938 9.9 8.7

1939 11.0 9.7

During the inter-war period doubts were expressed as
to the accuracy of trade union unemployment rates. The 1926

Royal Commission on National Insurance concluded, in part,

49. NSw Statistical Bulletin, (December 1933).

50. Australian Labor Party (NSW), The Australian Labour
Year Book, 1934-35, (Sydney, Labor Daily Limited,
1935), 188.

51. Official Year Book of NSW, selected issues.
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that NSW trade union unemployment figures "are said to
include part time workers in addition to the wholly
unemployed." (52) People working two or less days a week
who described themselves as unemployed were not in fact
unemployed according to the above criteria. However, there
are no extant statistics of the number who voluntarily
chose to work part-time but were listed as unemployed, as
distinct from unemployed persons who reluctantly accepted
part-time employment. In addition, trade union unemployment
returns did not present a picture of the total number of
unemployed. (53) The absence of complete records prevented
some union secretaries from furnishing up-to-date returns.
(54) Moreover, in a number of unions registers were kept,
but many unemployed members failed to sign these registers
and neglected to advise their union when they obtained
employment. (55)

Concerns expressed in the 1920s about the accuracy and
representative nature of union unemployment rates came into
sharper focus in the 1930s when the State and the community
sought greater detail as to the number and characteristics
of the unemployed. Ronald Walker considered trade union
statistics to be an inadequate sample of the total number

of employees, because they did not include all branches of

52. Cited in T. Endres, M. Cook, op. cit., 11.

53. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, op. cit., 42.

54. loc. cit., Second Progress Report of the Royal
Commission on National Insurance as quoted in Report
on Unemployment, 1928).

55. Second Progress Report of the Royal Commission on
National Insurance as quoted in Commonwealth of
Australia, Development and Migration Commission, op
cit.,
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industry, agriculture or commerce. (56) Unions whose
members were in regular employment, for example, public
servants, did not submit returns. (57) In contrast, the
building and engineering industries, which experienced less
stable employment, supplied more returns. The accuracy of
union unemployment statistics was inherently related to
membership. Less than half Australia's unionists or one-
fifth of the nation's employees regularly submitted
returns. (58) In 1936 the Secretary of the NSW Labor
Council reported that although 56 per cent of unions sent
regular returns to the Federal Statistician, "there is a
big unattached army of agricultural, pastoral and wharf
labourers of which there is no record kept." (59) In
addition, trade union returns contained little information
about rural unemployment. (60)

The unequal and fluctuating membership of
participating unions, the sex composition and different
experiences of unemployment from quarter to quarter also
impacted on the reliability of union statistics. (61) The
bias in statistics towards male employees slightly

diminished as the number of females in the workforce grew

56. E.R. Walker, "The Unemployment Problem in Australia",
Journal of Political Economy, Vol. XL, (1932), 211.

57. F.A. Bland, "Unemployment Relief in Australia",
International Labour Review Vol. XXX, No.l (July
1934), 25;

58. C. Forster, (1965), op. cit., 430-431; Australian
Labor Party, op. cit., 186.

59. King, Secretary, NSW Labor Council, 1936, Box 10 (144)
NSW Labor Council.

60. Australian Labor Party, op. cit., 186.

61. 1933 Census, XXV1, 303.
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during the 1930s. By 1938 females represented one-sixth of
union members. (62)

Trade union reports after 1927 no longer included
information as to the reasons for members being unemployed.
A meeting of Commonwealth and State Ministers in July 1933
agreed that the degree of reliance placed on trade union
returns was uncertain. (63)

Contemporary criticism of trade union statistics also
had a political base. The UAP Premier, Stevens claimed that
in union circles it was well known "that union employment
reports were apt to be loaded for political and other
reasons." (64) Stevens was unable to produce any evidence
for his claim. Nor did an examination of union records
reveal any such evidence. Indeed, Australian governments
during the 1930s were criticised for enforcing restrictive
regulations which led to the exclusion of thousands of
people from unemployment statistics. (65) Colin Forster who
regarded trade union returns as being fairly accurate,
concluded that "there was no outright hostility or
intention to falsify" trade union records. (66) Moreover,
as will be discussed in section 3.5, an examination of
trade union records reveal a high degree of care taken by
union secretaries to obtain and document accurate

information and to record such information in union

62. C. Forster, (1965), op. cit., 430.

63. Cited in C. Forster, (1988) op. cit., 293.

64. B.S.B. Stevens, Employment and Relief of Unemployment
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1935), 10.

65. NSW Labor Council Records, Box 12 (144).

66. C. Forster, (1965) op. cit., 435.



records, membership registers and quarterly statistical
returns to the CBCS. (67)

Despite the probability that trade union returns
underestimated unemployment levels, throughout the '30s
their returns of unemployment levels were higher than
government sources, as illustrated in Table 3.7.

Table 3.7: Comparison of Trade Union and Government
Unemployment Statistics, 1931-1938 (68)

Year Trade Union Stevens
Government
% %
1931 30.8 27.4
1932 32.5 29.0
1933 28.9 25.1
1934 24.7 20.5
1935 20.6 16.5
1936 15.4 12.2
1937 10.9 9.3
1938 9.9 8.7
1939 12.1 10.4

Higher trade union unemployment levels should not be
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interpreted as a conspiracy by union officials to talk down

the role of the State in bringing about economic

improvements. Both sets of figures probably understate the

true level of unemployment, because of the absence of women

and youth.

67. This examination was based on surviving trade unions
records held at the Noel Butlin Archives of Business

and Labour at the Australian National University (ABL)

and the Mitchell Library of the State Library of New

South Wales (MLNSW) .

68. B.S.B. Stevens, Financial Statement, Budget Speech for

the Financial Year 1938-39, 16; NSW Industrial

Gazette, Vol. 56 (31 July 1939), 35. The 1939 figures
are for September 1993. Note, Stevens figures as at

July each year.
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The 1930s debate about the reliability and
representativeness of trade union returns has resurfaced in
recent years. One argument supporting the general accuracy
of trade union returns was the close similarity between
Census returns and trade union statistics. For instance,
the 1911 Census reported a national unemployment rate of
4.53 per cent, compared to a national trade union rate of
4.67 per cent. (69) The 1933 Census recorded Australia's
unemployment rate at 22.9 per cent or 24.2 per cent
(including relief workers) while trade unions at the same
time recorded unemployed members at 25.7 and 25.1 per cent
respectively. (70) These relatively close statistics refute
contemporary and more recent views of the inaccuracy of
trade unions statistics. Nevertheless, these statistics
have not been able to persuade Geoffrey Blainey who
concluded "there are enormous gaps between the (1933)
Census and trade union figures and I am inclined to think
that trade union figures weren't an accurate measure of
unemployment". (71) There is no doubt that different
reporting practices by union secretaries did result in some
inaccurate and misleading returns. For instance some unions
retained members on their books who were unemployed or had

failed to pay union dues, while others struck them off.

69. ibid., 19.

70. C. Forster, (1988), op. cit., 293.

71. G. Blainey's interview on Radio Station 3AR cited in
A. Markus, "1984 or 1901? Immigration and 'some
lessons' of Australian History in A. Markus and M.C.
Ricklefs (eds)., Surrender Australia - Essays 1in the
study and uses of history: Geoffrey Blainey and
Asian Immigration (Sydney, George Allen and Unwin,
1985), 25. See also G. Blainey, The Blainey View
(Sydney, Australian Broadcasting Commission and
MacMillan, 1982), 82-90.
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Trade union returns also under-represented the level of
unemployment because a large number of unemployed allowed
their membership to lapse. (72) Overall, however, trade
union records may be treated as accurate indicators of

unemployment during the Great Depression.

3.5 New evidence supporting the accuracy of trade

union returns:

An examination of the surviving archives of several
trade unions revealed that their quarterly and annual
reports to the Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics
(CBCS) were more detailed than many contemporaries
believed. (73) This was particularly the case where unions
had permanent secretaries who closely monitored their
members' employment conditions and recorded such
information in unemployment registers. (74) For example,
the Secretary of the Metropolitan Board of Water Supply and
Sewerage Employees' Association (MBWSSEA) made detailed
notations in membership registers, such as "off work for
three months", "joined salaried staff", or "left the union"
in cases of unfinancial members. (75) Although financial
membership of the MBWSSEA fell by 67.5 per cent between

1929 and mid 1933, its registers indicate that only about

72. E.R. Walker, op. cit., 1936, 12.

73. The writer undertook this survey of surviving trade
union records held at the ABL and MLNSW.

74. Labour Report No. 25 (1934), 103.

75. Metropolitan Board of Water Supply and Sewerage
Employees' Association Records, Box KV6599.
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20 per cent of members left the union. (76) The fall led to
a corresponding decline in annual contributions, from
£4,344 to £1,299. (77) In its 1932 annual report to the
Industrial Registrar the MBWSSEA overstated the number of
members in employment by more than 50. (78)

The Baking Trades Union (NSW Branch) provided full

details of its members as shown in Table 3.8:

Table 3.8: Membership of the Baking Trades Union (NSW) as

at June 1932 (79)

Classification Number Percentage
Employed (city) 800 67.9
Employed (country) 60 5.1
Unemployed 224 19.0
Incapacitated 13 1.1
Union Pension 27 2.3
Lost trace of 49 4.2
Sick 5 0.4
TOTAL 1,178 100%

The significant classifications in Table 3.8 are the
19 per cent of unemployed members and the four per cent who
had been "lost trace of", many probably left home in the
desperate search for employment.

The NSW Branch of the Australian Boot Trades Employees
Federation (ABTEF) was another union which kept detailed
records and reported a sharp fall in membership during the

Depression. As Table 3.9 depicts a rise in the ABTEF's

76. ibid., Annual Report 1932-33: Box KV6592.

77. ibid., KvV6548.

78. loc. cit.,

79. Adapted from Baking Trades Union (NSW Branch), Annual
Report and Balance Sheet, 1932, T13/2/3.
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total membership did not occur until 1938, due to an

increase in female workers.
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Table 3.9: Membership of the Australian Boot Trades

Employees Federation (NSW Branch) 1927-1939 (80)

Year Male Females Total
1927 3,452 2,105 5,557
1928 3,528 2,186 5,714
1929 3,612 2,305 5,917
1930 2,513 1,620 4,133
1931 2,416 1,350 3,766
1932 2,539 1,815 4,354
1933 not recorded

1934 2,335 1,215 3,550
1935 2,352 1,215 3,450
1936 2,475 1,405 3,880
1937 2,317 1,682 3,999
1938 2,434 2,148 4,582
1939 2,483 2,280 4,763

The 11.8 per cent fall in total trade union membership
between 1928 and 1933 did not account for all unemployed
unionists because a high number of unfinancial unionists
retained membership. This was due to the latitude of many
union secretaries. Provision was also made for unemployed
members to pay reduced subscriptions. (81) Some unfinancial
members who retained contact with their union remained on
the books. For example, a rural engineer who tendered his
resignation to the Local Government Engineers' Association
in 1932 was informed that his name would be kept on the
register. (82) It was perhaps the intimacy of this all-male
union of about 220 members which influenced the Executive's

decision. Nevertheless, more than 30 per cent of that

80. Australian Boot Trades Employees Federation (NSW),
Annual Returns under the Trade Union Act, T4/27 ABL.

8l. Labour Report, No. 25, (1934), 103.

82. Australasian Engineer, (7 May 1932).
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union's members were in financial arrears in November 1932.
(83)
In another case only half the members of the Federated

Miscellaneous Union were financial, highlighted by Table

3.10.
Table 3.10: Financial Members of the Federated
Miscellaneous Union, 1933 - 1935. (84)

Year Members Financial Financial Members as

Members aa a Percentage of
all Members

1933 3,350 1,578 47

1934 3,456 1,660 48

1935 3,528 1,784 51

In some instances unemployed members resigned from
their union but re-applied after gaining employment. (85)
Larger unions may have more readily accepted resignations
of unfinancial members. Members who could not be traced
were struck off. (86) Moreover, the magnitude of
unemployment in some trades forced them to accept very high
levels of unfinancial members. For example, unemployment
amongst members of the Federated Boilermakers Union was

more than 60 per cent by December 1931 (Table 3.11)

83. loc. cit.,

84. Federated Miscellaneous Workers Union of Australia
(NSW Branch), "Minutes". 1933-1935. T28.

85. Baking Trades Employees Federation of Australia (NSW
Branch) Minutes. Arthur Sinclair re-applied for
membership of the Baking Trades upon receiving a
permanent job in 1936; T13/7/1.

86. Federated Society of Boilermakers, Iron Shipbuilders
and Structural Iron and Steel Workers of Australia
(Sydney Branch) Quarterly Reports, 1931.
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Table 3.11: Membership of the Federated Society of
Boilermakers, Iron Shipbuilders and Structural Iron and
Steel Workers of Australia (Sydney Branch) 1929-1931 (87)

Quarter Fin. Unfinancial Total Unfinancial
Members Members Members Members as

a
percentage
of all
members

Mar 1929 1,188 345 1,533 22.5

Jun 1929 1,263 335 1,598 20.9

Sep 1929 1,210 412 1,622 25.4

Dec 1929 1,193 437 1,630 26.8

Mar 1930 1,119 534 1,653 32.3

Jun 1930 981 615 1,596 32.3

Sep 1930 862 713 1,575 44 .7

Dec 1930 802 771 1,573 49.0

Mar 1931 754 828 1,582 52.4

Jun 1931 711 841 1,552 52.4

Sep 1931 625 890 1,515 58.6

Dec 1931 587 953 1,540 61.8

Irrespective of the employment status of members, most
union secretaries tried to be as accurate as possible.
Workers without regular employment for several years often
lost contact with their former union, which had a bearing
on membership statistics. (88) Undoubtedly, some unemployed
found jobs, perhaps in a different industry. But did their
former union still count them as being unemployed? The
evidence suggests that resignations of members were
accepted when the person indicated they were leaving the
trade in search of employment afield. (89) For example,

when a shop delegate reported a member had been retrenched,

87. loc. cit.,

88. NSW Labor Council, "Inter-State Conference of
representatives of the unemployed organisations in the
respective states of the Commonwealth of Australia"“,
Convened by the Australian Council of Trade Unions, 30
October - 2 November 1939. Box 12 (144) NSW Labor
Council Records.

89. Baking Trades Employees Federation of Australia (NSW
Branch) "Executive Minutes". T13/7/1.
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the Secretary of the Sheet Metal Workers' Union (SMWU)
advised the member he was exempt from paying dues while
unemployed. (90) These occurrences help to explain the
upward discrepancy between the 1933 Census statistics and
those submitted by unions.

The reasons for members not renewing their membership
varied. Reflecting the social attitudes of the period, one
female nurse gave notice of her intention to resign from
the NSW Nurses Association after she wed. (91) Throughout
the 30s financial members of the Nurses Association
accounted for less than 80 per cent. (92)

NSW trade unions in the thirties experienced the dual
pressure of declining membership and a rising number of
members whose dues were in arrears, as evidenced by the NSW

Division of the Australian Federated Union of Locomotive

Drivers.

Table 3.12: Members 1n areas - Australian Federated Union

of Locomotive Drivers (NSW) (93)

Year Number of members Members in Percentage
arrears in arrears
%
1928 4,097 913 22
1929 3,968 850 21
1935 3,391 911 27

90. Sheet Metal Workers Union, Agriculture Implementation
and Stovemaking Industrial Union of Australia (NSW
Branch). E196/5/1.

91. New South Wales Nurses Association, "Minutes" 20
January 1936". A3/2.

92. loc. cit.,

93. Australian Federated Union of Locomotive Drivers (NSW)
Annual Reports, E99/15/3 ABL.



120

While it has been argued that trade union unemployment
statistics were a reliable indicator of unemployment, not
all trade union secretaries displayed the same
conscientious regard for obtaining accurate records of
employment and unemployment. (94)

The exact number of unemployed unionists who
relinquished their membership and therefore may have been
excluded from trade union returns will never be known. Many
unemployed unionists retained membership.

Despite mass unemployment, greater mobility caused by
the search for employment and the general dislocation of
society caused by the Depression, many trade unions kept
detailed and accurate records of membership. These records
form a very good source of the levels and trends of
unemployment in the 1930s. Unions deserved to be commended
for this role and the evidence presented in this section is
a sharp rebuke to contemporaries and many historians who

have criticised the value of trade union records.

3.6 Index of Employment and Unemployment:

A third major source of unemployment statistics in
NSW, the Index of Employment and Unemployment, began in
1933 along with the special wages tax. The Stevens

Government obtained a fair estimate of the labour force

94. For example, some unions did not submit returns to the
Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, and a
minority, provided approximate figures only.
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by analysing the records of employers who remitted their
wages tax. Table 3.13 depicts the quarterly unemployment
rate as recorded in the NSW Index of Employment and
Unemployment. It shows the gradual fall in the unemployment
from 26.5 per cent in the June 1933 quarter to 8.3 per cent
by the last quarter in 1936.

Table 3.13: NSW Index of Employm§g§6ani9g?employment, 1933-

Year Percentage of Labour Force
Unemployed (including relief workers)

1933

June 26.5
September 25.2
December 22.7
1934

March 22.7
June 22.0
September 19.7
December 15.9
1935

March 17.6
June 16.3
September 13.6
December 10.3
1936

March 12.1
June 11.8
September 10.0
December 8.3

This Index had the advantage of recording nearly all
wage and salary earners in employment where records were

submitted to the NSW Government. (96) The Commonwealth

95. 1ibid., 7.
96. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1939-1940,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1940), 596.
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Statistician regarded the Index as the most accurate record

of unemployment in NSW. (97)

The percentages of employment and unemployment... are
believed to have a much greater degree of precision

than is usually associated with such indexes. (98)

However, the accuracy of the NSW Index of Employment
and Unemployment was limited due to the NSW Statistician
estimating a 1.2 per cent increase in the labour force per
annum. (99) Moreover, the Index did not include seasonal
workers and women in domestic service who often received
food and lodgings in return for work. The NSW Index of
Employment and Unemployment indicated a more rapid recovery
of employment than trade union returns, owing to the casual
nature of some union records. (100) By June 1939 the Index
recorded unemployment at 7.4 per cent, including all part-

time relief workers counted as unemployed. (101)

3.7 State Labour Exchanges:

The primary functions of State Labour Exchanges (SLE)
were to bring together people seeking employment and
prospective employers, to encourage industrial training in
skilled trades and to provide suitable training for

vagrants and other persons unsuited for ordinary

97. Statement to the Press, 11 October 1935.

98. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1939-1940,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1940), 597.

99. E.R. Walker, op. cit., 68.

100. loc. cit.,

101. New South Wales Industrial Gazette, Vol. LV,
(September 1939), 23.
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employment. (102) Apart from Sydney, SLEs were located in
the industrial cities of Lithgow, Newcastle, Wollongong and
Broken Hill. In outlying areas agencies were established
under the auspices of local businessmen with 393 agencies
in operation by the mid 1930s. (103)

Persons over the age of 14 could register and to
maintain registration they were required to report at least
monthly. A person's position on a Register was normally
determined by their date of registration. Some exceptions
included call-ups for either skilled tradesman or persons
residing in a given areas. Preference was also given to
returned soldiers under the Returned Soldiers and Sailors
Employment Act. (104)

In the 1920s many workers were suspicious of the SLEs
and considered they paid attention primarily to the needs
of employers. (105) This suspicion flowed through to
attitudes of the unemployed in the 1930s. Another reason
for not all unemployed persons registering with SLEs was
the perception by many skilled workers that because
labourers dominated registrations at SLEs there would be
little chance of finding skilled employment. A high number
of unemployed tradesmen exhausted other possibilities of

employment before registering at SLEs. (106) In addition, a

102. Official Year Book of New South wales, 1932-1933.
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1931), 782.

103. ibid., 1935,

104. NSW, Department of Labour and Industry, (1937), op.
cit., 21.

105. J.C. Doherty, Newcastle: The Making of an Australian
City (Marrickville, Hale and Ironmonger, 1938), 68.

106. Commonwealth of Australia, Second Report of the Royal
Commission of National Insurance (Canberra, Government
Printer, 1938).
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time lag between many registered unemployed gaining
employment and advising the SLE, caused a distortion in the
statistics. (107)

During the 1930s the SLEs recorded an enormous
increase in males and females seeking employment,
particularly in the Sydney metropolitan area which recorded
about 60 per cent of total registrations. (108)

While statistics from SLEs formed the basis of the

1936 Employment Survey, Walker questioned their accuracy:

with the exception of Queensland, figures from
Labour exchanges were inadequate because only a small
proportion of the unemployed would register at them.

(109)

Nevertheless, in identifying and monitoring
unemployment trends and areas of sluggish or rapid economic
improvement, SLE statistics were important. By the late
'30s any unemployed person who did not give a sufficient
reason for not regularly reporting was removed from the
Register. In addition, special staff regularly undertook
investigations.

The number of unemployed registered at SLEs varied
from one State to another. As the following table
illustrates, adult male unemployment declined post 1933

until December 1937, before it again increased rapidly. By

107. Labour Report, No. 30, (1939), 134.

108. Official Year Books of New South wWales, 1930-1939,
(Sydney, Government Printer)

109. E.R. Walker, op. cit., 64.
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June 1939 there were 50,925 adult males registered for

unemployment. (110)

Table 3.14: Registrations for Employment at State Labour

Exchanges (NSwW, 1925-1939) (111)

Year Male Female Total

1925 40,701 4,583 45,284
1926 51,964 4,412 56,376
1927 51,065 5,186 56,261
1928 77,412 5,841 83,353
1929 67,024 5,606 72,630
1930 237,452 12,676 250,128
1931 249,311 20,541 269,852
1932 152,056 21,635 173,691
1933 152,573 35,214 187,787
1934 160,035 36,133 197,068
1935 115,189 11,552 126,741
1936 91,056 10,877 101,933
1937 75,125 9,446 84,671
1938 86,162 7,927 94,091
1939 82,874 12,588 95,462

3.8 Food Relief Statistics:

Another important indicator of unemployment was the
number of people receiving food relief (or the dole). A
record 609,010 applications, at a cost of £330,464, were
recorded in April 1931 under the Lang Government. (112)
Food relief was available to both men and women, though men

comprised the bulk of recipients. The introduction of the

110. Official Year Book of New South Wales, 1940-1941
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1943), 557.

111. NSW Industrial Gazette, (Sydney, NSW Government
Printer) These statistics should be taken as a
guide. Discrepancies occurred in their publishing in
The New South Wales Industrial Gazette and year-end
figures in the Official Year Book of New South
wWales. One possible explanation is that the same
reporting format was not published in successive
volumes of the New South Wales Industrial Gazette.

112. NSW, CSIL, A33/418 5/9073.
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Emergency Relief Works Scheme (ERWS) led to a sharp fall in

the number of men receiving the dole, as reflected in Table

3.15.

Table 3.15: Food Relief Recipients, 1933-1936 (113)

Date Men Women and Total
Juveniles

1933

March 86,240 21,124 107,364
June 65,527 17,624 83,151
September 51,747 14,239 65,986
December 28,256 11,207 39,553
1934

March 21,936 11,454 37,639
June 17,865 10,894 28,759
September 17,448 10,315 27,763
December 21,895 10,437 32,332
1935

March 21,611 9,315 30,926
June 16,060 9,471 25,531
September 16,338 9,007 25,345
December 16,939 7,657* 24,596
1936

March 18,508 6,951 25,459
June 18,202 6,786 24,988
September 25,169 7,171 32,340
November 20,736 7,414 28,150

* After December 1935 juveniles aged between 15 and 21 were
not separately counted as receiving food relief, if they
were resident in a household where a recipient drew relief
for them. (114)

Table 3.15 also shows that the number of women

receiving the dole did not drastically fall. This is

113. Adapted from NSW, Department of Labour and Industry,
(1937), op. cit., 31-32.
114. NSW, CSIL, A35/8297 12/7520.
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because they were excluded from employment on the ERWS and
in rural districts some women drew relief because their
husbands were travelling in search of employment. At Taree
in the State's north, women comprised 77 per cent of food
relief recipients in the mid 30s. (115) But in industrial
areas males dominated the total number of dole recipients.
(116) In many metropolitan areas males received more than
85 per cent of dole rations. (117)

As a measure of unemployment, food relief statistics
had several limitations which either inflated or
understated the true number of unemployed persons. The
Central Relief Bureau (CRB) said that food relief
statistics concerning transfers, terminations of
registrations and variations in relief prior to 1934 were
not strictly accurate. (118) In an attempt to improve the
collection and compilation of statistics the CRB sought the
co-operation of government departments. The powerful
Department of Labour and Industry (DLI) refused the
request. The CRB then asked some trade unions to provide
information as to whether applicants for food relief had
been former members. (119) It was not until April 1934 that

a concerted effort was made to improve statistics tabulated

115. ibid., A33/8394 5/9115.

116. In 1933, for example, 908 males, 171 juveniles and 97
females received food relief at Granville. NSW, CSIL,
A33/8394 5/9115.

117. loc. cit.,

118. Sheet Metal Working, Agricultural Implementation and
Stovemaking Industrial Union of Australia (NSW Branch)
"Minutes, Office Files and General Records", 24 August
1934, E196/5/1.

119. NSW, CSIL, A34/6777 9/2326; A34/6777 5/9281;
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by Food Relief Depots (FRD) with the CRB insisting on
fortnightly returns. (120)

Leaving aside the compilation of statistics, the food
relief system requires examination. Firstly, some people
falsely claimed to be unemployed and drew food relief.
(121) More regular and thorough checks helped to reduce
such fraud, including the periodic call-up of relief cards
to check that recipients were not exceeding their rations.
(122) When the NSW Registrar General's Department undertook
a survey of food relief recipients in 1934 it could only
correctly identify 79 per cent. The remaining 21 per cent
had provided an incorrect birth date or a false surname to
the State Labour Exchange (SLE) or Police. (123)

Second, the total number of dole recipients did not
always equate with the total number of unemployed. There
were numerous complaints during the Bavin and Lang
Governments of travellers drawing food at different towns
However, double counting was offset by the large number of
unemployed women and youth who did not receive the dole.
(124) Third, a family's income was a barrier to receiving
the dole. The income of any family member residing at the
same address was included in the household income, and
often led to the family being disqualified from receiving

food relief. (125)

120. ibid., A34/6579 5/9280.

121. F.A. Bland, "A Note Upon Unemployment Relief in New
South Wales", Economic Record, Vol. Vv111l, (May, 1932),
99.

122. NSw, CSIL, A34/1052 5/9251.

123. NSW, Chief Secretary, Special Bundle, "Food Relief for
the Unemployed, 1928-1933", A30/3332 5/9208.1.

124. NSwW, CSIL, A33/50 5/9073.

125. ibid., A33/407 5/9073.
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Fourth, as will be expanded upon in Chapter Five, the
NSW Police Force held sole power in determining the
eligibility of applicants for food relief outside of main
industrial areas. On occasions the Police wrongly refused
sustenance to genuine cases. Fifth, under the Stevens
Government the NSW Police were encouraged to cut government
expenditure by reducing the number of food relief
recipients. As a result, the real number of unemployed was
disguised by this overt government policy. In one case, a
local constable reported that he would not issue any
further food relief because the unemployed could look after
themselves and they had expressed gratitude for the State's
prior assistance. (126) It was unlikely that the unemployed
concurred with the policeman's sentiments because in the
previous six months, more than 30 unemployed had received a
monthly food order. (127)

In respect to youth, the Chief Secretary's Department
(CSD) advised the newly formed Employment Research
Committee (ERC) in 1934 that it only knew the number of
youth receiving food relief who lived with their parents.
(128) Youth living away from home but receiving food relief
were therefore excluded from the Chief Secretary's returns
and unemployment figures.

Some unemployed were refused food relief because they
were allegedly addicted to drink, "fermented strife" or in

the opinion of the government had refused to undertake

126. loc. cit.,
127. NSW, CSIL, A34/1577 5/9253.
128. ibid., A33/418 5/9073.
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reasonable work. (129) Advocates for the unemployed claimed
these persons were unfairly treated. In addition, people
receiving age or invalid pensions were ineligible to
receive food relief by virtue of the income received from
these pensions.

On balance, the food relief system during the Stevens
Government, far from being open to abuse and fraud,
discriminated against a range of people who genuinely

sought sustenance.

3.9 Other Surveys:

In a quest to gain a better understanding of the
characteristics of mass unemployment the Stevens Government
undertook a comprehensive survey of unemployed men
registered at State Labour Exchanges (SLE). The 1936 survey
was undertaken with a large degree of planning and
precision and achieved a high response of 90 per cent of
registered unemployed males and 70 per cent of registered
unemployed women. (130) However, some isolated country
localities returned only a small percentage of responses.
(131)

The survey highlighted the rising number of long term
unemployed. (LTU) Nearly three-quarters of respondents had
been unemployed for two or more years. Some 41 per cent had

been unemployed for five years or more and 12.22 per cent

129. New South Wales, Department of Labour and Industry,
(1937), op. cit., 38.

130. loc. cit.,

131. ibid., 43.
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since the onset of the depression. (132) These grim
statements can be compared to the 1933 Census which showed
that 71.2 per cent of males and 50.8 per cent of females
were recorded as unemployed for a period of one year or
more. (133) The 1936 Survey did not seek information on
unemployed youths whose parents (often only one, the
father) were in employment, nor did it approximate the
number of unemployed women.

In 1937 the NSW Government's Vocational Guidance
Bureau (VGB) undertook a smaller survey of unemployed young
men living in the Sydney metropolitan area. (134) The 2,918
men were asked questions as to their educational standards,
height and weight measurements and previous occupations.
The survey's detailed analysis gave credence to the general
reliability of the answers. Unfortunately the important
question of duration of unemployment was not asked in this
survey.

A similar Survey conducted in the Northern Coalfields
area (ie. Newcastle, Cessnock, Lake Macquarie and Maitland)
attracted 1,050 responses from young men aged between 18
and 25 and a further 647 juveniles between 14 and 18 years.

(135)

132. ibid.,

133. Australia, Census, op. cit., Cited in NSW, Department
of Labour and Industry (1937) op. cit., 5.

134. Report of the Vocational Guidance Survey of Unemployed
Young Men, (Sydney, Government Printer, 1938), 5.

135. ibid., 31.
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3.10 Political Manipulation of Unemployment

Statistics:

The key issue of the '30s was mass unemployment. Non-
Labor politicians attempted to disguise the prevailing
level of unemployment by disseminating inaccurate
statistics. While statistics of the period were neither
accurate nor inclusive of all groups in NSW eg. women, this
does not excuse politicians such as Stevens from issuing
misleading and untrue statements about the extent of
unemployment. In his defence, Stevens might have claimed
that he inherited a inadequate system of recording
unemployment and a community that largely frowned upon
female employment. However, a decade of extraordinarily
high unemployment provided successive governments and
particularly Stevens with the opportunity to dramatically
improve the collection and analysis of unemployment
statistics and thus an opportunity to disseminate accurate
information to the public. But women were rarely included
and despite all the rhetoric about youth unemployment,
official unemployment statistics did not fully encapsulate
the number of young unemployed in NSW.

Upon taking office in May 1932 the Stevens Government
claimed that 220,000 men were on the dole, yet official
statistics indicated that only 168,098 people were

receiving sustenance. (136) In 1933 some members of the

136. United Australia Party, op. cit., 93; NSW, CSIL,
A35/2049 12/7513.
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gstevens Government proclaimed that the worst of the
depression was over. While unemployment had eased slightly
from its peak a year earlier, large numbers of men and
women remained without permanent or full time employment.
The ERWS provided rationed employment to many
unemployed males, but it allowed politicians, specifically
Stevens and his ministers, to manipulate unemployment
figures. The rapid fall in the number of unemployed was due
to a large number of unemployed men being transferred from
food relief to various public works, a stricter eligibility
criteria for food relief and a general lack of interest in
discouraged workers by the Stevens Government. One year
after introducing the ERWS the number of food relief
recipients (FRR) had fallen from 83,151 to 28,759, while
the number employed on relief works had increased by 41,419
to 75,648. (137) At this time Stevens and the NSW
Unemployment Relief Council (URC) estimated the number of
FRR at 24,000, (138) a huge fall from the 220,000 reported
a year earlier. Even taking into account that 76,000 had
received some part-time employment, eg. on the ERWS, the
total unemployed including emergency relief workers (ERW)
fell by 68,000 in little more than 12 months according to
the SLE's and by 120,000 according to Stevens. While there
may have been a small improvement in economic conditions in
the period 1932-33, exemplified by a rise in private sector

employment, the large decrease in FRR cannot be explained

137. Official Year Book of NSwW, 1936-37, (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1937), 167.

138. NSW, Unemployment Relief Council, Annual Report, 1933,
27.
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by a combination of public works programs and new private
sector employment.

By June 1936 over 80,000 people were receiving the
dole or on relief works and by March 1938 the number was
more than 50,000. (139)

Put simply, the Stevens Government excluded many
unemployed from either the dole or work relief and thereby
presented grossly distorted unemployment figures to the
public and Parliament. Further evidence of the inaccuracy
of Stevens' statements arises by comparing the 1933 Census
which put the number of males unemployed at 168,000, well
above the combined number of 100,000 receiving some form of
government assistance. (140) Despite the following advice
neither Stevens or the URC changed their reporting

practices:

It is a general rule, but not inevitably, that persons
receiving food relief are registered for employment,
but persons registered for employment do not

necessarily receive food relief. (141)

Stevens claimed that there were "many thousands more
registered as unemployed, but who would not take the dole"
because of their pride. (142) In October 1935 he claimed

that only 3 per cent (or 15,000 men and their 10,000 women

139. N. Wheatley, "NSW Relief Workers Struggle 1933-1936",

in J.Roe, (ed)., Social Policy in Australia: Some
Perspectives, 1901-1975 (Stanmore, Cassell, 1976),
193.

140. B.S.B. Stevens, op. cit., 10-13.
141. NSwW, CSIL, A35/384 12/7511.
142. United Australia Party, op. cit., 37.
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and children dependants) of the State's labour force relied
on food relief. Stevens considered this a remarkable
achievement, quoting a pre-depression unemployment rate of
between five and eight per cent. (143) But he understated
the unemployment rate because official Government
statistics put the number of food relief recipients at
30,788 in October 1935. (144) Perhaps Stevens meant that
only three per cent of the State's labour force were
eligible for food relief? It seems hardly coincidental

that Stevens' labour force and unemployment statistics were

always in rounded numbers, as illustrated in Table 3.16.

Table 3.16: Official NSW Labour Force Statistics, 1932-1937

(145)
Year Labour Employment Unemployment %
Force
June 32 800,000 540,000 260,000 32.50
June 33 810,000 594,000 216,000 26.70
June 34 820,000 640,000 180,000 21.95
June 35 830,000 695,000 135,000 16.27
June 36 841,000 742,000 99,000 11.77
June 37 856,000 800,000 56,000 6.54

The unemployment figures quoted in Table 3.16 do not
accurately convey the level of unemployment. For example,
by aggregating youth, female and male unemployment figures

given in the 1936 Survey, the minimum number of registered

143. B.S.B. Stevens, op. cit., 14.

144. NSw Industrial Gazette, (31 January 1938), 29.

145. Financial Statement: Budget Speech for the Financial
Year 1937-38: the Unemployment figures include relief
workers.
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unemployed in June 1936 was 103,114, whereas Stevens
referred to a maximum number of 99,000. (146)

Stevens did not include relief workers and he boasted
that in the immediate years after the 1933 Census his
policies had reduced unemployment from more than 30 per
cent to half the pre-depression level. (147) He also
claimed that the economic outlook for the 8,000 men on food
relief was favourable, although international events
obviously lay well beyond his control. (148)

Mair, who succeeded Stevens, was equally capable of
making misleading statements about the extent of
unemployment. For example, he confidently stated in 1939
that "the State as a whole has completely recovered from
the previous economic depression" despite there being more

than 40,000 unemployed men. (149)

3.11 Conclusions:

Despite a pressing need for comprehensive statistics
to better account for the course and impact of the Great
Depression, labour force statistics of the 1930s were
poorly collated, were an inadequate measure of mass

unemployment and were open to distortion by politicians. No

146. New South Wales, Department of Labour and Industry,
(1937) op. cit., 64-65.

147. loc. cit.,

148. Financial Statement, Budget Speech for the Financial
Year 1937-38, 27-28.

149. NSW Legislative Assembly, Reports of the Employment
Council of NSW, Alexander Mair, NSW Premier (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1938). 205
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set of data reflected the intensity of mass unemployment
and the misery experienced by tens of thousands of people.
But in the face of mass unemployment and repeated calls for
a greater knowledge of the numbers and characteristics of
the unemployed, Governments were in an ideal position to
allocate more human and financial resources to upgrade
contemporary statistics. They chose not to. Further, they
failed to make greater use of the NSW Bureau of Census and
Statistics, which was the ideal body to implement and
oversee major employment and unemployment surveys.

On the basis of the foregoing discussion it is evident
that the total unemployment rate in NSW was higher than
contemporary figures indicated. The highest official rate
of 33 per cent in 1933 did not include many unemployed
women, youth and track travellers. It is highly plausible
that unemployment levels in New South Wales peaked at
approximately 40 per cent.

Political literature of the period conveniently relied
on official statistics, such as the NSW Index of Employment
and Unemployment. The 1933 Census and trade union
statistics were the most reliable contemporary statistics.
As the Depression deepened there was a tendency to accept
larger percentages of unemployment as normal or natural.
(150) The duration of unemployment - the enormous growth of
mass unemployment on a long term basis - was probably the
most serious aspect of the thirties. Comparison of the 1933
Census with trade union returns can be misleading because

of their very different nature. Union statistics

150. J.A. Garraty, op. cit., 167.
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underestimated the growth in unemployment in the depth of
depression and the rise in employment when the economy
began to improve. (151)

Overall, statistics of unemployment and employment
failed to keep pace with the trends and changing nature of
the 1930s labour force. (2) For example, the thousands of
men and women who travelled in search of employment were
ignored in every census or survey of the decade. The
increasing number of women both in employment and seeking
full or part-time work was overlooked. The statistics of
the 1930s distorted both the extent and nature of women's
employment. (153) In addition to weaknesses in the
reporting and compiling of unemployment statistics in the
1930s there were problems in not seeking vital information,
such as the duration of unemployment.

Authorities displayed little regard for the
psychological aspects of a person recording themselves as
unemployed. Socially, the unemployed were disparaged for
their situation and for some this was a barrier preventing
them from accurately completing statistical forms.

Moreover, incomplete unemployment statistics allowed
the Stevens Government to downplay the extent of mass

unemployment and to reduce unemployment relief policies

151. C. Forster, op. cit., (1988), 305.

152. A.G. Colley's 1939 review of unemployment statistics
relied on the 1933 Census and the 1936 Unemployment
Survey. Australian Quarterly, No. 1 (March 1939).

153. J. Hurstfield, "Women's Unemployment in the 1930s:
Some Comparisons with the 1980s", in S. Allan
(ed) ., The Experience of Unemployment (Hampshire,
MacMillan, 1986), 32-34.
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during a period when many thousands of unemployed and their

dependants deserved government aid.
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|CHAPTER FOUR: THE UNEMPLOYED OF THE 193OS|

4.1 Overview:

As outlined in Chapter Three the total number of
unemployed and under-employed in the 1930s cannot be
ascertained, due to the inadequacy of labour force and
other statistics. It is possible, however, to overcome this
limitation and to develop in broad terms a profile of those
members of the labour force who typically comprised the
bulk of the unemployed in the 1930s.

This chapter aims to define and analyse those people
who experienced unemployment and particularly long term
unemployment (LTU) in the 1930s. It will explain why some
people were more likely to have been unemployed than others
by focusing on characteristics such as age, sex,
occupation, geographic regions and level of skills.
Although several histories have detailed the plight and
sufferings of unemployed in NSW during the Great Depression

(1) there has been little analysis of the characteristics

1. L. Fox (ed)., Depression Down Under (Potts Point,
1977); S.R. Gray, "Social Aspects of the Depression in
Newcastle, 1929-1934", MA, University of Newcastle,
1981; S.R. Gray, Newcastle in the Great Depression,
Newcastle History Monographs No. 11 (Newcastle,
Council of the City of Newcastle, 1989; J. Mackinolty
(ed) ., The Wasted Years? Australia's Great Depression
(Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981); P. Peter, "Social
Aspects of the Unemployed in NSw, 1930-1934", PhD,
Australian National University, 1964; L. Richardson,
The Bitter Years: Wollongong during the Great
Depression (Sydney, Hale and Ironmonger, 1984); G.R.F.
Spenceley, The Depression Decade: commentary and
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of the unemployed in New South Wales. Unresolved questions
include the extent to which the unemployed were a static or
homogenous group during the 1930s and why did so many

people miss out on regular employment for a decade.

4.2 High Risk Groups:

The risk of being unemployed in NSW in the early 1930s
was particularly high for unskilled men aged between 21 and
30. Blue collar workers who felt the impact of increasing
mechanisation and structural change in the 1920s, bore the
initial brunt of the rapid decline of industry in 1929 and
1930. NSW consistently experienced the highest rates of
unemployment in the 1930s. This was because its workers
were relatively dependent for employment on capital goods
industries such as building and construction, and
industries such as mining and iron and steel production.

(2) As a result, secondary industries which relied on these
key industries suffered high rates of unemployment. As
previously highlighted unemployment was a major problem in
NSW in the 1920s and an increasing number of male workers
experienced LTU in the second half of that decade. While
1920s statistics did not include information as to the

duration of unemployment, anecdotal evidence points to the

documents (Melbourne, Nelson, 1981); N. Wheatley, "The
unemployed who kicked", MA, Macquarie University,
1976.

2. M. Tew, Work and Welfare in Australia: Studies 1in
Social Economics (Melbourne, Melbourne University
Press, 1951), 77-78.
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State's increasing inability to secure regular employment
for a growing body of men.

By the early '30s employment was virtually
unobtainable to people with few or no skills who had become
unemployed in the late 1920s or the early phase of the
Great Depression. Once a person lost their job it was very
difficult to find regular employment. Many unemployed
drifted from casual jobs, relying on food relief or
temporary work on various public works programs to support
themselves. As employment on public works favoured married
men, particularly those with several dependants, single
males found it difficult to gain or retain unemployment
relief. Furthermore, there is evidence of many young men
being dismissed as they approached ages at which they would
have to be paid adult wages. (3) Moreover, the true level
of female unemployment did not ease because conservative
governments refused to allow females to be employed on
various public works programs.

The overriding cause of unemployment in the '30s was
the worldwide depression and associated slump in aggregate
demand. Another factor was the impact of technological
change. In 1931 the Labor Council of NSW defined the
unemployed as being either "temporarily" or "organically"

unemployed. (4)

3. Commonwealth of Australia, Development and Migration
Commission, Report On Unemployment and Business
Stability in Australia (Melbourne, Government Printer,
1928), 27; M. Tew, op. cit., 79.

4. Labor Council of NSW, Annual Report 1931, (Sydney,
1931), 3.
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The second group constitutes the most serious problem.
[They]... have been forced out of the industries in
which they were engaged owing to the introduction of
labour displacing machinery and more efficient methods

of production. (5)

The scarcity of work led to intense competition and
fierce rivalry. Although there had been some signs of
discrimination in employment in the 1920s, such as the NSW
Tramways giving preference to "Australian-born and British
subjects over foreigners" (6), mass unemployment in the
'30s increased such discrimination. Public sector employers
gave preference to applicants who were Australian or of
British birth. Working wives of employed men were berated
for taking jobs away from men.

The unemployed experienced low self-esteem. Evidence
from the United States and Australia confirms that so
strong was the feeling of disgrace and shame attached to
accepting the dole that many people explored other avenues
of assistance before acknowledging their situation. (7) The
unemployed desired anonymity and sought material assistance
only when all other resources had been exhausted. There was
also the concern that a growing number of unemployed in

Australia in the early 1930s were prepared to accept a

5. op. cit.,

6. NSW, Transport Department, Correspondence File,
"Preference to Australians and British in employment",
8/1499.

7. NSW Mines Department, Special Bundle, "1931

Unemployment Report from the Minister for Agriculture
to the NSW Minister for Mines," 19/2550.
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lower standard of living. If this situation continued on an

indefinite basis then:

A pauper class would be bereft of the desire to help
themselves [and would] look to the State and
charitably disposed persons to provide for themselves

and their families. (8)

Despite the overwhelming effects of unemployment,
governments in Australia during the early years of the
1930s regarded unemployment as a passing phase. The
emergence of high levels of unemployment during the

Depression decade influenced the State. (9)

4.3 Age:

A crucial determinant and characteristic of
unemployment in NSW in the 1930s was a person's age.
Throughout the depression young people aged 16 to 21 were
very prone to high levels of unemployment. The employment
of juveniles (children under the age of 16) in certain
classes of factories was subject to them obtaining a
medical certificate. This provides a means of quantifying

changes in the level of juvenile employment.

loc. cit.,

W.S. Kent Hughes, "Unemployment Relief Administration
in Victoria", Australian Rhodes Review No. 2 (1936),
102.

O
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Table 4.1: Certificates issued to Children under 16 years
of age in NSw, 1928-1935 (10)

Year Male Female Total
1928 3,891 4,714 8,605
1929 3,974 5,160 9,134
1930 2,152 2,779 4,931
1931 1,619 3,375 4,994
1932 2,450 4,304 6,754
1933 2,568 4,404 6,972
1934 3,820 5,776 9,596
1935 5,319 6,563 11,882

Table 4.1 illustrates the sharp fall in certificates
in the early part of the depression, and then a rise in
certificates as employers took advantage of cheap labour,
particularly young females. Between 1919 and 1931 the
number of boys under the age of 16 seeking employment fell
by 2,335 or 59.26 per cent, higher than the 1,785 or 34.59
per cent decline in young females. (11) The 1933 Census
revealed that unemployed youth (under 21 years of age) in
NSW represented more than half the total number of youth in
the same group throughout Australia. (12)

The proportion of juveniles employed in factories
jumped from 22 per cent in 1921 to 28 per cent in 1929,

before rising to 30 per cent in 1935. (13) The evidence

10. NSW, Department of Labour and Industry, Report Upon
Employment and Unemployment in New South Wales, Issued
by the Hon. J.M. Dunningham, MLA, Minister for Labour
and Industry (Sydney, Government Printer, 1937), 15.

11. See also Employment Council of New South Wales, Report
and Recommendations, 1938, (Sydney, Government
Printer), 23.

12. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
30th June 1933 (Canberra, Government Printer), 1776.

13. New South Wales, Department of Labour and Industry,
(1937) op. cit., 63.
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indicates that youth employment and opportunities for

post school or trade employment were greatly restricted in
the first half of the 1930s. At the onset of the
depression, the number of juvenile youth suffered a fall in
employment. Although youth represented seven per cent of
total employees between 1926 and 1929, their numbers fell
to 5.3 per cent by 1931. (14). Yet a year later youth
employment had risen a full percentage point. (15) The
reason for the fluctuations can be explained by socio-
economic factors. When the economy contracted in 1929 there
was less demand for older youth (eg. above the age of 16).
Apart from decreasing production levels and hence less
demand for labour, there was a perception that employers

preferred to employ younger children. Parents reacted:

There is an increasing tendency for parents to
withdraw students from school at an earlier age to
meet the unfortunate demands of employers for business

under the age of 16. (16)

Lower rates of pay were certainly an incentive for
hiring younger labour. For example, the award for junior
females working as clerks in newspaper offices or drug

stores was three-fifths of the rate for male juniors. (17)

14. New South Wales, Employment Research Committee, Report
of the Operations, "Age Conditions of Employment",
(Department of Labour and Industry, Sydney, Government
Printer, 1936), 27.

15. loc. cit.,

l16. loc. cit.,

17. New South Wales, Employment Research Committee, op.
cit., "Age Conditions of Employment, 21, Appendix B).
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vet, lower wages for females did not extend across all
industries, and varied within an industry according to a
female's age. For example, some female shop assistants
under the age of 17 earned more than males under 17. But
upon turning 17, female shop assistants received a lower
wage rate than males. (18)

The burden of unemployment also fell heavily on youth
due to the closure of opportunities to enter the public
service as junior clerks, teachers, and as apprentices.
(19) There is considerable evidence that employers
dismissed large number of youth between the ages of 19 and
21. (20) The "blind alley" nature of jobs provided little
scope for young people to advance their career to
adulthood. The depression exacerbated this situation. In
the NSW public service the practice of dismissing
messengers when they reached 16 years of age increased
during the 1930s, particularly as the number of
apprenticeship schemes shrank. (21) Evidence from public
servants, labour exchange officials and other government
officers confirmed that boys as young as 15 replaced older
youth.

As a result 1,000 older youth joined the ranks of the
Long Term Unemployed (LTU) each year. (22) For example, at

the Clyde Engineering Works the majority of boys employed

18. ibid., 24.

19. F.A. Bland, Selected Reprints in Government,
(Sydney, 1934), 2.

20. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 3.

21. E.R.Walker, R.B. Madgwick, An Outline of Australian
Economics, Third Edition (Sydney, Whitcombe and Tombs,
1937), 107.

22. loc. cit.,
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at 15 were sacked by the time they reached 21 resulting in
very few adult process workers in that workshop, a
situation reflected in many other metal industry factories.
(23) In another case, a bread making plant at Balmain
dismissed six tradesmen at £6/8/6 per week and four
apprentices and replaced them with eight boys receiving
between £1/8/- and £2/10/-. (24)

The prospect of retaining employment diminished as
youth became older. The impact of such sackings was evident
with men aged 20-24, representing 18 per cent of unemployed

males in the 1933 Census, as depicted in Table 4.2.

Table 4.2: Unemployed Persons (NSW) 1933, by age group (25)

Percentage of Total Labour Force

Age Males Females Total
Group

Under 20 11.0 33.8 14.3
20-24 18.0 28.0 19.5
25-29 13.7 11.6 13.4
30-34 10.2 6.4 9.6
35-39 9.0 5.7 8.5
40-44 9.1 4.4 8.4
45-49 9.0 4.0 8.3
50-54 7.6 3.1 6.9
55-59 5.7 2.1 5.2
60-64 4.8 0.6 4.2
65 &

over 1.9 0.3 1.7
TOTALS 100 100 100

23. G. Crane, "Youth and Unemployment", Communist
Review, Vol. VI, No. 9 (September 1939), 522.
24. Labor Research and Information Bureau, March of the
Machine in Australia (Sydney, Trades Hall, 1931), 15.
25. 1933 Census quoted in NSW, Department of Labour and
Industry, (1937) op. cit., 4.



149

If males aged 20 to 29 are grouped together it can be

seen that they were most prone to unemployment. The

comprehensive 1936 survey of unemployment revealed that

over 28 per cent of unemployed men registered at State

Labour Exchanges

(SLE) were in this age group.

Table 4.3: Unemployed men (NSW) 1936, by age groups (26)

Age

Group

Under 21
21 to 24

25-29
30-34
35-39
40-44
45-49
50-54
55-59
60-64

65 and over
not stated

Total

Number of men

515
8,503
10,394
8,421
7,596
6,934
7,385
6,648
5,354
3,705
782
520

66,757

Percentage of total
number of unemployed
men

0.78
12.84
15.69
12.71
11.47
10.47
11.15
10.04

= 0o
u
©

A second major wave of unemployment in 1937 prompted

the Stevens Government to establish an Employment Council

(EC). An EC report confirmed the widespread practice of

dismissing 19,

26.

ibid.,

41.

20 and 21 young olds in the 1930s:
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There is evidence that a very large proportion of the
men now unemployed [aged 21-30] were in more of less
regular employment as youths, but lost their
employment on attaining age 18 to 21, being replaced

by younger boys... (27)

Young people also faced strong competition for
employment from those who remained at school from 1929 to
1931 in the hope of attaining employment. (28) Also,
increasing mechanisation facilitated the employment of less
educated and skilled people. Remaining longer at school or
undertaking vocational study at technical college was no
guarantee of employment. The number of school leavers
unable to find employment rose from 6.6 per cent to 23 per
cent between 1929 and 1932. (29) They and many of the youth
employed just prior to the economic slump formed the bulk
of unemployed youth in the early '30s. (30) There was
little change as the decade progressed and a 1938
government study concluded there was a shortage of labour
under the age of 18 and an oversupply above 18 years. (31)

Youth unemployment can be better understood by
examination of several industries. In 1937 youth were

prominent in factories (24.3 per cent of all male

27. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 11.

28. G.R. Giles, "Unemployment among young people in
Australia", International Labour Review, Vol. XXX1,
No. 6 (June 1935), 813.

29. F.A. Bland, "Unemployment Relief in Australia"
International Labour Review, Vol. XXX No. 1 (July
1934), 187.

30. G.R. Giles, op. cit., 812.

31. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 9.
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employees); registered retail shops (33.2 per cent) and
wholesale (22.2 per cent). Pharmacies, newsagencies and
service stations accounted for high numbers of youth. (32)
Lower ratios of youth to adult men occurred in the mining
sector, and government departments with the exception of
the railways and tramways. (33)

One serious impact of youth unemployment in the 1930s
was the emergence of high unemployment among males aged 21
- 30. The large number of retrenched youth each year meant
that this group increased, at least until 1936, when signs
of economic improvement demanded more young male labour. In
1933 a government committee optimistically predicted that
up to half of the 25,000 youth leaving school would "be
absorbed into industry". (34) Some other contemporaries
expressed a less optimistic, and more realistic position.
In the same year 12,108 youth or 40.2 per cent of those
under the age of 21 had never been in employment. (35) The
1936 report on unemployment listed 14,914 unemployed
females and males whose parents were unemployed. (36)

Successive government inquiries highlighted the

serious nature of youth unemployment. One report stated:

32. ibid., Appendix B.

33. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 10.

34. New South Wales, Employment Research Committee, op.
cit., "Age Conditions of Employment", 7.

35. G.R. Giles, op. cit., 815.

36. New South Wales, Department of Labor and Industry,
(1937), op. cit., 40-41.
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...the problem of juvenile unemployment is thus one of
increasing magnitude and one of the major issues which

the State has to face. (37)

Stevens responded by dividing the Sydney
metropolitan area into 16 zones, establishing an
unemployment register in each municipality and sponsoring
the formation of the Young Citizens Association. (38) But
the State did not allocate sufficient resources to properly
come to terms with the magnitude of youth unemployment.
Moreover, Stevens dismissed calls for the setting up of a
separate government department to ingquire into youth
unemployment. (39)

Thus, the 1930s depression produced a generation of
young people, predominantly males, who were either
permanently unemployed or retrenched between the ages of 16
and 21 and thereafter remained unemployed, with the
exception of casual work on public works, for most of the
1930s.

By the end of the 1930s youth remained the second
largest group of unemployed persons, after men aged above

40 year of age.

37. Employment Research Committee, op. cit., "Age
Conditions of Employment", 7.

38. NSW, URC, "Womens, Girls and Boys Advisory Committee,
Progress Report, 23 December 1932. G.R. Giles, op.
cit., 816-819.

39. United Australia Party, Annual General Conference,
1933, "Preliminary Agenda, Motion from the Parramatta
Younger Set."
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4.4 Female Unemployment:

The sex of a person had both positive and negative
effects on their prospect of obtaining and retaining
employment. From an economic perspective, females were more
likely to be employed during the 1930s economic depression
because in many industries and occupations they were paid
less for the same or similar type of work undertaken by
males. For example, girls often replaced boys in retail
shops and many branches of the clothing trade. (40) The
employment of females was aided by the spread of
mechanisation which allowed them to perform many of the
duties, such as operating machinery, which previously were
the domain of males. (41)

But the depression also exacerbated discrimination
against female workers. Particularly in the public sector
females were disparaged for allegedly working at the
expense of male employment. Despite the Lang Government's
attempt to promote the employment of women, reflected in
the establishment of a sub-committee of the Unemployment
Relief Council (URC) and the placement of 800 women by
November 1931 (42), NSW governments throughout the 1930s
remained hostile to the employment of women. Indeed it was

Lang's Minister for Education who first restricted the

40. NSW, Employment Research Committee, op. cit., "Boy
versus Girl Employment", 31.

41. loc. cit.,

42. New South Wales, Unemployment Relief Council, "Copies
of Minutes, Meetings and Papers, 1930-932", Baddley to
Lang, 2/1876.
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employment of married women teachers. (43) More young male
teacher graduates could be employed if married women were
dismissed, he argued. J. Bremner has shown how vilification
campaigns were mounted to portray employed women as being
responsible for the Depression. (44) This reflected
attitudes that women were not part of the permanent work
force and that less or no sympathy should be afforded if
they lost their jobs. (45) Labor and non-Labor Governments
maintained a similar attitude to the employment of married
women during the Depression decade. Despite facing
opposition from the United Associations of Women (UA), the
Stevens Government adopted Lang's policy and brought in
legislation which led to 220 women being retrenched. (46)
By 1935 the number of married women teachers in NSW had
fallen to 284, from a peak of 671 in 1929. (47)

Trade unions supported the Labor Party's stance on
married female employment. For example, the Secretary of
the Printing Trades Union petitioned the Minister for

Labour and Industry, to restrict females working overtime,

43. P. Ranald, "Feminism and Class: The United
Associations of Women and the Council of Action for
Equal Pay in the Depression" in M. Beverge, M. James.
C. Shute, Worth Her Salt: Women at Work in Australia,
(Hale and Ironmonger, Sydney, 1982), 273.

44. J. Bremner, "In the case of equality: Muriel Heagnery
and the position of Women in the Depression" in M.
Beverge, M. James and C. Shute, op. cit., 288.

45. J. Mackinolty, The Wasted Years? Australia's Great
Depression (Sydney, Allen and Unwin, 1981), 110.

46. The Married Women (Teachers and Lecturers Act, 1932).
See NSW Auditor General's Report, 1932-33 (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1933).

47. New South Wales, Teachers Federation, "Minutes,

Correspondence" T15.
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a move which "...would bring about a better distribution
of work in the printing and cardboard industries." (48)

The Stevens Government sought to both employ males and
promote their employment in the private sector. In December
1932 the NSW Government sponsored "Boy's Week" whereby 200
boys distributed 50,000 handbills to factories, shops,
hotels and other businesses within a six mile radius of
Sydney's General Post Office. (49) The handbill proclaimed:
"I am one of Thirty Thousand Unemployed Boys and I need a
Job. As a national duty and a social service GIVE THE BOY A
CHANCE!" (50)

Lower wages for female workers had a bearing on the
private sector hiring females, but had no effect on the NSW
Public Service which preserved its traditional policy of
restricting the employment of women. In a 1934 submission
to the Employment Research Committee the NSW Public Service
Board (PSB) reported than an entrance examination for girls
seeking employment as clerks had not been held for many
years. As such, only boys were eligible to be trained for
public service administrative positions. (51) In 1938 the
PSB upheld the Public Service Act of 1902 and restricted
the intake of females to clerical divisions, such as

shorthand and typing positions. This restriction gave

48. Printing and Kindred Industries (NSW Branch) "Minutes
and Financial Records". T39/83 17/08/33.

49. NSW, Unemployment Relief Council, "Progress Report,
Women, Girls' and Boys' Employment Committee," 23
December 1932, 4.

50. ibid., phamplet attached.

51. NSW, Employment Research Committee, op. cit., "Boy V.
Girl Employment," 41.
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preference to males in all other public service positions.

(52) Further, the Employment Council was:

...directed specifically to find openings for young
men who had missed the opportunity of being absorbed
into industry during the period of business

depression. (53)

The bias against females stemmed from the belief that
females should not embark on a lifetime career. Instead,
young females were hired for positions of a "purely routine
character [which].... offer no prospect of advancement...
[and who] have no intention of remaining indefinitely in
the Service." (54) The PSB had no hesitation in enunciating

its policy about the employment of females:

It is the Board's policy, not to employ females where,
having regard to all considerations, including the
economic factor, it is in the public interest to
employ males. The Board have not altered, and do not

propose to alter their policy... (55)

The position of the PSB did not lead to a fall in the
aggregate number of female employees, whose numbers

remained remarkably steady throughout the 1930s, while the

52. NSW, Forty-Second Annual Report of the Public Service
Board for the year ended 30 June 1938 (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1938), 12.

53. ibid., 27.

54. Forty-Third Annual Report of the Public Service Board,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1939), 13.

55. loc. cit.,
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number of males employed by the NSW Government fell
considerably in the early 1930s. As Table 4.5 shows there
was a 22 per cent decline in full time male government
employees between 1929 and 1933. By 1933 females
represented 14.2 per cent of total NSW Government employees
compared to 11.2 per cent four years earlier. However, as
employment recovered males were hired in preference to
females, so that by 1938 the female proportion of the

government workforce had fallen to 12.2 per cent.

Table 4.4: Total NSW Government Employees, 1929-1940 (56)

Year ended Males Females Total

1929 97,803 12,354 110,157
1930 87,335 12,583 99,819
1931 81,848 12,766 94,614
1932 78,003 12,505 90,508
1933 75,884 12,580 88,464
1934 77,348 12,699 90, 047
1935 82,230 12,695 94,925
1936 81,311 12,712 94,023
1937 92,417 12,688 105,085
1938 92,539 12,854 105,393
1939 93,954 12,853 106,807
1940 96,242 12,892 109,134

Across all sectors of the economy, the increase in
female workers was most evident in administration and
professional employment, with a 5.6 per cent increase
recorded between 1921 and 1933. (57) Contrary to frequently
expressed fears, the rise in married women in the workforce

was less than half a percentage point. The NSW Statistician

56. Official Year Book of New South Wales 1939-1940,
(Sydney, Government Printer, 1940), 605.
57. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 21.
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estimated that females represented 23.7 per cent of total
wage earners in 1938, a very slight rise on 23 per cent in
1933 and 21.3 per cent in 1921. (58) Indeed, the upward
trend in female employment was more pronounced in the
1920s. The combination of fewer jobs and stringent
criticism of working females stemmed the rise in the 1930s.

Several women's groups also held the view that females
should not displace males. In 1934 the Kensington and South
Kensington Women's Branches of the United Australia Party
(UAP) called on the Federal and State Governments to
investigate and regulate female employment, especially
instances where a woman's husband was employed. (59) To
reduce the number of females in employment they also
advocated a limit on the number of women in specific
industries and that women undertaking similar position to
men receive equal pay. (60)

The issue of equal pay to both sexes became a focus of
community and economic debate during the 1930s. Two groups
pushed for equal pay. Firstly, women who argued against the
disparity in male and female wages. These women, often
progressive minded, joined organisations such as the United
Action (UA). A less progressive group, whose members
comprised working class members of both sexes was the
Council of Action for Equal Pay. (61) Secondly, some

members of both sexes favoured equal pay as a means of

58. ibid., 20.

59. United Australia Party, Annual General Meeting, 1934,
"Motion,".

60. loc. cit.,

61. For a good discussion of the Council of Action of
Equal Pay see P. Ranald, op. cit., 1982.



159

reducing the discrimination against men who in many
industries had been priced out of the labour market by
lower rates of pay for women. Women did not experience mass
dismissals to the same degree as men because their lower
rates of pay were an incentive for employers to retain
their services. This second group pushed the question of
equal pay at successive annual general meetings of the
United Australia Party (UAP). People of the same ilk also
proposed that once women married "they should resign their
positions to enable more young people to gain employment.*
(62) The Forbes (central western NSW) branch adopted an
even harder line, urging the NSW Government to replace
women in the Education Department with men. (63)

Such attitudes persisted during the 1930s and gained
credence from the strong support of the Stevens Government.
For example, in 1937 Stevens introduced legislation which
prohibited women and youth operating machines in certain
industries. (64) His attempt in 1938 to block women gaining
employment in the private sector failed because the
inequity in female wages ensured that many private sector
employers would continue to employ them. (65) Owners and
managers of factories continued to employ women because
they represented a lower cost. In the early 1930s a higher

number of males, in relative terms, lost their jobs.

62. United Australia Party, Annual General Conference,
1933, "Preliminary Agenda: Motion from the Haberfield
Women's Branch"

63. loc. cit.,

64. Commonwealth of Australia, Select Committee of the
Legislative Assembly Upon the Employment of Youth in
Industry (Sydney, Government Printer, 1940), 482.

65. Commonwealth of Australia, Conference on Youth-Adult
Employment, (Canberra, Government Printer, 1939), 4.
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Between 1928 and 1932 male employment in factories fell by
31.55 per cent, whereas female employment fell by only

20.88 per cent, as the following table depicts.

Table 4.5: NSW Factory Employees, 1928-1932 (66)

NUMBER OF PERSONS

YEAR MALE FEMALE TOTAL FEMALES AS A
PERCENTAGE OF
THE TOTAL

1928 105,977 42,621 148,598 28.7
1929 103,347 41,528 144,875 28.7
1930 80,946 34,370 115,316 29.8
1931 72,532 33,721 106,253 31.7
1932 81,130 37,853 118,983 31.8

The 1936 Survey of 1,721 unemployed females recorded
30 per cent of women aged in their twenties as the largest
group of unemployed. (67) In the previous three years of
unemployment, the average period of receiving neither food
relief nor relief work was 6.1 months. The average period
for food relief was 25.5 months and one month for relief
work. (68)

Overall, employment opportunities for women in
industrial areas were less affected than for their male
counterparts by the Great Depression. However, more
conservative attitudes forced many women in rural areas to

return to unpaid household duties.

66. Official Year Books of New South Wales, selected
issues.

67. New South Wales, Department of Labour and Industry,
(1937), op. cit., 58.

68. loc. cit.,
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4.5 Level of Skills:

The unskilled or those with little or no employment
experience fared badly during the Great Depression. In 1929
the unskilled and labourers represented about 80 per cent
of persons (predominantly males) registered at State Labour
Exchanges (SLE). (69) This proportion remained steady
throughout the 1930s. Nearly a decade later there had been
little change. A 1938 survey of unemployed men registered
at SLEs in Sydney, Newcastle, Maitland, the northern
Coalfields and the Wollongong District revealed that about
two-thirds were suited only for unskilled employment. (70)
The survey identified 18,068 as unskilled or virtually
unskilled and a further 6,308 as semi-skilled. (71). A
further 3 per cent were classified as unsuitable for any
work owing to age or infirmity. (72)

The Report argued:

Most of the unemployed are, therefore, not the rejects
of industry, but the surplus men who apparently pass
through adolescence without finding any permanent

niche in industry. (73)

A year later, it was reported that at least 93 per

cent of the unemployed were suited for unskilled employment

69. New South Wales Industrial Gazette, selected issues.
70. H.M. Hawkins, Employment Statement, New South Wales
Parliamentary Papers, 1938, (Sydney, Government

Printer), 4-5.
71. Employment Council of New South Wales, op. cit., 9.
72. loc. cit.,
73. loc. cit.,
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only. (74) The Report must be treated with caution as there
are no extant documents to prove its claims. This high
number of unskilled unemployed workers was not regarded by
the State as nearly so serious as skilled workers being
unemployed.

Some unemployed, with backgrounds in various trades,
registered as labourers because of the greater chance of
receiving government or local authority employment. (75) By
highlighting a high percentage of unskilled unemployed the
1938 and 1939 Reports contradicted the detailed 1936
survey, which found that 23,345 men or 36.2 per cent of
those surveyed were "general labourers". (76)

It is useful to examine the occupations which
consistently suffered high levels of unemployment during
the early 1930s. Table 4.6 illustrates the levels of

unemployment in key industries (in percentages) .

74. Employment Council of New South Wales, General
Progress Report, June 1939, (Sydney, NSW Government
Printer), 4.

75. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, 1940,
Addendum No.3 as quoted in C. Forster, "Unemployment
and the Australian Economic Recovery of the 1930s" in
R.G. Gregory, N.G. Butlin (eds) Recovery from the
Depression: Australia and the World Economy in the
1930s (Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988),
304.

76. New South Wales, Department of labour and Industry,
(1937), op. cit., 50.
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Table 4.6: Industry Occupations, NSW unemployed males, 1933

(77)
INDUSTRY PERCENTAGE
Fishing and Trapping 20.07
Agricultural, Pastoral and
Dairying 16.94
Forestry 18.37
Mining and Quarrying 41.77
Industrial 40.75
Transport/Communication 16.28
Commerce/Finance 19.85
Public Admin/Professional 13.95
Entertainment, Sport and Rec 26.03
Personal and Domestic 24 .11

The highest levels of unemployment were recorded in
heavy industries and the building sectors, particularly in
industrial cities. (78) Factory employees of both sexes
experienced high levels of unemployment after suffering a
30 per cent decline in total employment between 1928-29 and
1931-32. (79) In summary, unskilled workers were highly
prone to unemployment in the Great Depression. The 1930s
took away opportunities for many workers to gain formal

trade qualifications and work related skills.

4.6 Long term unemployed:
The expression "long term unemployment" was used to
describe people out of regular employment for several

years. It came into existence during the 1930s but equally

77. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
30th June 1933, Vol. 3 (Canberra, Government Printer,
1933), 308.

78. S. Garton, Out of Luck: Poor Australians and Social
welfare, 1788-1988 (North Sydney, Allen and Unwin,
1990), 126.

79. Official Year Book of NSW, 1940-41, (Sydney,
Government Printer, 1943), 553.
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could have been used in the 1920s. The number of long term
unemployed increased as the depression deepened.

Long term unemployment caused a low turnover of the
unemployment pool in the 1930s. (80) The 1933 Census showed
that 63 per cent of unemployed males had been unemployed
for more than one year, with nearly one-third for three
years or more. (8l) Women were in a better position, though
42 per cent had been unemployed for more than a year and 13
per cent for more than three years. (82) The interval since
regular employment increased markedly as the depression
wore on. The number of men unemployed for five years or
longer represented 41 per cent of a 1936 survey (83) as

depicted in the following table:

Table 4.7: Duration of Unemployment (NSW Males), 1936 (84)

Period Number Percentage
Unemployed of total

Under 1 year 10, 666 15.98

1 year but

less than 2 years 56,091 84.02

2 years and over 49,603 74.30

3 years and over 44,107 66.07

4 years and over 35,487 53.16

5 years and over 27,350 40.97

6 years and over 17,706 26.53

7 years and over 8,155 12.22

8 years and over 4,399 6.59

80. R.G. Gregory, V. Ho, and L. McDermott, "Sharing the
Burden: The Australian Labour Market during the
1930s", in R. G. Gregory and N.G. Butlin (eds), op.
cit., 236.

81l. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
op.cit., 314.

82. loc. cit.,

83. NSW, Department of Labour and Industry, (1937), op.
cit., 42.

84. loc. cit.,
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Children from homes where unemployment affected one or
both breadwinners were more likely to encounter
unemployment than children of employed workers. One school
reported that 60 per cent of children from homes where one
or both parents were unemployed failed examinations,
compared to a 40 per cent failure rate for children whose
parents worked part-time, while all the children passed
whose parents were employed. (85)

To what extent did unemployment become a family trait
during the Depression? There were 220 male and 204
unemployed female dependants of 972 unemployed women in
1936. (86) Unfortunately the loss of primary records does
not provide the opportunity to assess how many children
were from the same spouse. Of the 45,119 unemployed men,
there was a total of 6,729 male and 6,730 female unemployed
dependants. (87)

Unemployment among trade unionists hovered slightly
above 10 per cent from 1937 to 1940, although it peaked at
11.6 per cent in August 1939. (88). At the outbreak of the
Second World War in September 1939, 48,915 adult men were
registered at SLEs in 1939-40. Although the average length
of unemployment had eased somewhat by 1939, Table 4.8
highlights the seriousness of mass unemployment as the

decade came to a close.

85. Unemployed Workers Movement, Crimes Against the
Unemployed (Sydney, 1932), 4-6.
86. ibid., 60.
87. ibid., 42.
88. Official Year Book of New South Wales cited in C.
Forster, "Australian Unemployment 1900-1940:,
Economic Record, Vol. 41 (September 1956), 440.
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Table 4.8: Duration of Unemployment (NSW Males), 1939 (89)

Period of Unemployment Number

unemployed
Under 1 week 456
1 week and under 2 2,543
2 weeks and under 3 3,284
3 weeks and under 4 2,891
4 weeks and under 2 months 10,978
2 months and under 3 months 7,835
3 months and under 4 months 7,616
4 months and under 5 5,192
5 months and under 6 3,417
6 months and under 7 5,989
7 months and under 8 3,318
8 months and under 9 2,153
9 months and under 10 2,135
10 months and under 11 1,692
11 months and under 12 1,058
12 months and under 15 7,094
15 months and under 18 1,492
18 months and under 21 2,337
21 months and under 2 years 567
2 years and under 3 years 3,481
3 years and under 4 years 2,349
4 years and over 7,990
Not stated 11,317
Never employed 1
Total 89,195

In Table 4.8 13,820 people or 15.5 per cent had been
out of work for more than 2 years. By the end of the decade
of mass unemployment the length of unemployment for males

had fallen, yet it remained relatively very high.

89. Commonwealth Bureau of Census and Statistics, The
National Register 1939: Interim Statistical Summary
(Canberra, Government Printer, 1939), 30.
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Table 4.9: A Comparison of Unemployment Duration, 1933,

1936 and 1939 (90)

Duration 1933 1936 1939
of

unemployment Percentage

3 months

or more 89 96 71

1 year 69 84 38

3 years

or more 33 66 22

The above table highlights the large number of people
who experienced LTU during the 1930s. The number of LTU men
rose as the decade progressed. Among other things this led
to a deterioration in living conditions. (91) Under-
employment also caused many people to live in an atmosphere

of anxiety and insecurity. (92)

4.7 Location and 1living conditions:

Most unemployed people lived in metropolitan Sydney or

in key industrial cities such as Wollongong and Newcastle.

Cities and towns reliant on a principal industry such as

90. Australia, Census of the Commonwealth of Australia,
op. cit., NSW, Department of Labour and Industry, op.
cit., 19; Commonwealth Bureau of Census and
Statistics, op. cit., 6.

91. A.G. Colley, "Unemployment Relief in New South Wales",
Australian Quarterly, Vol. X1, 2 (June 1939), 100.

92. E.H. Burgmann, "The fight against poverty", Morpeth
Review Vol. 11, No. 21 (1932), 8.
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Broken Hill, Cessnock, Lithgow and Newcastle experienced
the highest rates of unemployment. (93) The mining industry
suffered high unemployment rates, particularly in the
industrial cities of Newcastle, Broken Hill and Maitland.
(94) The highest official non-metropolitan unemployment
rate was 40 per cent recorded at Broken Hill in 1933. (95)
The unemployed experienced long periods of unemployme