
The Removal of Compulsory Arbitration 
and the Depression of the 1930s 

IN 1932, during New Zealand's worst depression, the Coalition government 
amended the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration (ICA) Act to introduce 
voluntary arbitration in spite of fierce opposition from the labour movement and 
the Labour Party and dire warnings of catastrophe. According to most historians 
the removal of this traditional protection afforded to workers allowed employers 
to force wages down and attack working conditions. The amended ICA Act has 
thus been viewed as integral to the catastrophe that engulfed New Zealand and 
shaped the experience of a generation.1 

Strangely, while the decline of almost one-third in trade union membership 
and the rise in numbers of unemployed to about 75,000 registered men in the 
years 1930-33 have been documented in some detail, neither the operations of 
the award-based system of wage-fixing nor the pattern of changes in wage rates 
and conditions during the depression have been looked at closely. Noel Woods 
judiciously noted that official statistics are inconclusive and that where awards 
continued in existence, surprisingly, the pre-depression pattern remained.2 He 
tried to reconcile this conclusion with the traditional view by suggesting that the 
greatest impact must have occurred in cases where awards were cancelled. 
However, contemporary debate and official analysis by the Department of 
Labour suggest that we cannot take the grossly detrimental impact of voluntary 
arbitration for granted. Only E.J. Riches, an economist writing at the time for the 
International Labour Organization's journal, attempted to tease out the actual 
process of detailed change to the structure of awards. He concluded, first, that the 
abolition of compulsory arbitration did not lead to a 'general abandonment' of 
awards and agreements; second, that the awards and agreements that were 
renewed did not differ greatly from those prior to 1932; and third, that the decline 

1 See for example, K. Sinclair, A History of New Zealand, Auckland, 1969, p.257. T.Simpson, 
The Slump, Auckland, 1990, p.60. J. Holt, Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand, Auckland, 1986, 
p. 189. H. Roth, Trade Unions in New Zealand, Wellington, 1973, p.51. 

2 N. Woods, Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration in New Zealand, Wellington, 1963, p. 129. 
R.C.J. Stone, 'A History of Trade Unionism in New Zealand, 1913-37', MA thesis, University of 
Auckland, 1948, p. 143 concluded that the amendment to the Act in 1932 did not result in a collapse 
of the system. He cited the article by E.J. Riches, referred to in n.3. 
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in award wage rates was surprisingly small.3 If this decline in wage rates is related 
to the falling cost of living that occurred at the same time then real wages, as 
measured by the official statistics, did not fall at all.4 

To determine what happened I shall analyse the background to the ICA 
Amendment Act of 1932, and then look at the detailed pattern of the renewal and 
expiry of awards; study the trends in award wage rates and in actual wages for 
both males and females and for different sectors of the economy; and attempt to 
assess whether a serious degradation in working conditions took place because 
of voluntary arbitration. 

From the mid 1920s onwards arbitration came under concerted attack from 
farmers. James Holt has documented this attack in some detail but fails to draw 
out the key role of the Sheepowners' Federation adequately. While the Farmers' 
Union had always disliked the arbitration system and was determined to limit its 
influence in farming, the Sheepowners' Federation in the early twentieth century 
had been a willing and active participant in the process of formulating awards. 
Indeed the organization itself was the creature of the arbitration system. The 
decision of the Sheepowners' Federation to form an alliance with the Farmers' 
Union and its radical departure in establishing a 'voluntary' agreement with the 
shearers were crucial to the removal of compulsory arbitration. 

In 1926 the Arbitration Court controversially issued an award giving shearers 
a substantial increase at a time when wool prices were falling. H.D. Acland, 
President of the Sheepowners' Federation, described this as a 'staggering blow 
to the industry' and overnight their attitude reversed.5 Acland now wanted to 
'free the farming community from the shackles which had been dragging them 
down for 35 years'.6 

Before long a Sheepowners' Federation deputation saw G.J. Anderson, the 
Minister of Labour in J.G. Coates's Reform government. They asked the 
government to establish a commission to enquire into the arbitration system. The 
Federation now wanted the ICA Act repealed and the Arbitration Court abol-
ished, or at least its jurisdiction limited to urban industry, and it also wanted a 
right of appeal against Court decisions such as the shearers' award. It argued that 
sheltered industries could pass on increased costs while the farming sector had 
to absorb declining returns for exports. Wages needed to be lowered correspond-

3 E.J. Riches, 'The Restoration of Compulsory Arbitration in New Zealand, International Labour 
Review, XXXIV, 6 (December 1936). See also his earlier article, 'The Depression and Industrial 
Arbitration in New Zealand', International Labour Review, XXVIII, 5 (November 1933), in which 
he came to similar conclusions. His finding that there was little change is used to support the 
compulsory arbitration system. Others could well draw the opposite conclusion — that there was 
thus little need for such a system. 

4 See A.E.C. Hare, Industrial Relations in New Zealand, Wellington, 1946, pp. 103ff, where 
similar conclusions on wage rates are reached. 

5 New Zealand Sheepowners' Federation, minute book, 1910-32, pamphlet regarding represen-
tations to Cabinet, August 1926, and annual report, 1926, MS Papers 1159, MSY 300, Alexander 
Turnbull Library (ATL), Wellington. See Holt, ch. vii, for the background to the removal of 
compulsory arbitration in 1932. 

6 New Zealand Sheepowners' Federation, minute book, 28 February 1928, for Acland's address 
to conference of farmers' organizations. 
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ingly. While Anderson defended the arbitration system vigorously and was 
'distinctly hostile', W.D. Stewart, Minister of Finance, and Prime Minister 
Coates were more sympathetic; the Sheepowners' intervention was taken very 
seriously.7 

Farmer antagonism was heightened even further when slaughtermen, encour-
aged by the shearers' example, began to demand a 10% increase even though 
their award had not expired. Freezing works throughout the North Island were 
in ferment when the killing season opened in late 1926. After an application for 
an amended award was heard, Judge F.V. Frazer of the Arbitration Court gave 
the slaughtermen much of what they were asking in March 1927, rejecting the 
industry's and farmers' arguments based on export prices and the conditions in 
the industry. This raised the anti-arbitration campaign to fever pitch and 
broadened the issue to the very existence of arbitration itself. 

The Farmers' Union resolved that if it was unsuccessful in achieving substan-
tial amendments to the ICA Act — including the removal of preference, the 
introduction of third parties at hearings, and consideration of the effects of 
awards on the industry — then it should press for abolition of the Act.8 The 
Sheepowners' Federation agreed and declared that 'the time has arrived for 
drastic amendment or, preferably, the repeal of the I.C. and A. Act, insofar as its 
legislation or compulsory powers are concerned'.9 

A Sheepowners' Federation deputation saw Coates and Anderson again. 
Anderson remained antagonistic, calling the representations 'rubbish' and 
stating his total opposition to repeal. Coates, on the other hand, offered qualified 
encouragement. He said that he preferred the Employers' Federation's position, 
which still supported the arbitration system on the grounds that it was responsible 
for the industrial peace that the country had enjoyed and that it acted as a 
restraining influence on wages in 'sheltered' urban industries. 

In 1927 the Reform government finally bowed to the huge amount of political 
pressure exerted by farmers and sheepowners and introduced a bill to amend the 
ICA Act radically by exempting farming and dairy factories. Further, while a fair 
standard of living was still to be taken into account, the Court should also 
explicitly consider the condition of the industry itself and the general economic 
health of the country.10 

The bill was opposed wholesale by trade unions, including the Alliance of 

7 New Zealand Sheepowners' Federation, minute book, pamphlet regarding representations to 
Cabinet, August 1926 and ICA bill file, 1926, Department of Labour, AANK, 3/3/564, part 3, 
National Archives (NA), Wellington. Unfortunately many of the bill files for succeeding years were 
lost by fire. 

8 New Zealand Farmers' Union, executive minute book, 1921-8, meeting 4 May 1927, MS Papers 
1159, MSY 253, ATL. 

9 Dominion, 24 August 1927. 
10 The role that industrial conditions and the country's economic position should take in 

deliberations has been much contested in the history of arbitration in this country. When the 
Arbitration Court was given the ability to make general wage orders in 1918 such factors were crucial 
to wage increases and later, the wage reductions of 1921-2. Subsequently, with the expiry of the 
general wage order legislation at the end of 1923, the role of these factors diminished. This was 
highlighted by the decision of the Court in 1926 regarding the slaughtermen. 
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Labour (traditionally opposed to arbitration). More importantly, the Employers' 
Federation, after meeting with the Alliance, also voiced opposition to the bill. As 
Anderson observed with droll irony, the bill had 'absolutely driven capital and 
labour into the one camp, and their representatives are now supping together'.11 

In the end the government withdrew the bill because of the opposition and 
replaced it by a single clause that exempted farming from any new awards for a 
year.12Coates announced instead that a National Industrial Conference would be 
held, at which arbitration would be the key item on the agenda. 

The National Industrial Conference of 1928 crystallized the alignment of 
political forces for and against arbitration. In order to avoid the embarrassing 
disunity of the previous year, the Employers' Federation met with farmers' 
organizations in March 1928 to hammer out a common position for the confer-
ence.13 Employer groups now proposed a concerted 'compulsory conciliation-
voluntary arbitration' position at the conference in mid-year. The Farmers' 
Union summarized the position at large. The arbitration system was rigid, 
inflexible, and detrimental to the welfare of the country in its view. The Act 
should be repealed, or at least farming and related primary industries should be 
exempted from awards.14 

The Sheepowners' Federation had threatened to break away from other 
employer groups in their determination to push through a change in industrial 
legislation. They now sought a five-year 'voluntary' agreement fixing shearing 
rates outside the arbitration system and were sufficiently keen to press the 
principle that they conceded a substantial increase on the old award in order to 
achieve this. The agreement would 'strengthen the hands of the Government 
when dealing with the repeal of the compulsory clauses of the Act', it was 
argued.15 The government for its part amended the ICA Act to sanction the 
agreement by allowing agreements to continue to exist for five years rather than 
three years and for awards to be extended when agreed to by both parties. 

Thus, with its award having expired and a freeze on any new awards in farming 
(which the government extended by a further year), the New Zealand Workers' 
Union was forced in September 1928 to accept the Sheepowners' proposed 
three-year agreement that tied shearing rates to export wool prices on a sliding 
scale.16 Such a development, in which the conditions of the industry were 

11 New Zealand Parliamentary Debates (NZPD), 1927, 216, p.397. 
12 ibid., pp.837-8. 
13 This crucial turning point and the precise reasons for it require further research. For discussion, 

see Holt, pp. 183-4. 
14 ICA Act amendment. National Industrial Conference, 1928, Department of Labour (L), L3/ 

3/619, NA. Report of the National Industrial Conference, Appendices to the Journals of the House 
of Representatives (AJHR), 1928, H-35. 

15 Otago and Southland Sheepowners' Minute Book, general meeting, 31 October 1928, Vol. 2, 
1911 -41, MS 1039, Hocken Library, Dunedin. 

16 New Zealand Sheepowners' Federation, minute book, annual general meeting 29 August 
1928, meeting 26 September 1928 and Dominion, 29 August 1928. The Sheepowners' Federation 
was prepared to negotiate with the union only if it accepted the principle of voluntary arbitration. In 
the first year, 1928-9, shearers received 30s. per hundred sheep. The amount decreased to 29s, in 
1929-30 and plunged to 25s. in 1930-1 and to 21s. in 1931-2. 
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reflected in wages, was precisely that which the Sheepowners argued should 
apply more widely. At the time of the agreement wool prices were rising; they 
were to plunge subsequently. 

There matters remained until the onset of depression. Coates's government 
abandoned any efforts to change the system because of the stalemate reached at 
the conference. Sir Joseph Ward's United government, elected later that year, 
was more sympathetic to wage earners and shifted its attention to rising 
unemployment. For a time primary export prices improved but in the latter half 
of 1929 they began to decline and nearly halved over the next four years. Wool 
was particularly badly hit. As farmers' incomes declined the effects of the 
international depression spread rapidly through the rural servicing sector, the 
financial sector and investment, construction, retailing and eventually domestic 
manufacturing. 

In June 1930 the Farmers' Union and the Sheepowners' Federation again 
asked the government to abolish compulsory arbitration. They maintained the 
pressure and in September, together with other employer groups, they sought 
across-the-board wage cuts by amendment of the ICA Act to allow general wage 
orders again as had been allowed in the early 1920s. While George Forbes's 
United government was unenthusiastic, the worsening depression conditions 
forced it to act. By means of the Finance Act 1931 the Arbitration Court was 
empowered to issue general wage orders to the end of 1932 and to take into 
account economic conditions explicitly. Shortly afterwards employers took a 
claim for a reduction of 20% in all wages to the Court.17 

Judge Frazer had worked under similar legislation in the early 1920s when the 
Court issued an award for shearers in 1921 that substantially cut rates. l8He now 
noted the substantial fall in the cost of living and argued that on this basis alone 
wage reductions of about 5-7% were justified. The country's economic and 
financial conditions would justify a reduction by 15-20% in award rates if those 
rates historically had been the rates actually paid to workers. In fact the actual 
rates paid up to recent times had been well above the award rates, but these had 
tended to come back to the award in the last year or year and a half. A cut of 20% 
would, in Judge Frazer's opinion, inflict serious hardship on workers; he 
concluded that a cut of 10% was appropriate.19 

In a majority decision the Court issued a general 10% reduction in wages 
following upon the government's decision to reduce public servants' salaries by 

17 Department of Labour, Awards, Recommendations, Agreements, etc. Made Under the 
Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act (Awards), XXXI (1931), 31, pp.145-66. J. Roberts, 
Secretary of the Alliance of Labour, as reported by A. Cook, New Zealand Workers' Union, took a 
case to the Court for the shearers' unions that wages should not be cut because they were already on 
a sliding scale and had been cut by nearly 20% already; letter from Cook to Roberts, 11 May 1931, 
D124, no. 5, J. Roberts Papers, Victoria University, Wellington. In the end the shearers were exempt 
from the 10% reduction because the sliding scale had already expired. 

18 Holt, pp. 148-9. 
19 The parallel that exists with the two general wage orders that reduced wage rates in 1922 by 

5s. and 3s. per week (about 5% and 3.5% for semi-skilled) respectively at a time of economic 
difficulties has not been noted by previous scholars. See Holt, p. 155. 
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the same amount. The reduction was not to apply to minimum wages as specified 
in the Factories and Shops and Offices Acts, nor to the wage rates for male and 
female apprentices. The 10% wage cut did not placate employers as prices and 
profits continued to fall and the Arbitration Court became a scapegoat for the 
country's economic ills. 

In February 1932 Adam Hamilton, the new Minister of Labour in the 
regrouped Coalition government, headed by Forbes with Coates as his right-
hand man, announced that the ICA Act would be amended to introduce voluntary 
arbitration, thereby acting on the pre-election promise of W.D. Stewart (Minister 
of Finance) in October 1931.20 Stewart had argued that the restrictions imposed 
by the arbitration system militated against employment; more flexibility was 
needed.21 Hamilton said that industries had been 'confined in a straitjacket' that 
needed to be loosened so that they could operate more freely.22 He emphasized 
that a wide range of other protective legislation would still exist, while public 
opinion and the trade unions would not tolerate sweating. Hamilton argued that 
groups worst affected, such as the farmers and the unemployed, would benefit 
because of lowered costs and the increased availability ofjobs.23S.G. Smith, later 
to become Minister of Labour under Forbes, pointedly remarked that only a 
small minority of workers came under the legislation in any case. Of some 
450,000 adult workers only 101,500, or less than one-quarter, were in trade 
unions registered under the ICA Act.24 

The government quickly introduced the measure. It argued that amendment 
was the means of short-circuiting the lengthy and laborious process of readjust-
ing wages in line with prices that the Arbitration Court would have to undertake 
in any case, albeit more slowly. Coates suggested that such a process, if left to 
the Court, could take a further two years.25 

The Labour Party opposed the bill fiercely and some Coalition MPs also voted 
against it. Robert McKeen, who led the debate for Labour, claimed that it would 
'lay the foundation again of a sweating system in this country' and that it would 
be just the first step in the dismantling of protective labour legislation. John A. 
Lee suggested that New Zealanders were 'ready to fight to avoid enslaving 
conditions', while Harry Holland, the leader of the Labour party in Parliament, 
claimed that the legislation would be 'productive of more industrial turmoil than 
any previous legislation' ,26 Holland threatened that if compulsory arbitration 

20 For this section, see Holt, pp.185-9; Woods, pp.125-30; Roth, pp.51-53. 
21 NZPD, 1931, 230, p.47. 
22 NZPD, 1932, 231, p.360. 
23 ibid., pp.359ff. 
24 ibid., pp.384-5. From this number the railway workers not subject to awards (12,840) had to 

be taken away, leaving 88,660 workers affected (just under 20% of the total). 
25 ibid., pp.458-9. As a result of the urging by farmers the original bill also gave the Governor-

general the power to exempt industries from the operation of the system. After much criticism from 
both sides Hamilton withdrew the clause from the bill while it was in committee. Coates in particular 
urged its withdrawal. 

26 ibid., pp.367, 381,552. The New Zealand Worker, 9 March 1932 described it as a bill 'which 
aims at enslaving the Dominion's workers'. 
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was removed 'the most dangerous hour in the history of New Zealand would 
have struck', and 'all the conditions making for industrial upheavals and 
insurrectionary developments would have been created'.27 

One major issue was whether women should be excluded from the effect of the 
bill. The shop assistants', hotel and restaurant and clothing workers' unions 
agitated for a provision that would ensure that disputes in all industries employ-
ing 60% or more of female workers would still compulsorily go to the Arbitration 
Court if conciliation failed. They sent a deputation to the government protesting 
at its omission, arguing that employers had previously supported such a meas-
ure.28 This was indeed the case, since the Employers' Federation had conceded 
such a provision at the National Industrial Conference in 1928.29The reasons for 
such protection were the weaker position of women and their lesser capacity to 
organize. 

An unholy mixup took place as Coates's attempt to amend the bill to exclude 
women failed because of a procedural gaffe. Peter Fraser and Lee lost their 
tempers and the latter suggested that 'the Parliament was a Parliament of curs if 
it persisted in this and did not exempt the women' .30 After refusing to withdraw 
their statements both Fraser and Lee were suspended from the House. T.H. 
McCombs then unsuccessfully moved a Labour Party amendment regarding 
industries dominated by women and Forbes in the end agreed to review the 
matter before the bill went to the Legislative Council. 

The government conceded an amendment after the bill's third reading so that 
female workers had the right to go to the Court unilaterally to obtain an order to 
fix minimum wages rather than for a full award. The government believed that 
working conditions and hours were adequately protected by other legislation. 
Lee persisted in prophesying disaster: 'a revolutionary situation will e x i s t . . . I 
am not preaching violence. 1 am just stating the inevitable.'31 

The ICA Amendment Act passed speedily in April 1932. While conciliation 
remained compulsory, arbitration now became a voluntary measure to be used 
only if both parties agreed. If there was not a practical unanimity amongst the 
assessors on a conciliation council, a dispute could not go before the Court for 
arbitration. After a month with no settlement the award would be cancelled. The 
eight disputes that were already before the Court were returned to conciliation. 

After the amendment the labour movement awaited developments with dread 
as awards for groups such as freezing workers, musterers, shearers, threshing 
mill workers, metal workers, confectionery workers, seamen, clerks, hotel 

27 Round Table, September 1932, p.924 and New Zealand Herald, 28 March 1932, cit. by Stone, 
p. 143. 

28 New Zealand Worker, 16, 23 March 1932. Trade unions had approached the Employers' 
Federation in October 1931 to clarify this and received reassurance. However, when the bill was 
introduced and such a provision was omitted the Federation indicated it would support the bill as it 
was. 

29 AJHR, 1928, H-35, p.218. 
30 NZPD, 1932, 231, pp.534ff. 
31 New Zealand Worker, 23 March 1932. McCombs commented on a newspaper report that 

suggested that the measure hastened the death of William Pember Reeves in England; NZPD, 1932, 
233, p.479. 
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workers and tramwaymen came up for renewal.32 Meanwhile the government, 
through the National Expenditure Adjustment Act 1932, cut public servants' 
salaries on a graduated scale from 5% on lower salaries (three-fifths of employ-
ees) to 10% on mid-range and 12.5% on high salaries.33 In a number of cases 
employers and unions failed to come to agreements and wages were indeed 
lowered, but the extent of the cuts beyond that previously made of 10% by the 
general order of 1931 was not great. We should bear in mind in the following 
discussion that most of the changed award rates from 1932 onwards included the 
10% reduction made in 1931. Furthermore, many awards remained unchanged 
and most industries continued to operate with awards. 

The farming sector was worst hit. In August 1932, for example, the North 
Canterbury threshing mill workers had to accept a 14.3% reduction in wages 
compared with the award struck only in February of the same year. The shearers 
failed to secure an agreement at all after the three-year sliding scale agreement 
had expired, and in the end gangs were forced to accept reduced rates on a shed-
by-shed basis. The reduction on the previous season ranged from 15-20% with 
rates falling as low as 15s. per hundred sheep, lower than they had been since the 
nineteenth-century depression.34Freezing workers were offered rates some 25% 
lower, including the previous 10% of 1931, but they rejected this. Seamen agreed 
to a 10% temporary cut on top of the earlier cut, but then rejected an amended 
agreement and a further 5% cut and went out on strike. Engineers in Wellington 
struck rather than accept the offer agreed to elsewhere: a 7.4% wage reduction 
(on top of the previous 10%), a longer working week and the introduction of 
female labour at low rates.35 On the other hand, Wellington's tramwaynien 
merely had the 1931 reduction of 10% embodied in an agreement and the city's 
butchers managed, after a protracted dispute, to obtain similar conditions to the 
expired award and virtually no reduction in wages. 

The labour movement claimed that women working in hotels and restaurants 
were exploited but, while there was some evidence of more extensive wage cuts 
in certain areas at particular times, this was not the general situation. Employers 

32 See New Zealand Gazette, 15 September 1932 and following issues for lists of cancelled 
awards. For the following section on awards, see generally the New Zealand Worker, 1, 14, 21 
September, 5 ,19 October 1932, 25 January, 10 May, 5 July 1933 and NZPD, 1932, 233, pp.478ff. 
By late 1933 this newspaper seemingly lost interest in routinely reporting such procedures. No 
attempt has been made to collate systematically all the changes that were made to more than 400 
awards. This would be a huge and complex task involving judgements about shifting job classifica-
tions, hours, overtime rates, youth rates etc alongside basic wage comparisons. I have relied upon 
the summaries provided by Riches and the Department of Labour and focused upon particular awards 
as discussed in the text. For these changing award rates, see Awards, vols for 1932-5. 

33 H.O.Roih, Remedyfor Present Evils: a History ofthe New Zealand Public Service Association 
from 1890, Wellington, 1987, p.77. 

34 After such an experience of widespread cutting of rates the New Zealand Workers' Union 
returned to a sliding scale that again regulated wages. In 1933-4 the rate was 18s. per hundred sheep; 
1934-5,22s.6d. as wool prices improved; and as prices slumped again the rate dropped again in 1935-
6. 

35 H.O. Roth, Advocate, Educate, Control: the History of the New Zealand Engineers' Union, 
1863-1983, Wellington, 1984, pp.46-48. 
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insisted upon separate Dominion awards for licensed and private hotels, with 
more substantial wage reductions in the latter. The new award for licensed hotels 
of October 1932 involved a basic wage reduction of 14.6% and a new probation-
ary period at a lower rate compared with the award of October 1929. That for 
private hotels of December 1932 embodied similar changes and a more substan-
tial basic wage reduction of 23.1% as compared with the award of June 1930. 

In late November 1932, in keeping with the amended Act's intent to continue 
to protect women's wages to some extent, the Arbitration Court made its first 
order, fixing minimum wages for females working in private hotels.36The Judge 
stated that he had tried to take into account what the industry could pay while 
providing a reasonable standard of living in setting 'somewhat lower' rates. The 
workers' representative dissented from the separation of private from licensed 
hotels and the consequent reduction in wages. The Judge argued that the two 
types of hotel differed greatly and that the rate compared favourably with those 
specified in the tearooms' and restaurants' award. 

When the single Dominion tearooms' and restaurants' award expired in 1932 
it gradually fragmented into eight separate district awards and one agreement, 
but this was not accompanied by substantial cuts in wages. In Auckland and 
Nelson there were 14.3% basic wage reductions compared with the 1930 award 
(including the previous 10%), the introduction of a probationary period at a 
lower rate for the first year, and greatly reduced overtime rates. These conditions 
were eventually adopted in other districts. Dunedin employers, however, refused 
to adopt a similar agreement and forced wages down by more than 30% 
compared with 1930 before agreeing to an award similar to those in other centres 
in December 1933.37 

The Department of Labour at the time summarized the extent of the changes 
since the amendment of 1932 by reference to a selection of award rates mainly 
in Wellington.38 There had been no change in a substantial number of awards (16 
out of 36 awards). The extent of the cuts in the remaining 20 awards was small, 
ranging from 1.9% for horse-drivers to 8.3% for hairdressers. Most were around 
5-6%. Clothing workers, notably, experienced no cuts and then had a wage rise 
of 3.7% for females and 2.4% for males in 1934-5. Other groups had also 
experienced increased award rates by this time. 

Nor did the Alliance of Labour view the situation as completely disastrous. It 
was buoyed up by a number of successful cases in which it negotiated relatively 
favourable agreements for the shearers, Wellington butchers, and Waihi and 
Waiuta goldminers amongst others, and began to argue that negotiations would 

36 Awards, 1932, 32, p.548, and New Zealand Worker, 1 December 1932. Little recourse was 
made of this provision. AJHR, 1935, H-11, p.5, notes that only four orders were made up to that time, 
of which three had expired. 

37 Riches, p.736 and New Zealand Worker, 9 August 1933, letter to Coates regarding sweating 
in Dunedin tearooms and restaurants. 

38 AJHR, 1933, H-l 1, p.4, 1934, H-l 1, p.4, and 1935, H-l 1, p.4. The above comments relate 
largely to that of 1935 which was more inclusive, apart from instances where award wage rates had 
actually been increased by that time, as had occurred for those in clothing factories, carpenters and 
joiners, electrical workers, plumbers and tramway workers. 
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be more successful without compulsory arbitration.39 It now publicly stated, 
consistently with its longstanding view, that compulsory arbitration weakened 
unions by denying them experience and knowledge in 'the art of negotiation'. 

In 1935 the Department of Labour analysed the impact of the amendment on 
the arbitration system.40 It concluded that it could not be taken for granted that 
the restoration of compulsory arbitration would improve conditions. Up to 
February 1935, when some 400 awards and agreements were in force, complete 
cancellations had occurred in very few important industries. One hundred and 
three had been wholly cancelled through a failure of the parties to agree, another 
ten had been partly cancelled while 28 had ceased to operate for unrelated 
reasons. Of the 103 cancelled awards and agreements, 42 had been wholly or 
partly restored by subsequent awards or agreements and in 11 cases private 
agreements had been made. Forty-eight awards and agreements had not been 
replaced. On the other hand, since 1932 some 225 new awards and agreements 
had been made. 

In the following year Riches came to similar conclusions.41 He suggested that 
the extent to which the award-based system had collapsed was minimal. In 1932 
some 445 awards and agreements were in force; in 1934 there were 396. He 
concluded that most employers voluntarily chose to continue with a method of 
regulation of employment with which they were familiar, rather than risk chaotic 
competition. For their part trade unions were often willing to come to agreement 
on reduced wages in conciliation rather than to lose the protection of the award 
more broadly. 

In general, on the basis of award rates, wages fell by 5.5% in the period March 
1932 to June 1934 when the wage index reached its lowest. Riches showed, by 
reference to a sample of industries, that virtually all the wage cuts took place in 
the first year after March 1932 and that, as indicated above, the cuts ranged from 
5-10%. Within particular industries the spread of wage rates contracted, as 
higher wages declined more than lower wages, and as margins for skill shrank. 
There was little change in the variation between regions, however, even though 
some Dominion-wide awards had been replaced by district awards, as we have 
seen.42 

We need to look further at the real impact of the wage cuts on actual earnings. 
Actual wages came back closer to the minimum specified in awards. New awards 
contained reduced overtime rates, changed special rates and allowances, changed 

39 New Zealand Worker, 5,26 July, 6 September 1933,6 June 1934. Notes on speech by Roberts 
to New Zealand Workers' annual conference, 1934, D151, 1934, no. 9, Roberts Papers. Roberts 
listed 14 or more disputes satisfactorily resolved. This position was officially articulated at a special 
Alliance of Labour meeting on wages and hours in early September 1933. 

40 H.E. Moston memo to Minister, 6 June 1935, ICA bill file 1935-6, Department of Labour, 
AANK, Acc W3580, box 71, 3/3/564, part 4, NA. 

41 Riches, pp.735-9. 
42 Mark Fagan, a member of the Legislative Council, argued that the small drop from 445 in April 

1932 to 404 in March 1935 was misleading because some Dominion awards had been substituted by 
a larger number of individual district awards; NZPD, 1936, 245, p.238. Detailed scrutiny of the 
Awards shows that ten Dominion awards in 1932 became six in 1935. Such limited fragmentation 
of awards does not greatly affect the conclusion that the award system largely remained in place. 
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job classifications, allowing lower rates to be paid, and changed under-rate 
workers and youth-rate clauses. Beyond this, the shrinking availability of 
overtime and the increasing prevalence of short-time affected actual earnings. 

The general wage-rate index for all groups (based largely upon award rates) 
shows an overall reduction of some 18.1% for adult males and 12.2% for adult 
females in the period 1929-33.43The reduction in the period 1932-3 in male rates, 
however, was only 3.6% and in female rates it was as low as 2%. Then, from 
1933, wages began to increase. But wages had in fact begun to decline before the 
10% general reduction was made as the margin above the award minimum was 
reduced. We know so little about actual wages that the effect of that fall cannot 
be estimated. Taking into account the 10% general reduction of 1931, the extent 
to which the removal of compulsory arbitration affected award wage rates seems 
to be no more than several percentage points for men (excluding farming) and 
even less for women. This is apparent from the all-group wage-rate index. The 
earlier reduction must be separated out in discussing the specific impact of the 
removal of compulsory arbitration. Furthermore, short-time work reached a 
peak in the year 1931 -2, and annual incomes were not much further reduced from 
1932, as is evident from the annual statistics on factory and building production.44 

The changes that did occur more broadly over the entire period of depression 
were highly uneven. Moreover, they were both industry-and gender-specific.45 

Farm workers, shearers and those employed in the construction industry suffered 
badly; conversely much of manufacturing (for which the award-based system 
was central), and particularly industries in which women predominated, such as 
clothing and footwear, did not suffer greatly through wage cuts after the 1931 
reduction. Working hours averaged across the entire manufacturing workforce 
were also reduced by less than 5% during the depression. 

The extent of the decline over the period 1929-33 therefore varied greatly by 
sector. In female industries, such as clothing, wages dropped by only 10.4%; that 
is to say, there was virtually no further reduction after the general order of 1931. 
Women in hotels, restaurants and other personal services experienced a greater 
cut of 15.4% and those in the printing industry, 16.9%, but for women in other 
industries the reduction was less. 

Cuts for males in industry were somewhat greater than for females, aside from 
males in the clothing industry, who experienced cuts of 10.3%. In the farming 
sector there were devastating wage cuts of 37.2% which far outstripped any other 
sector. These cuts were aided by the Sheepowners' agreement with the shearers 
in 1928, which tied shearing rates to falling wool prices. By 1932 shearing rates 

43 Statistics of New Zealand, calculated on a 1926-30 base of 1,000. Note that all the wage rate 
statistics concern adult males and females. The extent to which cuts paid to young people exceeded 
those of adults remains to be researched. This would require detailed analysis of awards, as discussed 
above. 

44 See the Statistics of New Zealand, volumes for factory and building production, prices, wage-
rates and hours of labour, 1929-36. 

45 Riches concluded, without any detailed evidence, that because of these wider factors real 
earnings declined substantially during the depression, p.741. He cites the atypical construction 
industry in particular. 
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had fallen by 40%, as compared with 1928. The swingeing cuts in farm wages 
contributed heavily to the average reduction of 18.1% in male wages across all 
groups, since farm wages comprised almost one-quarter of the weighting of 
wage rates. Taking out this sector reduces the overall male reduction to 13.7%, 
closer to that of females. 

It is important to bear in mind that retail prices dropped further than award 
wage rates during the depression (taking into account the general wage reduction 
of 1931 and other award changes). The overall 'all groups' retail price index 
declined by 20.8% in the period 1929-33, so that effective real wage rates for 
adult workers, as measured by the wage-rate index for all groups, actually 
increased during the depression period. The cost of food and rent components of 
the index, the two most vital necessities of life for working people, declined even 
further, by 27.7% and 24.8% respectively. 

Conversion of the nominal wage rates into real rates suggests that adult male 
real wage rates rose by 5% and adult female real wage rates by 12.6% during the 
period 1929-33. On the face of it then the reductions in adult award rates that were 
effected during the depression did not result in reduced purchasing power. 

To give a fuller picture we need to consider the impact of the depression on 
hours of work and actual earnings for those who remained in work. There are data 
in the factory statistics on employment, hours of overtime and short-time, and the 
annual wage and salary bill, by industry. There is also a separate source of data 
on the building and construction industry giving similar information apart from 
variations in hours worked. 

We can broadly observe that male-dominated industries suffered worst. In 
overall terms, factory employment went down by 16.8%, involving a loss of 20% 
of the males and 4.9% of the females. Probably lower paid females replaced 
males to some extent. Many major male-dominated industries, apart from 
primary processing, were badly affected by job losses in the period 1929-30 to 
1932-3: engineering lost 40.1% of those engaged; sawmilling, 35.1%; 
coachbuilding, 35.2%; and building and construction a devastating 65.3% of the 
people engaged in the industry.46 

Female-dominated industries were much less affected. Over the same period 
the woollen mill workforce was reduced by 5.2%; boot and shoe factories, 1.3%; 
and clothing factories by 3%. The crucial clothing sector (comprising more than 
half of all female factory workers), experienced virtually no reduction in 
employment throughout the depression and grew strongly from 1933 onwards. 
As early as 1934 female manufacturing employment had again exceeded the 
1930 level and employment continued to expand. Only in 1936 did male factory 
employment reach the level of 1930. 

Those who remained worked fewer hours. While overtime continued to be 
worked throughout the depression, the extent of short-time increased; the ratio 
of overtime to short-time, which was on average slightly above a figure of one 
in the late 1920s, declined to0.22 in 1931-2. In that year l . l lOmill ion hours of 

46 See also AJHR, 1932, H-11, p.2 and 1933, H-11, p.2. On the other hand there was increased 
employment in freezing works. 
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overtime were worked and 4.999 million hours of time were lost. In the following 
year the ratio rapidly increased to 0.76 and by 1934-5 it had climbed back to one. 

During the depression years the average overtime hours of those who worked 
overtime hardly changed, aside from a noticeable rise for females in the year 
1931-2. However the availability of overtime itself became more restricted. For 
those who were affected by short-time, the hours lost by males rose moderately 
(by about one-quarter) but the hours lost by females declined. Short-time was 
spread more widely through the workforce, both male and female. Thus more 
males worked short-time and experienced an increased number of hours lost, 
while more females worked short-time but lost less time. 

To put these rather detailed trends into context, the extent to which factory 
employment was affected by short-time was small, even in the depths of 
depression. In 1931-2 (the worst year), while the average amount of short-time 
was relatively high, less than one-quarter of employees were affected. While 
those males who were affected lost 445 hours (or 20.2% of the working year) and 
affected females lost 348 hours (or 15.8% of the working year) (calculated on the 
basis of a 44-hour week and a 50-week year), only 20.1% of males and 26.5% 
of females experienced short-time. Spread across all male and female factory 
employees the average hours lost were 90 (or 4.1 % of the working year). 

The cuts in both wages and hours of work inevitably led to declining annual 
incomes for those on wages and salaries in the factories. The full effects were 
largely felt by the 1932-3 year, by which time annual incomes had been cut by 
13.8% as compared with 1929-30. Incomes continued to decline: by 1933-4 the 
total decline was 17.7%. Between 1929 and 1934, therefore, this reduction can 
be accounted for by the combined effect of lowered award rates, a cut of about 
13% in non-farm wage rates for males and females combined, together with 
some reduction in overtime hours and increased short-time hours as spread 
across all employees. The extent to which factory incomes were reduced was still 
somewhat less than the drop of around 20% in retail prices, suggesting that those 
in factory employment did not suffer reduced incomes during the depression. 
Against the background of a substantially reduced cost of living it would seem 
that certain groups in industry did not fare too badly. There was some foundation 
for the Coalition government's insistence that the farmers (and by extension 
farm workers) and the unemployed must come first in assistance. 

We need to look to sectors other than manufacturing for those who were 
drastically affected by depression. Those affected included farm workers, casual 
manual workers employed in public works and local authority works, and 
building workers.47 There is little doubt that the building industry suffered a 
calamitous decline. The 1926 census indicated that close to 23,000 were 

47 See N. Ruth, 'The Labour Force and Employment in New Zealand, 1926-1945', MA thesis, 
University of Otago, 1949. In estimating the contribution to unemployment in the period 1928-33 
he suggested that the cuts in public works and local authority works contributed most in terms of 
numbers, followed by factories and building and construction. Sectoral contributions to unemploy-
ment cannot be explored here but it should be noted that, as in the nineteenth century, it was the casual, 
unskilled manual workers who could largely be found on public works and in construction that 
remained central to the unemployment problem. 
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employed in the building industry at that time, with another 14,500 dependent 
upon it. This industry suffered a far longer and deeper decline in employment 
than any other, while construction workers suffered massive reductions in 
income. In 1932-3 the industry employed only 28.8% of the numbers it had in 
1928-9 and it built only 29.4% of the buildings. The annual income paid to those 
few it retained fell by 31.6% in the same period. The numbers engaged in the 
industry remained low over the following years and did not approach previous 
levels until 1937-8, well after depression conditions had passed in other industries. 

Unfortunately we lack any employment statistics for farming during the 
depression period. However, in response to drastically reduced export prices, 
farmers increased their volume of production, particularly dairy produce.48 

Overall the volume of agricultural production increased by 24.0% from 1928-9 
to 1933-4. It is thus likely that farm employment was broadly maintained, or even 
increased, in spite of or perhaps because of the savage wage cuts. One rough 
estimate suggests that farm employment increased by some 20,000 people 
during the depression.49 

Was there any real evidence to suggest that widespread degradation of 
working conditions and 'sweating' had occurred? The Labour opposition 
persistently raised the issue of sweating in the House and on a number of 
occasions accused the government and the Department of Labour of allowing it 
to take place. But hard facts always seemed to be lacking. The Department of 
Labour could not uncover substantial evidence. 

In October 1932 Labour made a futile attempt to repeal the amended ICA Act, 
alleging that the law had brought 'industrial chaos' and drastic wage cuts.?0The 
Minister of Labour, Hamilton, defended the change and claimed that the system 
had not broken down as a result. Coates rather suggested that Labour was 
embarrassed that prophecies of collapse had proved wrong, and insisted that 
sweating was not taking place — 'if [the conditions] were unfair the country 
would rise in its wrath and oppose them' .51 In December two Labour MPs, W.E. 
Parry and Fraser, pointed towards sweating amongst biscuit and confectionery 
workers in Auckland and Wellington.52 Hamilton said that he would investigate. 

48 See B. Macdonald and D. Thomson, 'Mortgage Relief, Farm Finance, and Rural Depression 
in New Zealand in the 1930s', New Zealand Journal of History, 21, 2 (1987), p.249 where it is 
suggested that farmers and farm workers increased in number during these years. 

49 Ruth, pp.23-26. He suggests that employment increased substantially in the dairy industry. 
The farm expenditure index was compiled on the basis that wages formed 25% of farm costs, New 
Zealand Official Yearbook, 1932, p.687. There was no subsequent re-weighting of the index during 
the depression, which might have become necessary if huge amounts of labour were shed from farms. 
Even the reduction in wages of more than one-third do not seem to be taken into account. The farm 
expenditure index went down by 29.7% in the period 1928-33. Given that farm wages decreased by 
37.2% in the same period, this suggests that the reduction in wages contributed about one-third of 
the total reduction in farm expenditure (9.3% of 29.7%). At times, remarkably, some labour 
shortages were reported in farming, although this must be put in the context of the extremely low 
wages. 

50 NZPD, 1932, 233, pp.478ff. 
51 ibid., p.530. 
52 ibid., 234, pp.713-14. 
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The same year the issue of the sweating of outworkers was raised in the House 
and the Department of Labour investigated.53 According to the summary of the 
return to Parliament, only 45 houses (where two or more people worked or where 
a source of power was used) were actually registered as factories. Virtually all 
were in the clothing, dressmaking and millinery trades. 

Pressure was maintained on the government with constant representations 
from the labour movement accompanied by some disquiet amongst employers. 
In February 1933 a deputation from the Alliance of Labour and the Wellington 
Trades and Labour Council saw the Prime Minister.54 Subsequently the Depart-
ment of Labour suggested a 'strong desire' on the part of both employers and 
workers to reinstate awards and agreements because of a wish for uniformity.55 

Then, in October, another deputation from the Alliance saw Forbes to urge him 
to restore wages to the level existing before the 1931 cut.56 

In March Fraser had again brought up the issue of sweating in the clothing 
trade in Wellington. Hamilton had responded by saying that the Department of 
Labour, after the 'closest investigation', had concluded that the firm complied 
with the award. Other factories inspected also proved satisfactory. While there 
was keen competition which stimulated complaints from rival manufacturers, 
'investigations invariably show that the allegations are without foundation', he 
said.57 

Late in 1933 Labour mounted a substantial campaign on the issue. The New 
Zealand Worker's 'Sweating is rampant', recalled Hood's 'Song of the Shirt', 
and said of the Department of Labour that 'there is none so blind as he who will 
not see' .5SFraser alleged that the inspection in Wellington was a 'complete farce' 
and that manufacturers believed that they could get away with rampant sweating. 
Lee argued that 'the Government had practically handed over the young 
manhood and womanhood to the sweater Sweating was taking place as never 
before in the Dominion.' Along with Fraser he demanded another Royal 

53 ibid., 232, p.765 (the actual return cannot be traced in the Journals of the House of 
Representatives) AJHR, 1947, H - l l , pp.11-17, summarizes attempts to deal with sweating and 
outwork in New Zealand from the 1870s. There had been a previous investigation in 1926 which 
established that there were fewer than 150 outworkers in the country, most in Auckland and 
Wellington, and that 'no cases of sweating or of undue hardship' were found. Other clothing outwork 
made in unregistered homes where only one person worked had to be ticketed as such under the 
Factories Act. The intention of this was to prevent such work taking place, and the department 
concluded that in fact this was largely successful. The department believed that outworkers' low 
earnings reflected not low rates of pay but a low level of production. Outwork was a means of 
supplementing income and long hours were not usually worked. In order to go beyond the 
department's view we would require substantial documentation of unregistered outwork. 

54 New Zealand Worker, 15 February 1933. 
55 Quarterly report on employment to the Governor-general, August 1933,Ll/5/4/3,part3 1930-

37, NA. 
56 New Zealand Worker, 1 November 1933. 
57 NZPD, 1933, 235, pp.1159-60. The offending factory breached the award technically by 

giving the workers only 40 minutes for lunch rather than 45 minutes as specified by the award. 
However, it was explained that the workers had a morning tea-break that was not included in the 
award. Thus the Department of Labour decided to take no action. 

58 New Zealand Worker, 20 December 1933. 
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Commission similar to that of 1889-90, and he cited individual cases such as a 
boy who worked 66 hours a week and a girl who worked 12-15 hours a day. He 
also claimed that one clothing factory worked women illegally at night with 
dimmed lights. McKeen claimed that 95% of shops were not paying award 
wages and that large numbers of boys and girls were being employed and then 
dismissed when they reached adult age.59 

The Department of Labour regarded McKeen's statement on wages as 
absurd.60 Investigations had already been carried out into various chain stores, 
such as Woolworths and Self Help, and the allegations had been found to be 
groundless. Indeed the wages were widely above the award. This was backed up 
by a survey by the Federation of Drapers, Clothiers and Boot Retailers which 
showed that nearly 40% of shop assistants in the surveyed shops were paid above 
award rates. 

Hamilton asked the Secretary of Labour to investigate the particular sweating 
charges but the department found little on which to act.61 Investigations in 
Whangarei, Gisborne, Napier, New Plymouth, Wanganui, Masterton and Wel-
lington also turned up no evidence. One case was reported in Auckland and 
prosecuted, and one other was found in Hamilton. 

The Wellington factory inspector, in responding to Fraser's allegations, stated 
that he had recently inspected most clothing, millinery and soft-goods factories. 
He concluded his detailed report by confidently stating that he had found no 
evidence of workers taking work home nor of sweating. All awards were being 
complied with. A certain amount of speeding-up of work had occurred, due to 
the keen competition resulting from cheap imports, but this had not affected the 
health of workers. It transpired that the president of the Wellington Manufactur-
ers' Association, who himself owned a clothing factory, was behind Fraser's 
complaint because of the price competition he was experiencing.62 

In 1934 a number of Labour MPs again attacked the Department of Labour in 
Parliament. McKeen alleged that the number of inspectors was 'totally insuffi-
cient' and that there was extensive sweating, while Semple demanded that the 
government, 'in place of the present inert, weak-kneed Inspectors . . . appoint 
alert, determined men to go into those dens and put an end to that state of 
affairs'.63 

59 NZPD, 1933,237, pp.516-18,530-1, 1071-7 (p.516 for quotation). See also Evening Post, 30 
October, 24, 25 November 1933, Christchurch Times, Christchurch Star, 19 October 1933. 

60 File on sweating 1933-41, especially Moston memo to Minister, 27 November 1933, 
Department of Labour, Ll/1/4/249, NA. 

61 Ll/1/4/249, box 175, NA; NZPD, 1933, 237, p.1073. In Christchurch the local secretary of 
the Clothing Trades' Federation stated that the city's factories were free from sweating and paid 
tribute to the Department of Labour. 

62 See Evening Post, 28 October and Dominion, 30 October 1933 in which J. Abel, president of 
the Association, urged an investigation and inserted a public notice saying that he would welcome 
an investigation of his own factory. 

63 NZPD, 1934, 240, pp.465-74. Instances of women working in the casing department at an 
Auckland freezing works were cited. This resulted in suggestions that legislation be passed to 
prohibit women in freezing works! 
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A deputation from the Hotel and Restaurant Workers' and Clothing Trades' 
Federations saw Forbes in June 1934 about female wage reductions. They argued 
that 'since the depression instructions were issued to the officers of the Depart-
ment [of Labour] to concern themselves with the administration of the Unem-
ployment Act, and leave the other work'. They claimed that it was difficult to get 
investigation of flagrant breaches of awards. In response John Bitchener, acting 
for the Minister of Labour, conceded that 'as a result of the "unemployment" 
work certain work of the Department had necessarily to be dropped, but this was 
not in connection with the investigation of complaints regarding breaches of the 
various Acts and awards'.64 

After investigations which lasted for several months and resulted in detailed 
reports from all districts on the effects of the voluntary system, the department 
concluded that the change had not given rise to sweating.65 In a few cases 
employers had taken advantage of the conditions to work their employees for 
excessive hours at low pay and there were isolated instances where employers 
took advantage to pay less than the legal amount, even where awards and 
agreements existed. In many such cases workers reportedly connived in this 
simply to obtain work. The Department claimed that magistrates had imposed 
substantial penalties for this practice when detected. Further, in other trades not 
covered by awards employers were reported to be treating workers reasonably. 
Ten instances of sweating that had been brought by deputations were investi-
gated. These proved to be largely minor; only one required prosecution. 

Furthermore, very few important industries were not covered by awards or 
agreements in one or more industrial districts. The department enumerated those 
that were not covered: biscuit and confectionery, engineering, private hotel 
workers, and freezing workers. The Department of Labour claimed that it had 
enforced the Factories Act (which covered all workers in factories and work-
shops) especially rigorously for biscuit and confectionery workers, who were not 
protected by an award and who were probably the most vulnerable group of 
workers in manufacturing.66 

The momentum was maintained. In July 1934 Labour interrupted the address-
in-reply debate in the House to demand restored wages, and in September a 
deputation from the Trades and Labour Councils saw the Prime Minister to 
demand a 5% general wage order in the wake of the public servant 5% rise.67 

Forbes's response was to say that such matters remained in the hands of 
employers. In December the Otago Trades and Labour Council asked Forbes to 
restore compulsory arbitration, to which he replied that, if unfair advantage was 

64 Letters 22 June, 22 August 1934, Ll/1/4/249, NA. 
65 Moston memo to Minister, 6 June 1935, ICA bill file 1935-6, AANK, Ace W3580, box 71, 

3/3/564, part 4, NA. 
66 W.E. Parry claimed that 90% of those in the industry were juveniles and 70% female: NZPD, 

1932, 233, p.484. Biscuit and confectionery workers probably worked according to the conditions 
proposed by employers in Dunedin in September 1932, which involved wage cuts between 10-30% 
depending upon length of service, longer hours and reduced holidays, with youth rates reduced by 
about one-third. No award or agreement existed. 

67 New Zealand Worker, 11, 25 July, 12 September, 26 December 1934, 6 March 1935. 
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being taken, the whole matter would be reviewed. In the context of government 
consideration of possible restoration of compulsory arbitration after a further 
deputation, the Department of Labour prepared the paper referred to above on the 
impact of the 1932 amendment on the award system.68 This made a feature of the 
fact that most industries continued to operate with awards and agreements and 
was not very enthusiastic about the reintroduction of compulsory arbitration. 
The Act remained unchanged. 

During the depression years, it has to be recognized, the Department's vital 
work for the Unemployment Board in registering the unemployed and placing 
them in relief work increasingly took precedence over its other activities. Factory 
and shop and office inspection in particular was cut back. In 1929 the department 
had made nearly 17,000 inspections of factories and more than 21,000 inspec-
tions of shops, representing virtually complete coverage.69 In 1931 systematic 
inspection of all workplaces was abandoned; it was replaced by a policy of 
following up specific complaints and inspection associated with checks of wage 
books for the payment of the unemployment relief tax. 

Coverage by 1933-4 had dropped to around one quarter of the total factories 
and shops, with about 4,000 inspections of factories and 6,000 inspections of 
shops. Prosecutions for offences against the Factories and Shops and Offices 
Acts, and requisitions for improvements to conditions under the Acts, had also 
dropped away. Complaints of breaches of the ICA Act and awards rose during 
the early depression years to a peak of 3,810 in 1930-1. However, most were 
trivial or involved no breach; the department prosecuted only 252 cases and 
issued warnings in 2,013 cases.70 From then on the numbers of complaints of 
breaches declined considerably, perhaps as a result of disillusionment with the 
process. 

The department's statistics do not show any increase in the numbers of young 
boys and girls employed in factories. On the contrary, they show that fewer under 
the age of 16 years were employed during the depression years. In the period 
1929-30 to 1931-2 the numbers of boys declined by 61% and girls by 51.7%.7' 
From this time there was an increase, but the numbers did not return to previous 
levels for some time. 

The department also lost some of its factory inspectors during the depression. 
In 1929 it had 47, including a female inspector in each of the four main centres. 
By 1934 the number had declined to 39, with female inspectors only in Auckland 
and Christchurch.72 

68 Moston memo to Minister, 6 June 1935, ICA bill file 1935-6, AANK, Ace W3580, box 71, 
3/3/564, part 4, NA. The extent to which the Department of Labour's approach was the result of the 
prevailing political environment is impossible to assess. 

69 Department of Labour annual reports, AJHR, 1929, 1931, 1934, H-l 1. 
70 AJHR, 1931, H-l 1, p.4. 
71 The Department of Labour traditionally issued certificates of fitness for under-age boys and 

girls in factories under the Factories Act. 
72 Public Service Classification Lists, 1929-30 to 1937-8. A substantial number of additional 

inspectors were appointed under the Labour government. 
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While it is thus true to say that the Department of Labour could not be as 
vigilant as it would like, and that in some cases employers were probably able 
to force their workers into accepting illegal conditions and wages, there is no 
evidence in the official statistics or in the departmental investigations that such 
problems were widespread. We would require a great deal of painstaking 
research into conditions in specific workplaces, together with outwork in the 
home, to ascertain if there was evidence of degraded conditions which remained 
undetected by officials. 

The Labour Party and the trade unions had kept up the pressure on the 
government and the Department of Labour throughout the depression. This, 
together with wider public opinion, undoubtedly played an important part in 
limiting the degradation of wages and working conditions that was so feared. 
Labour had promised to restore compulsory arbitration and pre-depression wage 
levels and upon its election late in 1935 it acted quickly. Through the Finance Act 
1936 the wage cuts instituted by the general order of 1931 and those that followed 
the abolition of compulsory arbitration were restored. This applied both to 
awards and agreements made from 1932 and to those workers who had no 
agreements. 

At the same time H.T. Armstrong, the new Minister of Labour, introduced the 
ICA Amendment bill that among other things reintroduced compulsory arbitra-
tion. The Labour government's proposals to reinstate compulsory arbitration 
and to introduce compulsory unionism did not please the stronger unions 
represented in the Alliance of Labour, even if they were absolutely essential for 
the weaker unions and for workers in non-unionized forms of work, who could 
now organize easily. The Alliance of Labour wanted to retain the option of direct 
negotiation with employers and unqualified preference. A tempestuous meeting 
in March 1936, where the Alliance expected that the government would give it 
what it wanted because of its electoral support, did not sway either Armstrong 
or the Prime Minister, M.J. Savage.73 

The emergent National Party opposition, formed from the remnants of the 
Reform-United Coalition, resisted the bill vehemently and forced a lengthy 
debate. Because of the compulsory unionism clauses, Hamilton called it a 'Trade 
Union Secretaries bill'. Generally it was pointed out that the depression had not 
caused a collapse of the award-based arbitration system. MPs observed that the 
number of awards had not declined greatly, as indeed we have seen. 

The Employers' Federation wanted the voluntary system to be given a longer 
trial and strongly opposed the restoration of compulsory arbitration. If the 
government was determined to pass the bill then arbitration should be made fully 
compulsory. Strong groups of workers could ignore or flout the Act and go on 
strike and get away with it, the Federation argued, while arbitration had been 
made compulsory on employers. The Federation urged the provision of effective 
penalties for strikes; it was almost impossible to obtain a conviction, they argued. 

73 Compulsory unionism had been suggested by the Drivers' Federation, Carpenters and Joiners, 
and the Trades and Labour Councils: ICA bill file 1936, Department of Labour, AANK, Acc W3580, 
box 73, 3/3/564, NA. 
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Further, the Federation demanded that awards should be limited to wages, 
hours of work, overtime and holidays because the Arbitration Court was not 
competent to deal adequately with other more technical and variable aspects of 
working conditions. Such aspects should be left to the parties to negotiate.74 

The Department of Labour had concluded similarly that only matters concern-
ing wages and hours should be restored to the Court with other more technical 
matters to be settled by the parties themselves in conciliation.75 Thus the 
department distinctly lacked enthusiasm for a full restoration of the arbitration 
system even though it faithfully carried out the bidding of the new Labour 
government. The ICA Amendment Act 1936 was passed. 

The Act restored the compulsory role of the Arbitration Court should the 
conciliation process prove incapable of resolving the dispute. Unions could now 
cover the entire country rather than being confined to an industrial district, while 
new unions were prevented from registering, without the Minister of Labour's 
agreement, where there was an existing union. Union officials now had the right 
to enter employers' premises to gain access to members in order to police their 
awards. The ICA Amendment Act also introduced compulsory membership of 
unions for those covered by an award or agreement. 

We can now assess whether the removal of compulsory arbitration caused a 
collapse of the arbitration system and gave rise to massive wage reductions and 
degraded working conditions. Clearly the amendment did not cause a collapse 
of the arbitration system. Second, it is likely that similar wage reductions would 
have been effected by the Arbitration Court, albeit more slowly. Third, the most 
severe cuts took place in sectors outside the arbitration system such as farming. 
(The impact of the depression on females in domestic service, who also lay 
outside of arbitration, remains to be looked at.) Those sectors most central to the 
arbitration system did not suffer too badly and in particular women in those 
industries largely remained protected. Fourth, the impact of the depression was 
more on employment than on wages (aside from farming) and it was focused 
particularly upon male industries. The building industry, which made a crucial 
contribution as the largest employing industry outside of the primary sector, 
suffered an almost complete collapse. The contraction in factory employment 
largely affected males. Industries employing women suffered little decline in 
employment. For those who remained in work the impact of reduced hours was 
not particularly great and their somewhat reduced wages retained their purchas-
ing power. Fifth, we lack concrete evidence of widespread sweating. While at 
certain times and in certain industries some employers may have taken advan-
tage of their workers, that does not seem to have been a general problem. 

74 ICA bill file 1936, AANK, Acc W3580, box 73,3/3/564, NA. The Manufacturers' Federation 
on the other hand ducked the issue and said that it would not oppose an already-announced policy 
on labour legislation. The Farmers' Union simply reiterated its longstanding stance, while the 
Sheepowners' Federation bowed to the inevitable and confined itself to practical difficulties. The 
Sheepowners' Federation, it should be noted, managed to retain a sliding-scale shearing agreement 
for a further three years and thus continued with their preferred method of wage-fixing. 

75 Moston memo to Minister, 6 June 1935, ICA bill file 1935-6, AANK, Acc W3580, box 71, 
3/3/564, part 4, NA. 
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In sum it may be concluded that voluntary arbitration did not usher in a new 
world of anarchic industrial relations seriously affecting wages and working 
conditions. Those in industrial employment fared reasonably well, in spite of 
some reduction in wages, less overtime and more short-time, and some reduction 
in award rates and conditions. The impact of the depression was severe in certain 
sectors less central to the arbitration system, such as farming, the building 
industry and public works, and in respect of the unemployed themselves who had 
to subsist on vastly inferior relief rates and working conditions. 
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