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F A M I L Y  S U B S I D I E S

MEMO, by Miss Hansi Poliak.

The Motion (Executive Minutes National Council of Child 
Welfare) reads:-

"That the Government be asked to subsidise the wages of 
Europeans and Coloured unskilled labourers who earn less than 
10/- per day, by a family allowance of 2/- per week per child 
up to the age of 15 years, to the number of 6 children. 11

Unfortunately I am not at all clear how wide the scope 
of this proposal is - exactly which workers are to be included. 
As there is no qualification, I take it to be a general, all- 
inclusive proposal which would include the following types of 
workers:-
1. Unskilled workers employed by the Government itself.

This includes permanent types of work, such as railways, 
ctc.,and al30 the various types of relief or semi-relief

work, - irrigation, removal of noxious weeds, soil erosion pre
vention, forestry settlement workers, etc.

2. Unskilled workers employed by the Provincial Adminis
trations, - Municipalities, Divisional Councils, etc.

3. Unskilled workers in private industry, - transport, 
catering, commerce, etc.

Although you have specifically said "unskilled labourers", 
if you consider 10/- per day to be the basic wage, it 
would of necessity have to includc a considerable number 
of workers on semi-skilled jobs as well. Or were you 
only concerned with the principle of subsidising un
skilled wages?

Unfortunately I cannot possibly estimate the possible 
cost of the proposal to the Government, as I have not the 
statistical material available on (a) the number of European 
and Coloured workers throughout South Africa in all of these 
various types of employment earning less than £2.15.0. per week, 
(I am working on the assumption of the five and a half day work
ing week) and (b) the proportion of single and married men in 
these occupations and the number of children per married man.

Without this data it is impossible to estimate the cost 
of any such proposal, but that it would be very considerable 
is indisputable, for,it would very probably cover the majority 
of the Coloured working population and probably a tolerably 
high percentage of the European unskilled and semi-skilled. I 
believe it would be a matter of extreme practical difficulty to 
approach the Government with such a request without knowing 
what the costs of such a policy would be to the State. But 
possibly you have some data ava.ilable on which it would be
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possible to make a generel estimate.

There appear to me to be several very real obstacles 
to the proposal.

X. In general, I am thoroughly opposed to m y  policy of
subsidisation of wages/ for it is inherently a false
policy. It sinply leads to the perpetuation of the 

low wage standard, a.nd it is this that at all costs must be 
avoided. The only permanent solution of the problem of the 
inadequacy of the wage lies either in a.n increase in wages 
or a decrease in the cost of living, or a combination of both. 
Subsidising low wages is no solution; it is merely a danger
ous palliative. For in addition to perpetuating a low wage 
standard, it has the practical effect of reducing it still 
further. The private employers or public bodies which paid 
more than the general low average, will tend to reduce their 
wages to rock bottom, feeling that the family will not starve 
because the subsidy will make up the balance, and they can conse
quently save on their wage bill. It is not as if this were 
an experiment which could be introduced and lightly abandoned, 
nor one which has not been tried out before. The lessons of 
history must be taken to heart, and it is this very policy of 
subsidising wages to the minimum bread scale which became 
generel in the agricultural districts of England after 1795 
(Speenhamland System of Poor Relief) that led to the pauper
isation of practically the entire agricultural working class 
and had the most disastrous social consequences.

My own opinion is therefore most definitely against 
any such policy, because it defeats the very object it hopes 
to achieve. I therefore believe it would be sounder economic 
and social policy for the National Council of Child Welfare to 
press unceasingly for an increase in unskilled and semi
skilled wages and for an alteration of agricultural policy of 
artificially raising the price of essential foodstuffs. I 
know that this will not meet with the approval of the Council, 
for they are faced with an immediate problem of insufficient 
income and cannot solve this immediate problem by means of s 
long range programme of social reform. But on the other hand 
a short cut is frequently more dangerous because it may lead 
to the creation of even worse economic evils, more stubborn 
and difficult to eradicate. If there must be some resort to 
subsidisation while the long range programme of endeavouring 
to raise the wage level is being carried out, I personally 
believe it would be less dangerous to press for a lowering of 
the cost of living by some type of rent subsidy (vide In
dustrial Legislation Commission) and a considerable expansion 
of sub-economic housing development.

II. A system of wages rates based on family allowances
should not, I believe, be confused with subsidies.
The allowance system is usually based on a consider

ation of a basic wage, plus an allowance made on careful 
actuarial calculations. The important point is, of course 
what the basic wage is calculated to be. This has of course 
to be sufficient to maintain the single worker in a. reasonable’ 
state of comfort. Where it operates in private industry it 
is based on the same principle as any general insurance system

P1®?1™ 8 “ • P?ld i»to a central fund, and disbursements 
mece accordingly (frequently direct to the mother and not to 
the wage earner) and safeguards are adopted so that it does not 
discriminate against the married man with a large family.
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This is naturally a. matter of administrative procedure.
I believe that the Council would be on safer ground if it made 
out a case for the institution of family allowances to operate 
in all types of employment, irrespective of the grade of the 
work (unskilled, semi-skilled, skilled, etc.) In such a 
system the cost is borne not by the State but by the employers.
It naturally involves the complete alteration of the whole 
organisation of our present wage system.

If the proposal be adhered to that the State alone be 
responsible for the family allowances of unskilled labourers, 
it is not a family allowance system but a wage system plus 
poor relief.
III. I am not at all clear how this proposal, if carried

into practice, would affect the employment of the two
racial groups included in the subsidy (European and 

Coloured) and the two racial groups excluded (Asiatic and 
Native). I should imagine that the result might well be to 
act as yet another Colour Bar discriminating against the 
Native and Asiatic. Take for instance the Textile Wage 
Determination, where semi-skilled rates of 32/6d. per week 
have been laid down for certain processes. An Asiatic married 
man with four children would receive 32/6d. per week. A Europ
ean or Coloured, also with four children, 4o/6d. It is true 
the employer would pay the same. From a practical business 
point of view it might consequently be a matter of indifference 
to him which man gets the job. But in fact, European labour 
being available, the employer as a matter of policy usually 
prefers to employ white labour. While the European might 
not consider it at 32/6d., he well might at ^0/6d. Consequent
ly with a greater availability of European labour the non- 
European is gradually displaced. I therefore believe that the 
operation of the scheme would tend towards the discrimination 
against the employment of Asiatics and Natives in private 
employment.

On the other hand it might be argued that since the 
Government is to bear the entire costs of the subsidy, its 
employment policy relating to unskilled and semi-skilled labour 
might be different, and so compensate for this possible cur
tailment in private employment. Economic considerations alone 
might prompt the exclusive employment of Bantu and Asiatics on 
all unskilled and semi-skilled work, and so avoid altogether 
the paying of a subsidy. But I do not think that this is at 
all likely to happen, since the Government is committed to its 
civilised labour policy, and even if it were to save in this way, 
would have to bear the burden of the unemployed European in some 
other way. So that on balance I am inclined to the view that 
the net result of this proposal would be yet another veiled 
colour bar. It is merely shifting the incidence of the pro
blem on to an even loss protected group.

If the Council, however, decides in favour of the pro
posal, there appear to me to be some very serious administrative 
problems that would have to be considered:

1. A broad proposal such as subsidising the wages of all 
unskilled workers under 10/- per day at the suggested
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rate, is open to attack.
1.e. A. with wife e na 4- children under 15 eerning 10/- per dry 

g  it ;i it n it 11 i' ii ^ i *  "

A's weekly wages at 5̂- days £2. 15. 0.
B's " " " 11 " £2. 12. 3.
Yet B, under the proposed scheme, is eligible to receive a 
subsidy of 8>/~ Per week, bringing his income up to £3.10.3. 
Consequently B is better off than A, and obviously would pre
fer work at 9/6d. per dry than at 10/-, end this would be 
accentuated if he hrd five or six children.

Under this scheme it would be not only an inducement 
to employers to reduce wages, but almost an injunction to do 
so to enable workers to qualify for a higher net income. And, 
if this"subsidy11 is to be borne entirely out of State funds, 
the net result must be a temptation to private employers to 
reduce wages. On the other hand the State might save somewhat 
on its own wage bill plus subsidy, if it raised unskilled wages 
of married men to 10/- per day, ana thus placed this group be
yond the application of the subsidy. (This would apply only 
to the class at &/6d. and more pre day, but not to those at 
5/6d.)
2. Is the rate per day to be the basis of the subsidy or 

the weekly income? What is to be the oosition in the 
seasonal trades? What is to be the position with re

gard to casual labour? i.e. dock labour is highly irregular.
At the Cape, among the Coloured dock workers, an average of 
three days work per week is the usual norm. Is the subsidy 
to be 2/- per child per week, or in relation to the number of 
days worked? Cr trke a. case where the daily rate of pay 
might be 10/-, but where again work is irregular? Under the 
proposed scheme the worker is not eligible for the subsidy, 
although he might only work on the average three or four days 
per week, but someone earning, say, 9/~ in regular employment 
would receive the subsidy. On the whole this is not an over
whelming obstacle because most of the casual work in South 
Africa is performed by the Bantu, and he is in any case ex
cluded from the operation of the scheme.

3. Is the proposed scheme to apply exclusively to urban 
occupations?

4-. If the consideration of the subsidy is sufficiency or
otherwise of the father’s earnings in relation to the 
size of the family, why limit it to a maximum allowance 

of six children under 15? Surely the seventh requires its 
pint of milk per day just as the others do? Is there a fear 
that an allowance of 2/- per child per week will lead to a 
deliberate increase of the birth rate? Or can the Council 
take the responsibility of the decision that no more than six 
children under 15 per family are to be approved? I am in 
principle against the policy of subsidies, but I csnnot see 
the logic of limiting it to six children, unless the Council 
is prepared to act as a final arbiter on size of family, and 
punish, by v/ithholding assistance, anyone who infringes the 
limits proposed. If the Council feels strongly about family 
limitation, it should put forward its views unequivocally but 
not indirectly as in this suggestion. Frou. the history of
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family allowances in other countries, and even on _ the pre- 
Fascist experience of bonus on births, (for I believe one must 
take the pre-Fascist experience,as the norm for the ideological 
factors have latterly been most instrumental in bringing about 
the increased birth rate and not the bonus.) I have gained 
the impression that it does not lead to an increase in the 
size of the family, but on the contrary tends to bring about 
a reduction. The proposed allowance is in any case consider
ably below the total cost of maintaining a child, so that 
nobody is likely to produce an extra child in order to get 2/- 
per week. On the contrary, everywhere where the standard of 
living rises, there is a tendency for the birth rate to^ 
decline. Consequently the proposal to limit the subsidy to six 
children does not appeal to me at all.
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