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THIS ARTICLE looks at the relationship between the government and the labour 
market in nineteenth-century New Zealand before the creation of the Department 
of Labour in 1891.' In particular it traces the impact of unemployment on 
government policy in the period and suggests that significant and enduring 
government intervention took place by means of relief works and labour 
bureaux. 

Such intervention was not confined to the depression years of the 1880s but 
was an integral aspect of the functioning of the labour market from the time 
colonization began. This makes the policies of the New Zealand government 
quite unusual in comparative perspective. It is another facet of the 'colonial 
governmentalism' or 'state socialism' that was so characteristic of the nine-
teenth-century state in New Zealand. In other countries governments refused to 
entertain the possibility of such wholesale and long-term involvement in issues 
relating to the labour market on the grounds of liberalism and individualism.2 

The reason for this longstanding intervention lay in the nature of the labour 
market and its close interdependence with government immigration and public 
works policies. The highly unstable, casual and seasonal labour market was 
characterized by endemic underemployment in both good times and bad. Periods 
of depression extended the impact of underemployment and increased its 
severity, but that should not hide the fact that underemployment was omnipres-
ent and a key factor in government policy. 

1 This article provides a background to the founding of the Department of Labour and its labour 
market activities. For a history of the Department of Labour, see J.E. Martin, Glimpses of the Past: 
the First Fifty Years of the Department of Labour, Wellington. 1991, and the forthcoming history of 
the Department by the same author. I would like to thank Erik Olssen for the comments he has made 
on this article. 

2 See P.S. Foner, History of the Labor Movement in the United States, vol. 1, New York. 1947. 
pp. 161-2. 237-40.445-8; 2, pp.236-43; L.H. Feder, Unemployment Relief in Periods of Depression, 
New York, 1936; H.G. Gutman, 'The Failure of the Movement by the Unemployed for Public Works 
in 1873', Political Science Quarterly, 80, 1965; P.T. Ringenbach, Tramps and Reformers, IK73-
1916: the Discovery of Unemployment in New York, Westport, Connecticut, 1973; A. Keyssar, Out 
of Work: the First Century of Unemployment in Massachusetts, Cambridge. 1986; U. Sautter, Three 
Cheers for the Unemployed: Government and Unemployment Before the New Deal, New York. 
1991; J.A. Garraty, Unemployment in History: Economic Thought and Public Policy, New York, 
1978; J. Harris, Unemployment and Politics: a Study in English Social Policy, Oxford, 1972. 
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Unemployment and underemployment 
The nature of unemployment in nineteenth-century New Zealand has been 

misunderstood. It has been associated with depression conditions and seen as the 
loss of a job. Because of protest in major urban centres unemployment also tends 
to be associated with the industrial economy. 

Historians rely upon the work of R.J. Campbell and cite the rough figure he 
produced that winter unemployment in most major towns was between 6 and 
12% of the workforce (presumably male).3 This is a low and not very meaningful 
estimate. Setting those out of work against the total workforce on the assumption 
that the workforce normally is in full-time, sustained work is not very useful 
when a considerable percentage of the workforce experienced underemploy-
ment, even if they were not necessarily defined as 'unemployed'.4 What was 
more important was that short-term lack of work was experienced by many in the 
workforce. It was when the length of time without finding work lengthened into 
many months and affected greater numbers that the 'unemployed' phenomenon 
appeared. 

Such views derive from a faulty understanding of the New Zealand economy 
and labour market, based on an image of a modern, stable, urban and industrial 
structure that was not in fact characteristic of New Zealand for much of the first 
hundred years of European settlement. In contrast, unemployment largely took 
the form of chronic structural underemployment that was widespread and was 
particularly marked in the rural economy and associated primary industries. It 
was also found in particular urban industries such as the building trade.5 

The problem was more or less severe according to cyclical changes in the 
economy and the impact of immigration and public works on the labour market. 
There were perennial difficulties because local labour markets were character-
ized by long distances, inferior transport, imbalances causing chronic localized 
labour shortages and surpluses, migration, and a labour supply which was 
difficult to organize. Underemployment became defined as 'unemployment' 
and became a problem to be dealt with when it was severe and stretched beyond 
customary bounds. Governments, both provincial and central, then responded 
with relief work and at times labour bureaux. 

New Zealand had a highly vulnerable rural economy together with dependent 
primary and extractive industries, supplemented by a small scale, labour-

3 R.J. Campbell, 'The black "Eighties": Unemployment in New Zealand in the 1 , Australian 
Economic History Review, 16 (1976) p.69. These figures do not seem to appear in his thesis, 
'Unemployment in New Zealand, 1874-1914', MPhil thesis, Massey University, 1976, and the basis 
on which they are calculated is not discussed. 

4 This point is particularly emphasized by Keyssar, ch.3. 
5 See Keyssar, and G. Stedman Jones, Outcast London, Oxford. 1971, especially ch.2, 

'Seasonality of production' and ch.4, 'The structure of the casual labour market' for a similar 
approach to the London labour market. See also J.H. Treble, Urban Poverty in Britain, 1830-1914, 
London, 1979, ch.2, 'Poverty and the urban labour market, 1830-1914: Underemployment and 
unemployment', and D. Montgomery, The Fall of the House of Labor, Cambridge, 1987, ch.2 'The 
common laborer'. The excellent book by Ringenbach provides a similar analysis of the American 
unemployed by emphasizing their itinerant nature. 
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intensive and undercapitalized manufacturing sector.6 The economy suffered 
greatly from the external fluctuations in the prices of wool and wheat and 
developed by way of a cyclical series of booms and recessions. Specific 
industries such as gold-mining and flax-milling would suffer dramatic booms 
and busts. After the Otago rushes of the early 1860s 10,000 disappointed miners 
left the diggings.7 In Thames in 1870, after a few boom years following the 
discovery of quartz reefs, there were 3,000 unemployed miners, half of whom 
were reported to be willing to work in return for their food only.8 While the flax-
milling industry boomed in the late 1860s, a few years later many mills had gone 
out of business.9 After another boom from 1888, low prices again forced closures 
in the mid 1890s. 

Developments in the rural economy had concentrated the seasonal demand for 
labour into a shorter period over the summer. Seasonal mustering replaced the 
more permanent shepherding and boundary-keeping. Shearing was concen-
trated into a couple of months of the year as large numbers of itinerant shearers 
moved from one large shed to another. Mechanized reaper-binders, although 
reducing labour requirements, were associated with a wheat bonanza that greatly 
increased the demand for harvesting labour. Large steam-powered threshing 
mills worked by itinerant gangs followed the harvest. In overall terms it is 
estimated that the rural waged workforce doubled over the summer to cope with 
the seasonal peak demands, and that the labour pool from which such workers 
were drawn was perhaps well over three times as large as the number of jobs 
going.10 

The vagaries of the weather were also important. Alluvial and quartz gold-
mining were prevented by droughts in summer or by freezing conditions in 
winter. Coal mines were affected by delays to shipping. A Royal Commission 
of 1891 estimated that the Grey Valley coal mines worked on average only four 
days a week or 200 days in a year." A third of working time was thus lost. 
Farming operations, especially harvesting and shearing, were delayed by wet 
weather. Roadmaking and railway construction, although often used as winter 
standbys, were subject to the weather. Building activity was also prevented by 
bad weather. 

6 This was also true of Australia. See J. Lee and C. Fahey, 'A Boom for Whom? Some 
Developments in the Australian Labour Market, 1870-1891', Labour History, no.50 (1986). Many 
of the following comments are drawn from this and Keyssar, ch.3, unless otherwise indicated. Such 
work has not been done in New Zealand, but it is likely that similar patterns pertained. 

7 W.D. Borrie, 'Immigration to New Zealand since 1854", MA thesis. University of Otago, 1938, 
p.72. 

8 J.D. Salmond, 'The History of the New Zealand Labour Movement from the Settlement to the 
Conciliation and Arbitration Act 1894', MA thesis. University of Otago, 1924. p.41, citing 
Wellington Independent, 1 March 1870. 

9 Bob Ayson, Miranui: the Story of New Zealand's iMrgest Flax Mill, Wellington. 1977. pp. 1 -
2. 'New Zealand hemp'. New Zealand Official Year Book, 1900, pp.477-9. 

10 J.E. Martin, The Forgotten Worker: the Rural Wage Earner in Nineteenth-century New 
Zealand, Wellington, 1990, pp. 14-15. See the detailed discussion on the rural labour market in ch.2. 

11 Appendices to the Journal of the House of Representatives (AJHR), 1891. C-3, pp.50-1. This 
is discussed by L. Richardson, Coal, Class and Community: the United Mineworkers of New 
Zealand, 1880-1960, Auckland. 1995. pp.52-6. 
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The seasonal swings of rural production had considerable effects on related 
primary processing industries and patterns of employment.12 According to a 
Department of Labour survey of 1910-11, employment in the meat works 
expanded nearly sevenfold from the low point in September to the peak in March 
each year. Other industries such as fellmongering, butter and cheese manufac-
ture, fruit and jam preserving and flax-milling suffered great fluctuations and fell 
well below a full year's employment, offering 40 weeks' work or less a year even 
in good times.13 

Such seasonality had an impact on the transport industry and waterfront work 
that depended largely upon the export of primary produce. Ports and other towns 
experienced their busiest periods from the arrival of the wool clip before 
Christmas until the grain in autumn. The waterfront employed almost entirely 
casual labour. As indicated in a survey of 1908 there would be twofold or 
threefold fluctuations in employment within months, together with a peak of 
employment in December that was annually two-thirds higher than the trough in 
August.14 

Manufacturing, largely of consumer goods, was small-scale, extremely vul-
nerable, undercapitalized and easily undercut by imports. The average number 
of employees in a plant was no more than ten.15 Many industries worked 
significantly less than a year and experienced strong seasonal fluctuations.16 The 
annual rural cycle, reinforced by Christmas festivities, had pronounced effects 
on incomes and hence on consumer spending patterns. A summer peak and a 
winter trough in the volume of banking transactions reflected this and had 
pronounced effects on employment. December was the peak period for retailing 
such as clothing, and food, cordials, aerated water and confectionery — all 
important sources of manufacturing employment. The peak would be followed 
by lay-offs in industry in January without pay. Crucial female-employing 
industries such as clothing, millinery, dressmaking and bootmaking, on the other 
hand, suffered from a winter trough. 

The building trade offered extensive but unstable employment, often sub-
contracting and on piece-rates. Because the industry comprised a multitude of 

12 See the Department of Labour survey of 1910-11 in appendices to the departmental annual 
reports in AJHR, 1912, H - l l ; 1913, H - l l ; 1914, H - l l . 

13 These figures do not include shorter breaks in employment of up to seven days 'due to the 
fluctuation of the trade, to irregular attendance, to sickness, or other cause'. AJHR, 1912, H-11, 
appendix, p.I. 

14 E. Aves, Report on Wages Boards and Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Acts of 
Australia and NZ, British Parliamentary Command Paper 4167, 1908, p.95. 

15 The 1878 Census of Population and Dwellings, Manufactories table shows just how low the 
capitalization of industry was in New Zealand. All factories (945 with 11,630 hands) had capitali-
zation on average merely of 2s. per hand. The three woollen mills were in a class of their own at close 
to £77. Other industries with significant investment in plant and machinery were rope and twine 
works at nearly £10, boiling down and meat preserving, nearly £3, and printing, a little over £1 per 
hand. As in Australia it is likely that manufacturing was characterized by low levels of stock on hand 
and greatly fluctuating short-term orders. 

16 AJHR, 1912, H - l l ; 1913, H - l l ; 1914, H-l 1. Examples are brick, tile and pottery works, 
shipwright and boat construction, aerated water and cordial, coopering, cycle and motor engineering, 
and rope and twine works. 
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small businesses operating on fragile credit, a boom and the overextension of 
credit was inevitably followed by the collapse of businesses and employment.17 

The construction industry was always depressed over winter and it suffered first 
and worst in any downturn or recession. That industry suffered far more than any 
other during the depressions of the 1880s and 1930s. As a result lesser skilled 
building workers suffered from chronic underemployment. 

A dual labour market operated in both agriculture and industry.18 Employers 
would gather around them a core of long-term permanent, well-paid and secure 
employees, to be supplemented by large numbers of lesser skilled casual workers 
who were taken on and shed as the situation dictated.19 Those who were 
vulnerable to being laid off formed a floating pool of labour characterized by 
unstable employment, bouts of unemployment and substantial lost earnings over 
the period of a year. Small downturns had a dramatic impact on this vulnerable 
pool as periods out of work that were sustainable in good years rapidly stretched 
into serious unemployment and insufficient earnings for year-round sustenance. 

The available statistics suggest that it was the lesser skilled labourers and those 
in the building trades that were worst affected by unemployment. This is clearly 
evident from a variety of sources — petitions, the statistics collected by 
immigration officers in the 1870s and 1880s, and Department of Labour and 
census figures. In July 1867, of the 319 unemployed in Christchurch, 171 
(53.6%) were labourers and 115 (36.1%) building workers.2" In March 1880 a 
petition from the unemployed in Dunedin contained the signatures of 597 whose 
occupation was given. Of these 296 (49.6%) were labourers, 118 (19.8%) were 
from a wide range of industries, and 96 (16.1%) were from the building trades.21 

Later the same year, of the 129 signatures in a petition from Auckland unem-
ployed, 111 were labourers and another 12 were carpenters and other building 
workers.22 In 1883 the Timaru unemployed comprised 200 carpenters and 
general labourers, and the same year, of some 700 Christchurch unemployed, 
half or more were carpenters and joiners.23 In Christchurch the following year of 

17 See Stedman Jones for the building trades in London and Keyssar for the construction 
industry's vulnerability in Massachusetts. We unfortunately lack any study of this crucial industry 
here but the indications are that the situation was similar. 

18 The notion of a dual labour market needs further exploration. It is likely that the situation was 
similar to that in the USA. New Zealand like the USA appeared to have a high wage economy 
compared to Britain, but when the labour force was disaggregated into different groups there were 
greater variations than in Britain. See P. Shergold, Working-class Life: the 'American standard' in 
Comparative Perspective, 1899-1913, Pittsburgh, 1982, for a detailed comparison of the British and 
American standard of living that comes to the conclusion that the latter was not much superior. 

19 This was strongly manifest on the waterfront with large numbers of men employed for short 
peak periods with a much smaller number employed throughout the year. See Appendices to the 
Journals of the Legislative Council, 1899. no.2. p.17, giving Wellington Harbour Board employ-
ment. Some 63.7% of the 692 men worked 12 weeks or less during the year, 13.6% 13-26 weeks, and 
22.7% for more than half the year. 

20 Lyttelton Times (LT), 31 July 1867. 
21 National Archives, Wellington (NA), Department of Internal Affairs, IA 1/80/1401, 17 March 

1880. 
22 NA, IA 1. 80/4898. 3 September 1880. 
23 Timaru Herald. 23 August 1883. Press, 17 December 1883. 
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558 unemployed registered 412 were labourers, and in 1885 the Royal Commis-
sion into Canterbury unemployed interviewed 142 unemployed of whom 108 
were labourers, 17 were carpenters and 5 were painters.24 

Early Department of Labour figures indicate that three-quarters of those 
unemployed who were assisted were labourers, with bushmen and carpenters 
being the other two significant groups.25 The first census figures for unemploy-
ment support this picture. Nearly one-third of general labourers were out of work 
in April 1896, at a time when the economy was beginning to improve.26 

Carpenters and building labourers and painters also had a high unemployment 
rate. 

The indications are that such workers usually spent 10-25% of their time out 
of work and that this stretched perhaps to half the year during the depths of the 
depression.27 This was the conclusion of the Royal Commission of 1885 that 
looked into the situation in Canterbury.28 A Department of Labour survey in 1893 
suggested that miners averaged about 10% of time out of work, labourers about 
11 %, and carpenters and other building workers about 25%.29 The average 
duration of unemployment by those registered with the department was close to 
two months or about 15% of the year. 

Unemployed protest 
Campbell minimizes the significance and impact of unemployment. He sees 

it only in terms of sporadic, localized and isolated pockets of urban protest that 
were confined to winter and considers the government's response to be moti-
vated only by interests of control at times of disturbance.10 He argues that 
unemployed agitation did not result in policy changes, nor was it related to the 

24 AJHR, 1884. H-23. NA, Legislative Department, LE 1/1885/105. 
25 AJHR. 1894, H-6, statistics for the year April 1893 to March 1894. In that year a total of 3341 

men were assisted, of whom 2535 were labourers (75.9%), 214 bushmen (6.4%) and 142 carpenters 
(4.3%). Average duration of unemployment was 1.77 months. 

26 Census of Population and Dwellings, 1896. The rate is calculated for males in terms of the ratio 
of unemployed wage earners to all wage earners in the occupation. The average rate across all 
occupations was I 1.1%, or 9.0% if the large numbers of general labourers (undefined) are taken out. 
The rates were: general labourers (undefined), 31.9%; carpenters and building labourers, 16.6%; 
painters, 15.0%; stevedores and lumpers. 19.2%; seamen, 16.6%; boiler makers and fitters, 15.5%; 
bakers, 16.7%; and engineers and firemen, 15.6%. 

27 Such a proportion is less than that suggested for the USA. Keyssar. pp.50, 58, suggests that 
the average was three to four months even in good times. New Zealand Parliamentary Debates 
(NZPD), 42, 1882, p.538, suggests that contract labourers lost nearly 20% of time on average. 

28 NA, LE 1/1885/105. Also see LT, 2 October 1884 which suggested that men were on the road 
out of work for seven months of the year. Press, 12 January 1870, statement of James McPherson, 
that 70% of the workforce would be on the road during the winter and not more than 30% would find 
work during the whole year. J.U. Davis sermon 'Being out of work' in Plain Talks on Being Out of 
Work, Dunedin: J. Horsburgh, 1880. NA. Immigration Department, IM series 4, 1/1,77/754. Press, 
17 December 1883. Factories were often working half time during the depression. 

29 AJHR. 1893,H-10, Returns of expenditure by working-men. AJHR, 1894, H-6, statistics for 
the year April 1893 to March 1894. 

30 Campbell was probably influenced by the work of F. Piven and R. Cloward, Regulating the 
Poor: the Functions of Social Welfare, New York. 1971, that argues that the primary motive for 
unemployment relief was social control. 
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Liberal labour reforms. 
But the impact of unemployed agitation was profound on government policy. 

It led to substantial modifications and finally to the termination of assisted 
immigration, to the establishment of labour bureaux, and to the eventual creation 
of the Department of Labour in the early 1890s. There were good reasons for 
protest to occur in urban centres and in winter even though the underlying 
problem was endemic and an integral part of the entire labour market. Winter was 
the slack time in the labour market. Many of those out of work would winter over 
and return to their families in the major centres. The various central public places 
in the towns became traditional congregating points for the unemployed. If they 
wanted to pick up public works relief through the immigration officers, obtain 
local body relief work or receive charitable aid they had to be on hand. 

Unemployed protest was a long-established tradition that related intimately 
and durably to government policies regarding public works and its twin, 
immigration, closely connected as they were through the labour market. The 
unemployed considered that they had a social contract with the government, who 
by bringing in immigrants should also provide them with work in times of need. 
The incidence of unemployment and unemployed agitation was often as much 
the result of changing public works policy as it was of wider economic 
fluctuations. Financial constraints and changes in government policy often 
brought public works to a close and threw many on to an overfull labour market 
precisely at a time when some form of relief was most needed. Similarly, the flow 
of immigration was a key factor in understanding the pattern of unemployment 
and unemployed protest. Prevention of further immigration to protect the 
position of those who had already emigrated was a key objective for the various 
workers' organizations that sprang up in times of difficulty.11 

A very cynical but observant contemporary described the situation thus in 
1887. 

Within recent years a new business has arisen in New Zealand . . . that of professional 
unemployed . . . To enter it the first process is to hang about the bar of a popular 'hotel ' 
. . . and grumble loudly at the hard times and low wages, not forgetting to abuse the 
Government for not finding work for everybody . . . [then] one of the party proposed to 
get up a public indignation meeting. This is very easily done by a short tour round other 
'hotels ' , and the parts then apportioned. Two men are fixed on to go the round of the 
newspaper offices and inform them of the projected meeting, which is generally fixed for 
some open space convenient to the town; a few old hands undertake to beg or borrow a 
platform, or a cart to serve for one; those who have already distinguished themselves as 
speakers are asked to do so again, and if possible the co-operation of one of the opposition 
members of the House of Representatives is secured. On the day appointed, the 

31 See Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', pp.41 -2, 231 -6, 253-4. 461, 
463. Such organizations formed to prevent immigration included the Christchurch Working Men's 
Mutual Protection Society in 1871, the Auckland Working Men's Political Association in 1879 and 
the similarly named organization in Christchurch in 1881, the Otago Trades and Labour Council in 
1881 and that in Wellington in 1884, and the Canterbury Labourers' Union (later the New Zealand 
Knights of Labour) in 1887. 
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'unemployed' form a procession, which marches through the chief streets of the town, and 
naturally attracts much attention and some sympathy. It is part of the business that the 
processionists should wear ragged clothes and look dirty . . . The speeches at the place of 
meeting should be simple and strong; the dignity of manhood, the inalienable rights of 
labour, starvation in a land of p lenty . . . The next step is to proceed to the office or dwelling 
of the chief official, and ask him to admit a deputation, which he seldom dares to refuse 
. . . Their business is to urge on the Government officer their distress, and to ask for 
immediate employment. Meanwhile the mass hoot and groan outside . . . meanwhile 
alarmed officials are telegraphing to Wellington, and ministers are puzzling over ways 
and means. Within two days an advertisement will probably appear in many newspapers 
that the Government will start emergency relief works . . . The majority duly apply; 
crowds throng the approaches to the offices appointed; the poor officials are almost driven 
to their wits' end; but at last a few hundred men obtain notes, entitling them to work and 
wages.32 

This portrait fairly accurately describes the process that was repeated in many of 
the country's towns again and again in the late 1870s and 1880s. Such protests 
were the way that the lesser skilled labourers organized, instead of combining 
into trade unions and friendly societies. Labourers through protest sought to 
mitigate their insecure position. 

Why did governments take these protests so seriously ? There was, as Campbell 
points out, a certain need to preserve social order but this was not a major concern 
because such events were highly ritualized gatherings. We have to look further. 
First, the government itself recognized the contract made with past immigrants 
to some extent and endeavoured to assist when matters became serious. But, 
perhaps more important, the government was concerned at the impression 
created abroad. Unemployment and the protests that it precipitated represented 
the greatest possible threat to the continued inflow of migrants — the lifeblood 
of New Zealand's settler economy — when publicized in Britain. The unem-
ployed knew this just as much as the government and protest largely took the 
form of ritualized theatrical propaganda campaigns that were often deliberately 
publicized in Britain.33 

Traditional methods of eliciting support did not take long to appear in the 
colony. After the Wakefield settlements of the 1840s had settled down and 
labourer protest had abated the economy was generally prosperous in the 1850s. 
Unemployment became a problem again late in the decade as the economy 
entered more uncertain times.34 In 1857, as a result of a booming economy, 
Canterbury had begun an immigration drive from Britain, especially for agricul-
tural labourers.35 Otago also attracted much labour. The winter-time recession in 

32 'Wanderer', from Antipodean Notes Collected on a Nine Months Tour Round the World, in 
Cherry A. Hankin, Life in a Young Colony: Selections from Early New Zealand Writing, Christchurch, 
1981, pp.213-16. 

33 See Keyssar. ch.8, indicating a similar character. 
34 The ups and downs of the economy are traced in detail by C.G.F. Simkin, The Instability of 

a Dependent Economy, Oxford, 1951. 
35 R.H. Silcock, 'Immigration into Canterbury under the Provincial Government', MA thesis, 

University of Canterbury, 1963. p.34. 
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1858 and 1859 gave rise to meetings of the unemployed in Dunedin and 
Christchurch.36 The Lyttelton Times was not sympathetic and commented that 
skilled agitators must have been at work: 'though coming from a body usually 
so inert as the labouring community, it has at once assumed the methodic old-
world form of an organised meeting to appeal to the charity of the public.'37 

The balance of supply and demand in the labour market was particularly 
precarious during the 1860s as the gold rushes produced massive unpredictable 
surges of uncontrolled immigration and population movement around the 
country. Problems rapidly emerged in Otago in early 1861 after the discovery of 
gold and then retrenchment in public works.38 Goldminers and others claimed 
that 'starvation [was] staring them in the face'. The strike in Gabriel's Gully 
shortly afterwards emptied Dunedin but a few months later many disappointed 
diggers flooded back into town and further agitation ensued.39 

As the promise of gold faded there were large numbers of unemployed in 
Dunedin in 1864.40 Sir Robert Stout remembered that the situation was suffi-
ciently serious to require 'some fifty or a hundred armed policemen to keep order 
in the streets, because of the demands which the unemployed were endeavouring 
to enforce'.41 J.G.S. Grant led the agitations, which included a meeting of a 
thousand and resulted in a memorial to the government. When the memorial was 
not heeded Grant along with many supporters attempted to present it himself to 
the Provincial Council. The Speaker ordered him to sit down and when he 
refused he was taken into custody accompanied by hisses and groans from the 
public gallery. There was trouble elsewhere. Workmen who had not been paid 
by the Southland provincial government rioted as they paraded through Invercargill 
that winter.42 

In 1871, as the economy again experienced some difficulty, the newly formed 
Auckland Working Men's Protection Society forced their way into the Superin-
tendent's office to demand work and had to be restrained by the police.43 In 
desperation the society petitioned the Victorian government in Australia to take 

36 See LT, 31 August-29 October 1859. 
37 LT, 7 September 1859. 
38 Otago Provincial Council, Votes and Proceedings, Session 12, 1861, Appendix, pp.iii. xxiii-

xxiv, Session 13, 1861, Appendix, pp. 1,4. Otago Provincial Council, Gazette, 1861, no. 155. Otago 
Witness (OW), 1 February-31 July 1861. 

39 OW, 13 July 1861. NA, Otago Province, 1/9/1, petition by unemployed, session 13,24 October 
1861. 

40 Canterbury Provincial Council, Votes and Proceedings, Session 26. 1866-7, pp. 111, 118, 
Session 27, 1867, p.93. By 1867 there was serious unemployment in Greymouth and Hokitika in the 
aftermath of the goldrushes. LT, 20 July 1867. Considerable distress was reported in Wellington that 
winter. LT, 10 August 1867. 

41 NZPD, 56, 1886, p.866. Stout remembered it as 1865 but I have been unable to find any 
problems that year. Otago Provincial Council, Votes and Proceedings, Session 20, 1865, p. 1. OW. 
I June-30 September 1864. 

42 OW, 3, 18, 25 June, 23 July 1864. This related to the extreme financial difficulties suffered 
by the province. W.P. Morrell, The Provincial System in New Zealand. 1852-76, Christchurch, 1964, 
pp. 144-6. 

43 Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', pp.42-3, 461, 463. 
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the unemployed and give them work and wrote to The Times to expose the true 
conditions in New Zealand. A similar society formed in Christchurch at that time 
also sought to reveal the situation to the British newspapers. 

The impact on the labour market of the flow of migrants was always of concern 
and this was heightened during the 1870s. As early as 1875 some 1200 in 
Dunedin petitioned the government to stop further immigration to New Zealand, 
'already crowded with Unemployed.. . who are now bordering on Starvation'.44 

The government failed to quash the affair and the petition was printed in British 
newspapers including The Times. Alarming reports continued to circulate in 
Britain. J.G.S. Grant reported that 'female immigrants sent to New Zealand had 
to choose between starvation and prostitution, and that in consequence of the 
rapid influx of population great distress obtained among the labouring classes, 
who, it was stated, sought in vain for employment'.45 This was indignantly 
refuted by the Agent General. 

Protest continued. In April 1877 a small demonstration of the unemployed 
confronted the Governor's procession through the streets of Dunedin to present 
a petition.46 As described by the hostile Otago Daily Times, a couple of men held 
'aloft on the end of two Manuka splints, a long strip of dirty canvas, on which 
was written the word "unemployed"'.47 In August a huge demonstration took 
place in the city involving bands, flags, banners and torches and ending up with 
a meeting of 3000 that condemned immigration.48 In Christchurch that year 
unemployed meetings of 300-400 took place in the Square. Speeches were made 
from a barrel complaining of the false promises made to immigrants and a 
procession marched its way to the Customs House.49 Again reports of unemploy-
ment and bad conditions reached the British newspapers that winter.50 Vogel, 
now Agent General, tried to contain the damage by assuring the British public 
that the government assisted migrants to find work. In 1879 at an inflammatory 
meeting that condemned Vogel's immigration policy, a leader, John Lee, 
suggested that Vogel 'ought to be hanged, not by the neck but by the heels, for 
the lies he has told'.11 

In the 1880s there arose a number of incidents in which unemployed sought 
to be shipped elsewhere. Such an approach had a long precedent in this country. 
In 1843 some 50 Nelson labourers disgruntled at the lack of employment had 
actually hired a ship to take them to Australia and in 1850 a meeting was called 

44 Petition, Allan's report and Atkinson's statement, all in 76/243 in NA, IM 4/1/1. Times, 20 
December 1875. This material is reproduced in AJHR, 1876, D-2, pp.14-15. 

45 Reported by English Labourer, 1 September 1876.76/1330 in NA. IM 4/1/1. Also see for 1877, 
77/1148. including clippings from Weekly Dispatch 1, 14 October 1877, Globe, 13 October 1877, 
in IM 4/1/1. 

46 Otago Daily Times, 20. 23 April 1877. 
47 AJHR, 1880. E-l , p.60. 
48 Salmond. 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', p.46. 
49 Christchurch newspaper clippings, early August 1877, in 77/753 in NA. IM 4/1/1. Also see 

78/48 for negotiations over cost of providing work that winter. Christchurch Press, 8 August 1877. 
50 77/1148, including clippings from Weekly Dispatch 7, 14 October 1877, Globe, 13 October 

1877, in NA, IM 4/1/1. 
51 Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', p.47. 
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in Dunedin to charter a ship to take unemployed to another settlement.52 

In 1880 Christchurch unemployed sent a petition to the President of the USA 
asking him to assist them to migrate there, and Auckland unemployed first 
petitioned the New Zealand government and then the governments of New South 
Wales and Victoria to charter ships to take them away.53 Late in 1885 Dunedin 
unemployed petitioned the Victorian government, blaming the government for 
enticing them to New Zealand and asking for assistance to be shipped to 
'Marvellous' Melbourne.54 'We the undersigned . . . having been miserably 
betrayed by false representations of New Zealand by emigration agents, lectures 
and printed pamphlets, threw up situations, broke up homes and left loving 
friends, are now facing the bitter reality of parading the streets, hungry and ill-
shod, with no prospect of a better future.' 

At one such meeting in 1883 the unemployed assembled under banners of 
white calico painted in black letters 'Unemployed, Effects of Immigration, 
Starvation', demanded an end to immigration, and argued that they: 'did not 
come to ask this work as alms or charity. They thought they had a right to 
approach [the Minister] . . . because they think that the Government of the 
country has interfered with the labor market, and so prevented them from getting 
that employment which they would have had only for the undue influx of 
immigration.'55 These statements put the perennial demands of the unemployed 
in a nutshell. By encouraging immigration the government, whether it liked it or 
not, had intervened in the labour market and should bear responsibility for the 
consequences, including relieving the resulting unemployment. 

Balancing the labour market 
The central government, and before it the provinces, had carefully monitored 

the state of the labour market in an attempt to regulate the flow of immigration 
according to the needs of the economy and in response to unemployment. The 
twists and turns of immigration policy closely reflected the ups and downs of the 
labour market and were an integral part of the changing labour market and 
unemployment. 

Public works policy was also strongly related to conditions in the labour 
market. From the early days of settlement first the New Zealand Company, the 
provincial governments, and then the 'general' or central government had 
provided temporary works to avoid destitution in times of distress.56 As W.N. 

52 Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', pp.7-8, 39. 
53 Salmond, Labour's Pioneering Days, pp.29-30. LT. 12 June, 8 July 1880. Campbell, 

'Unemployment in New Zealand', pp.42-7, citing New Zealand Herald, 28 August-23 November 
1880. NA.IA 1/80/4898. 

54 Salmond, Labour's Pioneering Days, p.31. 
55 Press, 17 December 1883. See LT, 17, 19, 21, 24 December 1883. Also see clippings from 

LT, mid December 1883 in 83/833, in NA. IM 4/1/2. The massive Dunedin petition of March 1880 
put it similarly. The government had a 'duty to provide for the surplus Labor which they have brought 
into the Colony'. NA, IA 1/80/1401. 

56 See J. Miller, Early Victorian New Zealand, Wellington, 1974, ch.9 for the 'labourers' revolt' 
of the 1840s. See comments by R. Oliver, Minister of Public Works, AJHR, 1880, E-l , p.iii; E. 
Mitchelson, Minister of Public Works, AJHR, Session II, 1887, D-l , p.l 1. 
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Blair, in charge of South Island railway construction, commented, government 
provision of work for the unemployed dated back to the decline of the Otago 
goldfields in the 1860s. Relief works had been revived at intervals since that time 
in all the large centres when unemployment was a problem.57 These would be 
activated during the winter slack time and tailed off during the summer when 
farmers wanted labour for harvest. Specific relief works would be commenced 
in response to serious unemployment and agitation. 

The object was to set wage rates sufficiently low to act as a deterrent and to sort 
out the 'loafers' and 'work-shy' from genuine unemployed. This was often 
achieved by a 'labour-test' such as manual stonebreaking.58 Public works relief 
also served the function of removing the unemployed from their congregating 
points in the town centres and dispersing them up-country. 

Wages sufficient 'to support life', but not such as to make men 'indifferent to 
engagements', should be paid so as not to interfere with the labour market. 
Provision of public works should not interfere with the labour market nor 
encourage the 'growth of a spirit of dependence'.59 As Premier Hall emphatically 
stated in 1880, it was 'not the function of a Government to find continuous 
employment for men. Indeed no Government could do such a thing. Where any 
working men have been out of employment for a considerable time, and are in 
distress, a Government may well help them to tide over bad times; but it would 
be most mischievous if, in doing this, a Government were to pay such wages as 
would not act as an inducement to the men to go into other employment as soon 
as they can possibly obtain it.'60 

Central government relief works usually comprised railway construction and 
sometimes roadmaking. Local authorities also provided work, in the form of 
roadmaking, drainage, weeding and other work related to clearing of public land, 
and in times of need started up the hated stonebreaking. 

Commentators soon suggested that, because they had brought labourers out 
here, provincial governments had a duty to provide work and carefully match the 
immigration flow to the labour market. The Lyttelton Times argued in 1861 that 
'it is the duty of a government to . . . see that there is a fair prospect of 
remunerative employment for those who may be and are induced to immigrate, 
before they arrive on the field of labour . . . population cannot be hurried in 
unadvisedly and without calculating the requirements of the labour market, 
without inflicting serious injury on individuals. An intermittent style of immi-
gration, now forced to excess and again suffered to collapse entirely, is fraught 
with manifold evil and injustice to the employer and employed.'61 By the late 

57 AJHR, 1880, E-1, p.60. 
58 As March commented, 'probably no better test work than this could be found', NA, IM 4/1/ 

2, January 1884. Stonebreaking was commonly used by local Charitable Aid Boards for this purpose. 
M. Tennant, Paupers and Providers, Wellington, 1989. pp.82-3. 

59 Press, 16 September 1884. 
60 LT, 3 July 1880. Hall was speaking in response to a deputation of Christchurch unemployed 

who travelled to Wellington. The deputation extracted from Rolleston, Minister of Lands, a promise 
to liberalize his village settlement scheme. 

61 LT, 6 April 1861. 
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1860s provincial governments were forced to think seriously about containing 
the problem posed by radically fluctuating local labour markets. Matters were 
made worse by the increasingly serious financial position of many of the 
provinces. During the winter of 1867 the unemployed had begun meeting in 
Christchurch.62 While halting all immigration apart from females, the govern-
ment-appointed 'Commission on the Unemployed' recommended the use of the 
immigration office as a link between employer and unemployed. As a result an 
unemployed registry was opened. 

In 1870 there were serious agitations in both Canterbury and Otago.61 In 
Christchurch a committee for the unemployed opened a register, and was active 
in communicating with the unemployed elsewhere, with newspapers, and with 
both the provincial and general governments. In Dunedin industries, particularly 
building construction, were in a depressed state but at the same time a temporary 
scarcity of labour had developed because of the overlap of the harvest with a late 
shearing season.64 Then, after the harvest, large numbers flocked into Dunedin 
desperate for work. 

Employers became exasperated at the chaotic state of the labour market. While 
the Provincial Council debated whether to restart immigration, employers and 
prominent runholders petitioned the Council to establish a labour bureau based 
on the American example.65 The Otago Witness complained: 'Government has 
nothing to do with the emigrant after he has landed, but it is precisely at that point 
that he requires assistance. In these colonies he is left to shift for himself. Without 
friends and without means, he is compelled to provide himself with employment, 
and to tide over the intervals of forced idleness as best he may. His only "home" 
is the grog shanty, and there the wages of a year too often disappear in a 
fortnight's reve l . . . there is no feature in our social system which more urgently 
demands attention.'66 A select committee as a result recommended that the 
government open a 'general Labor Agency'.67 

The government thus established in September 1870 the first official labour 
bureau in the country, 'with a view to afford facilities to employers of labour 
throughout the Province to procure the servants they required with the least 
possible delay, and to put an end to the system of swagging through the country 
by men in search of work' ,68 Immigrant ship lists were transmitted by telegraph 
from Dunedin to post offices in smaller centres and posted on boards outside. The 

62 SeeLT, 1 July-30 August 1867. 
63 LT. 11 August-30 September 1870. NA, Otago Province, 1/ 40/21, unemployed petition, 

session 27, 12 May 1870. 
64 See OW, 14 May - 24 September 1870. 
65 NA, Otago Province, 1/40/26. employer petition, session 27, 17 May 1870. The first USA 

Labor Bureau had been established in 1869 in Massachusetts. Otago based its initiative on 
Californian examples. 

66 OW, 8 January 1870. 
67 NA. Otago Province, 1/39/10. report of select committee on unemployment, session 27,6 June 

1870. 
68 Colin Allan, Immigration Officer, letter to Undersecretary, Lands and Immigration, outlining 

functions and achievements of the exchange, 15 October 1872,72/338 in N A, IM4/1 /1. Also see O W, 
24 September 1870. 
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bureau published monthly reports in local newspapers to keep people up-to-date 
with wage rates and the general state of the labour market. The Otago labour 
bureau was later taken over by the general government and operated for a number 
of years.69 

With Vogel's bold budget of 1870, which aimed at promoting the settlement 
of the country through a combination of public works and immigration, New 
Zealand's economy entered a new phase and again began to flourish. Throughout 
the 1870s the government made strenuous efforts to attract immigrants to New 
Zealand and the numbers of assisted immigrants rose to a peak of about 32,000 
in 1874. In the years 1871-9 nearly 100,000 were assisted to New Zealand.™ 

The immigration scheme was bounded by conditions made clear by Vogel 
from the beginning. The 'old world' problem of a pauperized 'submerged tenth' 
was not going to appear in New Zealand. He was determined that the country was 
not going to become a 'receptacle' for 'the refuse population of large towns and 
cities, composed of beings hopelessly diseased in body and mind, deficient in all 
capacity for useful labour, vagrant and idle alike by habit and inclination, 
paupers by profession, and glorying in being so' .7I The general government was 
going to have to plan to disperse immigrants into the countryside and put them 
to useful work on the scheduled public works.72 Immigration and employment 
were thus intimately linked and the general government was drawn further into 
engagement with the labour market. From this time on it was increasingly 
accepted that public works would be required to minimize unemployment and 
that public officials would need to co-ordinate the labour market.73 

The major form of assistance was given by Public Works Departmeht 
immigration officers — soon appointed in the four major centres together with 
New Plymouth, Napier, Blenheim and Nelson — who were specifically empow-
ered under the Immigration and Public Works Act 1870 to 'advise immigrants 
on their arrival and assist them in obtaining employment". Barracks and labour 
depots were established for immigrants to stay in while work was sought, while 
in some cases fares were paid for travel to employment. The local immigration 
officers placed advertisements in newspapers giving employers details of 
immigrants and their occupations and 'hiring days'.74 They also collected 
detailed information on the demand for labour by occupation, wages paid and 
retail prices of basic commodities to send to the Agent General in London for his 

69 Return of Labour Exchange, July 1872. 71/32 in NA, IM 4/1/1. 
70 Statistics of New Zealand. See R. Arnold, The Farthest Promised Land, Wellington. 1981, 

chapters 3-5 for the immigration of the 1870s, particularly pp.38-9, 46-8, 95-100. 
71 AJHR, 1870, B-2, p.19. 
72 See AJHR. 1872, D-1, pp.9, 19 for the need for immigrants and a means of dealing with them. 

In 1871 the amended Immigration and Public Works Act placed the entire responsibility for 
immigration with the general government. 

73 Keyssar suggests that the same change in thinking took place in Massachusetts at this time but 
that central state intervention took much longer because of the continued emphasis placed on local 
poor relief. 

74 See forexample, Vogel's instructions to all Superintendents, February 1874, AJHR, 1874. D-
4. 
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efforts in persuading people to emigrate.75 Two immigration officers, J. Edwin 
March in Christchurch and Colin Allan in Dunedin, were to remain vital co-
ordinators of provincial labour markets for nearly two decades.76 

As the government's assisted immigration scheme took off in the early 1870s 
there were moves to establish official bureaux throughout the country, but the 
buoyant labour market and serious shortages of labour particularly during peak 
harvest periods meant that there was little problem in finding immigrants work.77 

In the latter half of the decade, the immigration drive was increasingly felt and 
the balance of the labour market tipped in favour of the employer.78 The more 
cautious Major Atkinson, recently appointed as Minister of Immigration, be-
came increasingly alarmed at the state of the labour market and unemployment 
and in late 1875 virtually halved the number of planned immigrants after a large 
meeting had petitioned him to stop further immigration.79 

By 1876 all assisted immigration, apart from single women, was suspended for 
six months for most provinces and the allocation reduced for the following year, 
with none to arrive during winter.80 Immigration policy now became influenced 
by considerations of retrenchment as Atkinson called for a 'political rest' in his 
budget of 1877.81 

Misleadingly, matters seemed to improve during the following two years with 
many areas in the North Island and Otago and Southland complaining vocifer-
ously of labour shortages and exerting pressure to increase immigrant alloca-
tions again.82 J. Macandrew, Minister of Immigration in Grey's government, 
urged Vogel to send more — the country could 'scarcely have too many people 
provided they are of the right stamp . . . the power of the colony to absorb such 
with advantage may be said to be unlimited.'81 Macandrew, and then Stout as 
Minister of Immigration, consequently opened up immigration again, and large 
numbers entered the country.84 

75 AHJR, 1871, D-3, p.4. Circular no.3. Thus was the system instituted of collecting regional 
wage statistics which were published annually in the Statistics of New Zealand from 1873. 

76 Along with newspaper accounts, two boxes of Immigration Department material concerning 
immigration and unemployment in the 1870s and 1880s (NA. IM 4/1/1 and 4/1/2) are crucial sources 
for the following discussion. 

77 Memo byMarch, 27 February 1872, 72/39 in NA, IM 4/1/1. AJHR, 1874, D-4, p. 1, Circular 
no. 1. See 71/93 in IM 4/1/1 for Invercargill. 

78 See Martin, The Forgotten Worker, ch.2. 
79 AJHR, 1875, D-8, p.6. 76/243 in NA, IM 4/1/1. Times, 20 December 1875. This material is 

reproduced in AJHR, 1876, D-2, pp. 14-15. 
80 AJHR. 1876, D-l , pp.4, 8, 17, B-2, pp.27-8. See D-l , D-6 generally. 76/665 in NA, IM 4/1/ 

1. 
81 AJHR, 1877, D-l , D-6. See R.M. Dalziel, The Origins of New Zealand Diplomacy, 

Wellington, 1975, pp.48-9. 
82 Marlborough and Canterbury also experienced shortages. For labour shortages see AJHR, 

1878. D-1, pp.4, 13-15, D-1 A, D-9, reports from various provinces; 1879. Session I, D-1, pp.8, 13-
14, D-5, p. 1. North Otago Times, 6 ,8 ,22 February, 1 March 1879. In May 1878 labourers and others 
in Nelson petitioned against further free immigration and immigrants had to be transhipped 
elsewhere. AJHR, 1878, D-l , p. 10. 

83 AJHR, 1878, D-l , p.3. 
84 AJHR, 1878, D-l A, p.l ; 1879, D-l , pp.8, 25. 



UNEMPLOYMENT, GOVERNMENT AND THE LABOUR MARKET 185 

The depression 
In 1879 New Zealand entered sustained depression conditions, with underly-

ing depressed wool and wheat prices, that were to last until 1896.85 Conditions 
were particularly severe in 1879-80 when the boom dramatically halted. Condi-
tions then improved somewhat but deteriorated again substantially in 1882-3. 
The economy remained depressed for the rest of the 1880s, with the depths 
probably reached in 1887-8. In the latter half of the 1880s the depression spread 
northwards to affect Auckland, which had until then largely escaped. After some 
improvement in the early 1890s, depression conditions returned in 1894-5 before 
New Zealand again entered a period of considerable growth.86 

The combination of the inflating of the casual unskilled labour-force, particu-
larly by immigration, and a reduction in public works spending was the crux of 
the problem of the unemployed in the 1880s. Large proportions of the unem-
ployed had immigrated under the Vogel scheme. In 1879 a survey of Christchurch 
unemployed suggested that 45.0% were government immigrants who had 
arrived in Canterbury and another 26.7% were those who had arrived in other 
centres.87 In 1884 67.4% of the 558 registered unemployed in Christchurch had 
arrived during the Vogel years.88 The onset of depression exposed a vulnerability 
that had been created in the 1870s of a colonial labour market dependent on 
public works during the farming slack season. 

It was the highly casual and seasonal nature of the labour market more than 
seriously declining wages that made the depression a time of instability, 
insecurity and poverty. Indeed, real wages rose over the period as a deflation in 
prices occurred.*'' The maintenance or even improvement of wage rates in real 
terms was not particularly relevant in the prevailing conditions of a chronic 
inability to earn a year-round wage. 

Vogel observed in 1887 that 'the "unemployed" question has always been a 
difficult one . . . . It appears that now the number of unemployed is larger than 
ever, and that there is a tendency in the "unemployed" season — if I may so term 
it — to extend each year, until now it really takes up the greater part of the year.'90 

As this suggests, what was so serious was that the slack period had extended well 
beyond winter to cover a substantial part of the year. 

85 For the depression, see K. Rankin. 'Gross National Product Estimates for New Zealand, 1859-
1939', in L. Evans, J. Poot and N. Quigley, eds, Long Run Perspectives on the Economy, 2, 
Wellington, 1991; W.B. Sutch, 'The Long Depression', in Colony or Nation?, ed. M. Turnbull, 
Sydney. 1966; K. Sinclair and W.F. Mandle, Open Account: a History of the Bank of New South 
Wales, Wellington, 1961; Simkin, The Instability of a Dependent Economy, ch.6. 

86 This pattern is reflected in the peak periods of unemployment perhaps in slightly lagged 
fashion. The official returns of unemployed carpenters, as analysed by Bert Roth, show the most 
difficult times to be late 1879 to late 1880. a moderate problem in the winter of 1884, and sustained 
difficulties from the winter of 1886 to the end of 1889. H.O. Roth, 'Unemployment Among New 
Zealand Carpenters, 1876-1900'. Australian Economic History Review, 18, no. 1, 1978. 

87 AJHR, 1879, D-5, p.7. 
88 AJHR, 1884, H-23. 
89 M. Arnold, 'Wage Rates. 1873 to 1911', Discussion Paper no. 11, Department of Economics, 

Victoria University of Wellington. 1982. 
90 NZPD. 58, 1887, p.491. See also Stout, NZPD, 56, 1886, p.866. 
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There were changes in both supply and demand. Labour was needed less and 
for a shorter period as farmers and runholders cut back, as some kinds of farm 
work such as threshing and mustering became more seasonal and compressed, 
and as labour-saving machinery was introduced in ploughing and harvesting. At 
the same time the casual labour-force was greatly inflated by those displaced 
from the urban sector. Builders' labourers, together with general manual 
labourers who were dependent upon a variety of marginal casual urban jobs and 
on local authority works, found their sources of livelihood disappearing. Arti-
sans, carpenters and mechanics were cast out of their more skilled occupations 
and forced to jostle with the less-skilled in the search for anything they could 
find. 

While some industries produced less because of lowered domestic demand, 
others grew but tended to replace skilled men with less skilled women and boys.91 

The 1880s saw considerable increases in the proportions of women and younger 
boys in the industrial workforce. Over the period 1878-1891 the number of 
women more than tripled and rose from 7.1% to 16.1% of the industrial 
workforce (as measured by occupation). The proportion of males under 20 years 
of age also rose, from 13.9% to 20.1 % in the period 1881 -1891.92 These increases 
were experienced outside the core skilled manufacturing occupations, largely in 
the general labouring group which supplied much of the casual and unskilled 
labour needs of both industry and agriculture. The proportion of those under 20 
years in the general labouring group grew from 8.5% to 18.8% in the period, but 
at the same time the numbers (which had doubled in the 1870s) shrank by 8% 
during the 1880s. 

The legacy of the Vogel years was a massive public debt and crippling interest 
payments. The problem of servicing this debt and financing government ex-
penditure at a time of falling revenue was at the heart of the almost constant 
changes of government during the 1880s. Further overseas borrowing became 
increasingly impossible politically and public works shrank. 

Local authority works were cut back just as hard.91 The 1870s had seen the 

91 W.B. Sutch, The Quest for Security in New Zealand, Wellington, 1966, pp.65-6. Industries 
such as cement, iron and brass founding, brick and tile works, brewing, biscuit making and jam 
preserving were affected by falling demand. In aggregate, manufacturing grew strongly during the 
depression years. See M.F. Lloyd Prichard,/t« Economic History of New Zealand to 1939, Auckland, 
1970. pp. 147-8; G.R. Hawke, The Making of New Zealand, London, 1985, pp.44-5; C.A. Blyth, 'The 
Industrialisation of New Zealand', New Zealand Economic Papers, 8, 1974. 

92 Censuses of Population and Dwellings, 1874-1891. Age-related statistics were first available 
in 1881. In the workforce at large the proportion of those under 20 years rose much less, from 14.6% 
to 17.7% in the period 1881-1891. These core skilled occupations were to be found in the printing, 
sawmilling, brick and tile making, tanning, woollen mills and clothing, boot and shoe making and 
engineering industries. While one quarter of those in such occupations were under 20 years the 
proportion barely rose over the period. A substantial part of the increase in young workers in industry 
in general would be accounted for by the fact that general labourers were included in the industrial 
class in 1891 and excluded in 1881. 

93 As noted by Dowie there was a substantial decline in local body capital expenditure from the 
late 1870s. J.A. Dowie, 'The Course and Character of Capital Formation in New Zealand 1871-
1900', New Zealand Economic Papers, I, no 1, 1966. Simkin, pp.65-6, notes a substantial decline 
in imports of building materials as related to declining house construction in the 1880s. 
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expansion and consolidation of local government and huge increases in local 
body expenditure after the abolition of the provinces. Newly created counties 
and other local authorities invested in public works and created much employ-
ment. 

There had also been considerable urban growth in response to the population 
increases of the period. This was combined with the need to replace primitive 
dwellings as well as rising expectations of housing standards. There had been a 
huge increase in the numbers of carpenters and other construction workers as a 
result of this building boom.94 After reaching a peak in 1875 investment in 
construction began falling and dropped dramatically in the period 1885-90, 
throwing many in the building trades out of work. The numbers of carpenters, 
building labourers and painters, after nearly doubling during the 1870s, shrank 
by 14% during the 1880s (at a time when the total labour-force continued to grow 
strongly). 

Government policy on the unemployed and relief works during the 1880s was 
particularly shaped by Atkinson, who was a crucial figure in the 'Continuous 
Ministry'.95 He was Treasurer from 1879 to 1884 (and Premier in 1883-4) and 
again Premier and Treasurer in the period 1887-91. 

Atkinson was less tolerant of the unemployed than Vogel: he believed in 
individual independence and unemployment relief was to him and his govern-
ment an evil that could be tolerated only as long as it was absolutely necessary. 
It encouraged dependence, tended to raise wage levels, and perpetuated the 
problem rather than solving it. This was not to say that he wanted to retrench 
public works in wholesale fashion. He recognized their general importance as 
unemployment relief but he was unwilling to provide 'non-reproductive' public 
works. In this he was little different from Seddon under the Liberals in the 1890s. 
Atkinson was complemented by Edwin Mitchelson, who as Minister of Public 
Works during the 1880s held strongly unsympathetic views of the unemployed.96 

The end of the harvest in early 1879 marked the beginnings of depression 97 

Agitation surfaced in Christchurch in May, with meetings, deputations and 
processions — 'the promoters of the procession wished, by a parade of numbers, 
to impress the emigration officer [March] with the idea of the greatness of the 

94 As Dowie points out 'house construction was the most important form of private investment 
in the nineteenth century'. See R.C.J. Stone. 'Auckland Business and Businessmen in the 1880s', 
PhD thesis, University of Auckland. 1969, pp.36-7. Hawke, pp.44-5, comments on increased male 
construction employment in the 1870s followed by a slump in the 1880s. 

95 R. Dalziel, 'The "Continuous Ministry" Revisited', New Zealand Journal of History (NZJH), 
21.1(1987). 

96 See for example, his response to an unemployed deputation, LT, 17 December 1883. 
97 For the situation in 1879 see 79/597,79/1148,79/1232,79/1238,79/1340 in IM 4/1/1. AJHR, 

1879, D-5, 1879, Session II, D-4. North Otago Times, 20, 27 October, 1,13 November 1879. Also 
see Martin, The Forgotten Worker, p.25 and references cited therein. See Salmond. Labour's 
Pioneering Days, pp.29-34 and Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', pp.47-
53 generally for the depression. 
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crisis'.98 The unemployed wanted a registry office established. John Lee pro-
vocatively stated that 'he would not starve, but would have his loaf'.99 

Meetings continued throughout the winter and until November and the 
Premier, Sir George Grey, was petitioned. Meetings were also held in Timaru, 
Waimate and Dunedin. In Rangiora a survey of unemployment was undertaken. 
Little demand for labour was felt in parts of the North Island also, in Napier, 
Wellington and the Wairarapa. 

In response to the eruption of agitation government policy rapidly shifted from 
encouragement of immigration to public works relief. Vogel — now Agent 
General in London — was in August 1879 ordered to stop all free immigration 
for males (who now had to pay £5 in advance). In November the new Premier, 
Hall, and his Minister of Immigration, Rolleston, suspended for a time all 
immigration apart from single women.100 Nearly 2500 unemployed were put to 
work on public works in Canterbury and Otago, largely railway construction.1111 

One of the Christchurch unemployed wrote of his attempts to obtain relief 
work. 

Utterly broken-hearted and desponding from my continued inability to find the means of 
obtaining my livelihood . . . I determined, as a last resource, to join the ranks of the 
'unemployed' , and solicit work from the Government, as 'navvy' , on one or other of the 
railways . . . Many of my acquaintances sought to deter me from this, assuring me that at 
my time of life pick and shovel work would be sure to kill me; but I saw no alternative 
between this and remaining in Christchurch to die of s tarvation. . . Oh, my first day' s work 
with pick and shovel! Shall I ever forget it? When 5 .15p.m. (knocking-off time) came, 
I could hardly crawl home to my tent, where I threw myself down on my straw couch, 
feeling as if every bone in my body had been on the rack. I thought I knew, and pretty well, 
too, what stiffness m e a n t . . . but that was child's play compared to what I felt now. I was 
too tired to eat, and could not sleep at all from very exhaustion.1"2 

The government now instituted a system of bureaux and weekly labour market 
reports from immigration officers.101 Those in Canterbury and Otago were to be 

98 79/597 in NA, IM 4/1/1. enclosing Globe, 7 June 1879. Some 72.0% were single and 18.9% 
came from Australia. Some 45.0% of these Christchurch unemployed were government immigrants 
to Canterbury, while another 26.7% were government immigrants to other parts of the country. 
AJHR, 1879. D-5, p.7. 

99 Christchurch newspaper clipping, c. late May 1879, 79/597 in NA, IM 4/1/1. 
100 AJHR, 1879, Session II. D-1 A, pp.2-3, D-1, p. I. 
101 AJHR, 1880, E-l , p.60, 1879, Session II, D-1 A, p.2. 1881, D-l , pp.37-45. See AJHR, 1880, 

E-l , p.60 for discussion of the role of railway construction in providing public relief in the 1870s. 
In 1880 up to 580 were so employed in Canterbury and 1220 in Otago. 

102 Star (Christchurch), September 1884, in 84/598, in NA, IM 4/1/2. See also LT, 26 June 1880 
for a detailed description of conditions at the Weka Pass relief works. 

103 79/1148, instructions of 23 October 1879, in NA, IM 4/1/1. See 79/1 148, 79/1232, 79/1340 
for labour market reports for October to December 1879. These reports were discontinued at the end 
of April 1880. 80/308 in NA, IM 4/1/2. See 80/688, 84/383 for the establishment of bureaux. March 
and Allan reactivated the bureaux in times of need. See March to Undersecretary of Immigration, 84/ 
383. Allan's operations in Dunedin generally suggest that he also continued to operate one during 
the 1880s. 
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maintained throughout much of the 1880s. 
The unemployed problem was accentuated in these two provinces because of 

the combined effect of the large numbers of immigrants they had received in the 
1870s and the extreme seasonal fluctuations of demand for labour caused by the 
'bonanza' wheat industry.104 Canterbury was clearly the worst affected province 
in the early 1880s. 

While matters improved somewhat over the summer of 1879-80, the situation 
remained bad in Christchurch and Wellington. It was clear that the good times 
were at an end and the government cabled to Vogel in London on 26 February 
1880: 'Warn men without means against coming at present — Send none 
yourself.'105 Within a few months the government had terminated its assisted 
immigration scheme.106 

By March 1880 bad times had returned with a vengeance.107 In spite of an 
excellent harvest and a greatly expanded area devoted to crops, it was a disaster 
for those looking for work in Canterbury and Otago. Before the harvest had 
ended meetings of the unemployed began in Christchurch. 

Matters were no better in Otago, from where a petition of more than 800 was 
sent to the government in March.108 Wellington also experienced difficulties and 
the unemployed sent from there to the Waimate Plains in Taranaki ended up out 
of work in New Plymouth.109 Agitation also surfaced in Auckland."" 

After the winter of 1880 and as the economy recovered somewhat, the 

104 W.H. Scotter, A History of Canterbury, vol 3, 1876-1950, Christchurch, 1965, p.70 and 
pp.60-65. generally for unemployment in Canterbury in the 1880s. Press, 17December 1883. Star 
(Christchurch), 10 October 1884, editorial. Canterbury suffered particularly because of the lack of 
public works, roadmaking or bushfelling in the province. NZPD, vol 58, 1887, p.490. 

105 80/563. in NA, IM 4/1/2. For 1880. see 80/131, 80/225, 80/276, 80/308, 80/470,80/494, 80/ 
537, 80/612, 80/626, 80/771. In February 1880 a meeting of unemployed immigrants was held on 
Mount Victoria, Wellington, to protest against the misleading propaganda in Britain. New Zealand 
Times, 12, 16 February, 12, 19, 22 March 1880. Wellington unemployed were sent to Taranaki to 
build roads into Te Whiti's territory. At that time the newspaper ran a series of articles on Wellington 
unemployed poor households. See also New Zealand Times, 9 March 1880 for report of a meeting 
in Napier. 

106 AJHR, 1880, D - l , p . l 4 . 
107 Two English observers noted the great outcry over unemployment that year which occurred 

even during harvest. S. Grant and J.S. Foster, New Zealand: a Report on its Agricultural Conditions 
and Prospects, G. Street and Co., 1880. OW. 24,31 January, 14,21, 28 February, 6 March 1880,23 
October 1880. LT, 8-12 March, 8-29 June, 3, 7 July, 5, 11 August 1880. Canterbury Times, 12, 19, 
26 June 1880. 

108 NA, IA1/80/1401. OW, 18 December 1880. Davis 'Being out of work' in Plain Talks, 1880. 
AJHR, 1881, D-l , p.ii. 

109 New Zealand Times, 20 April, 30 June, 2 ,3 July 1880. NA,IA 1/81/2450, letters 20 July 1880 
and 21 June 1881. The arrival of Wellington unemployed in New Plymouth caused the Mayor to 
complain and ask the government for assistance with the provision of stonebreaking. The same 
problem occurred the following winter of 1881. 

110 Meetings were held in Auckland from the autumn of 1880, LT, 9 March 1880. See Campbell. 
•Unemployment in New Zealand', pp.42-7. NA, IA1/80/4898, petition from W. Garrard and 129 
others, 3 September 1880, and following correspondence until January 1881. Unemployment spread 
to many of the smaller South Island centres by 1881. Timaru Herald, 16 June 1881. 81/220 in NA, 
IM 4/1/2. NZPD, 39, 1881, pp.54 , 634, AJHR, 1881,1-1, p.4 
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government in conditions of retrenchment began to close its relief works by the 
twin strategy of laying men off and reducing wages, believing that relief work 
should be as limited as possible. It also attempted to persuade South Island road 
boards to take over much of the burden."1 As a reply drafted to the massive 
Dunedin petition of March indicated, it was not the duty of any government to 
'attempt to regulate the rate of wages, or to ensure continuous employment at any 
specified rate' since it would interfere most 'mischievously' with the economy."-
The direct organization of the unemployed on sections of railway line had been 
expensive in terms of supervision and supply of tools, tents and other materi-
als.113 As men were laid off the government carefully monitored the labour 
market to make sure that it could absorb the influx.114 By the end of 1880 all the 
relief works had been closed. 

Conditions did improve somewhat for a year or so in most places. The 
government thus resumed its programme of assisted immigration for a time, 
deceived by the temporary improvement.115 However, in an ominous sign reports 
reflected upon the huge numbers of swaggers on the road.116 Conditions in Otago 
did not really improve and Sir Robert Stout had to ask the government for work 
for the considerable numbers of unemployed in Dunedin."7 A petition of 45 
Windsor district. North Otago, unemployed stated that they had looked hard for 
work 'but a great maney of us beeing travling till our hart and feet are tired and 
to no avail [original spelling]' and wanted work provided.118 Problems also 
plagued Timaru and Oamaru and the government decided it had to send 
deserving cases north to Auckland and to Patea for work.119 Ten Oamaru men, 
for example, were railed to Lyttelton, caught a steamer to Wellington and were 
picked by a police 'express' in Wellington to be accommodated in the immigra-
tion barracks. They were then put on a steamer for Wanganui and finally railed 
to Waverley. 

Under Atkinson's governance in the early 1880s the broader role of public-
works in employment maintenance remained through continued expenditure on 
public works, particularly railway construction in the South Island. Atkinson 
was committed to completion of the railway system. In 1882 he explicitly tied 
the need for a further large loan for railways to the importance of providing 
employment for up to three thousand labourers, who would otherwise be thrown 

111 NA, IAl/80/3117, circular of 28 June 1880. 
112 NA. IA 1/80/1401. draft reply (by Undersecretary of Internal Affairs?). 29 March 1880. 
113 AJHR. 1880, E-l , p.iii. It was recommended that small contracts be let instead. 80/950, in 

NA, IM 4/1/2. TH. 16 June 1881. This move bears some similarity with Seddon's co-operative 
contract system, apart from the refusal to pay market wage rates. See also NZPD, 46, 1883, p.210. 

114 80/771, 80/891, 80/950 in NA, IM 4/1/2. 
115 Dalziel, Origins of New Zealand Diplomacy, pp.50-1. 82/33. 82/160 in NA. IM 4/1/2. The 

government was criticized for continuing with immigration when there was such high unemploy-
ment. NZPD, 45. 1883, pp.550ff„ 46, 1883, p.348. 

116 OW, 25 December 1880, 15 January 1881. 
117 NA.IA 1/81/2543. telegram. 10 June 1881. 
118 NA, IA 1/81/3324, 16 June 1881. See also the bogus petition of unemployed from Waitaki 

district in the same file. 
119 NA. IA 1/81/3205. At least twenty and perhaps forty Timaru men were shipped to Auckland. 
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out of work.12" 
Serious agitation against unemployment resurfaced in the winter of 1883 in 

both Canterbury and Otago.121 In Dunedin some 200 unemployed petitioned the 
government as follows. 'Now has [sic] the adage goes the last straw broke the 
camels back, so it his [sic] in regard to this, this indifference exhibited in 
reference to the welfare of the working classes as [sic] raised a general outcry that 
will be heard through the length & breadth of the land if things continue in the 
same state as at present, signed on behalf of myself & fellow sufferers, H. 
Burnett.'122 Unprecedented large meetings of the unemployed took place in 
Christchurch in early summer. 

The government continued to keep a close eye on developments.123 Canterbury 
Members of Parliament suggested that the government should shift the unem-
ployed by means of steamers and trains to where there was work (the North 
Island) rather than providing local relief.124 Such proposals reflected exaspera-
tion at a situation in which there was 'want of employment in certain parts of the 
colony, while there is a want of labour in others', as one newspaper editorialized.125 

The solution advocated was not for 'wholesale transport of unemployed labour 
from the South to the North', which in its opinion would be disastrous, but rather 
a system of organized internal migration within the country. Registers should be 
kept of the unemployed and 'let a man desirous, say in Auckland, of having an 
artisan or labourer from Otago or Canterbury, nominate him, as colonists at 
present nominate immigrants from England'. Such ideas reflected an extension 
of the existing labour bureaux activities that was to occur in the 1890s under the 
Department of Labour. 

During the winter of 1884 there was further agitation and futile requests by 
Otago and Canterbury unemployed to be transported north.126 In May 1884 the 
Otago Trades and Labour Council sent a resolution to Briti sh newspapers that no 
further migration to New Zealand take place. The Mayor of Dunedin urged 
Atkinson to act since 'large gatherings of unemployed [are] now besieging me 
for work'. Allan attempted to send some to stonebreaking but they refused to 
work for the wages offered: 'an excited mob besieged this office [and] launched 

120 NZPD. 43, 1882, pp. 163-4. 
121 83/677 in NA. IM 4/1/2. For the winter of 1883, see AJHR, 1883, 1-1, p.22, petition of 

Canterbury unemployed. NZPD. 46. 1883. pp.69. 209-10, 348-9. 611-13. Campbell, 'Unemploy-
ment in New Zealand', pp.13. 24. Timaru Herald, Aug 23, 1883. 83/677, 83/833 in NA, IM 4/1/2. 

122 83/677 in NA, IM 4/1/2. 
123 84/383, in NA.IM 4/1/2. 
124 NZPD, 48, 1884, p.232. Whereas Turnbull was sympathetic to the unemployed, Grigg as the 

owner of one of the largest estates in the country. Longbeach, was entirely unsympathetic and stated 
in the debate that 'the question of the unemployed ought not to exist' and that the government was 
spending an immense amount of money on the 'very worst class of labourers'. 

125 Newspaper clipping, c. early June 1884, in 84/383, in NA. IM 4/1/2. 
126 84/383, in NA, IM 4/1/2. Evening Post, 31 May 1884. For problems in Oamaru, Waimate 

and Temuka, see 84/474, 84/483. 84/488. in IM 4/1/2. NA, IA1/84/4416 (correspondence register), 
petition of W. Vaile and 89 others of Oamaru, 4 November 1884, as noted in the Journal of the House 
of Representatives, 1884, session II, petition no.508. There were also difficulties in New Plymouth. 
NA, IA I/84/4339 (correspondence register), O. Samuel. MHR, letter, 28 October 1884. 
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out into a torrent of abuse on which I ordered them out of the office'.127 

Unemployment was again particularly bad in Christchurch until spring.128 

March reported that he was 'besieged by men wanting work'. E.F. Corley, 
Secretary of the Unemployed Committee, petitioned the new Premier, Stout, for 
aid in the following terms: 'We have heard a great deal lately of outcast London; 
but I can assure you, Sir, that you can have no conception of the poverty and 
misery in this city.'129 His request precipitated a lengthy debate in the House of 
Representatives and the resulting controversy over the numbers out of work led 
to the appointment of a Royal Commission into unemployment in Canterbury. 
In a daring move Corley and another member of the committee, William Powell, 
were appointed to the Commission. In the meantime, meetings were again held 
in Christchurch in the autumn of 1885.110 Large numbers of Christchurch and 
Dunedin unemployed were put on railway work, while relief works were started 
in both cities.131 

The Commission examined many unemployed, mostly labourers, and evi-
dence was taken throughout Canterbury. It concluded that there had been a great 
loss of work in the previous two years as a result of contraction in the building 
industry, reduction in public and local authority works and the depression in 
farming. Many had been out of work half the time during this period. While 
wages for those in work were adequate, unemployment had resulted in consid-
erable distress, impoverishment and applications for charitable aid. Many had 
left for Australia. 

According to the Commission, the unemployed were not work-shy but 
genuinely in need of work and made up of men who were characterized by 
industry, integrity and sobriety. It recommended that labourers be settled on the 
land in village settlements, that railway construction be restarted and that men 
should be shipped to work on the North Island main trunk line. The Commission, 
however, collapsed in acrimony and its detailed report was never published.132 

But it undoubtedly influenced the Stout-Vogel government to spend a lot more 
money on public relief works over the next two years and encouraged Ballance 
to develop his homestead village settlement scheme for the unemployed.133 

127 84/383, in NA, IM 4/1/2. Evening Post, 31 May 1884. 
128 For the winter in Christchurch, see 84/581, 84/598, in NA, IM 4/1/2. NA, IA1/85/2746. 

telegram from March, 7 August 1885. NZPD, 48,1884.pp.407-8,49,1884, pp.301-8,424,50,1884. 
p.363. Press, 16 September, Star (Christchurch), 9 ,10 October, LT. 2. 10, 13 October 1884. AJHR. 
1884,1-1, pp.19, 21. Salmond. Labour's Pioneering Days, pp.30-1. AJHR, 1884, H-23. 

129 NZPD, 49, 1884, p.302. Star (Christchurch), letters, 6, 8,9, 10 October 1884. Journal of the 
House of Representatives, 1884, session II, petition no.479, 16 October 1884. 

130 LT, 18March 1885, deputation to Treasurer Vogel and MayorofChristchurch, 18December 
1885. For continued problems in New Plymouth, see NA, IA1/85/1261 (correspondence register). 
O. Samuel forwarding petition of the unemployed, 16 April 1885. There were difficulties also in 
Napier. NA, IA1/85/2808 (correspondence register), letter from Mayor, 13 August 1885. 

131 LT, 17 December 1885, citing Otago Daily Times. See also Journal of the House of 
Representatives, 1886, petition no.421, J. Matthews and 185 others, unemployed of Dunedin, 26 July 
1886. Journal of the House of Representatives, 1887, session I, petition no.2, 34 Dunedin 
unemployed. 26 April 1887. 

132 Corley and Powell accused the government of suppressing the report. LT, 14, 17March 1885. 
133 See AJHR, 1886, D-l , pp.7-39 passim for details. 
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In late 1885 a serious unemployment problem emerged in Auckland. While 
the South had laboured under depression, Auckland had continued to prosper in 
the early 1880s.134 Its population expanded and building construction boomed. 
Labour was attracted into the city from the country and Northland's gumfields. 

The first signs of impending depression in Auckland appeared in the winter of 
1885 when the unemployed petitioned Auckland's Mayor about work.135 Late in 
the year the building boom collapsed and serious unemployment immediately 
appeared. The local immigration officer reacted by dispersing the unemployed 
into country districts through a labour bureau.136 

Large-scale meetings and processions took place in Auckland in 1886 as the 
situation worsened, with bushmen and timber mill-hands flooding into the city. 
The unemployed demanded work from Premier Stout; but only free train fares 
to the gumfields were offered. During that winter there was an exodus north to 
take up land under Ballance's village settlement scheme and for work on the 
gumfields. 

The government was able to capitalize on the loans raised by Atkinson and it 
increased spending on public works and specifically provided 'grants-in-aid' to 
the unemployed for both central government public works and local authority 
works.137 In 1886 the government spent a substantial amount of money relieving 
unemployment around the country, as a result of a considerable increase in 
unemployment over that winter and unemployed agitations in all the major 
centres apart from Wellington. 

In Parliament Sir George Grey firmly nailed his colours to the mast in a 
statement that presaged the future Liberal government approach through the 
Department of Labour—the despatch of the unemployed around the country for 
productive work at market rates.138 In his view, rather than grudging charity, it 
was 'the duty of the State . . . to provide labour for the people thrown out of 
employment'. Unemployment was a loss to the entire community. He further 

134 Arnold, The Farthest Promised Land, pp.339-42 emphasizes the rural, regional and uneven 
impact of the depression. See Stone, 'Auckland Business and Businessmen in the 1880s', pp.87-8, 
179-80, 216-21, 242-51 for Auckland. Also see Journal of the House of Representatives, 1885, 
petition no.331.S.P. Millar and 200 others, unemployed of Auckland, 7 August 1885. Journal of the 
House of Representatives, 1887, session II, petition no. 192, D. Stanley and 348 others wanting relief 
works in Auckland province, 8 November 1887. NA, IA 1/86/2679 (correspondence register), letter 
regarding extent of distress in Auckland, 3 August 1886. There had been some problems in the winter 
and spring of 1880. 

135 NA, LE 1/1886/160. 85/567, 87/418 in NA, IM 4/1/2. Sinclair and Mandle, Open Account, 
p. 104. 

136 New Zealand Herald, 12 December 1885, cited by Stone, p.243. 
137 The first such figures appeared in AJHR, 1885, B-2C and continued from that time in the B 

and D series. They show peaks in expenditure in 1886 and again in 1888 under Atkinson before 
retrenchment took effect. 

138 NZPD, 56, 1886, pp.250-1. See the debates on the unemployed in the House of Representa-
tives, led by Grey. NZPD, 54, 1886, p. 145; 56, 1886, pp.52, 229-31, 250-1, 305-6, 606-13, 865-6; 
58, 1887, p.488-92. Also see NA, LE 1/1886/160 and W.P. Reeves' editorial that the unemployed 
should get work at market rates. LT, 15 December 1883, cited in H.M.O Coates, 'The Labour 
Movement in Canterbury, 1880-1895', MA thesis. University of Canterbury, 1980, p.42. 
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argued that assistance should be genuine rather than degrading work such as 
stonebreaking. It was 'the duty of the Government to keep wages at a fair and just 
standard' to prevent private employers taking advantage and lowering their own 
wages. He pointed the finger at the failure of the 'free circulation' of the labour 
market to regulate supply and demand. 

Views began to polarize as the unemployed problem worsened around the 
country at the same time as government revenue declined seriously and retrench-
ment became the catch-cry. In response the government in 1887 set up labour 
bureaux in Auckland, Christchurch, Dunedin and Invercargill.139 The Dunedin 
bureau, which had been run by Allan throughout the 1880s, was now established 
on a more formal basis. Special application forms were printed, together with 
large numbers of circulars and posters to be distributed throughout Otago and 
Southland. Allan issued passes (later retrieved from wages) to those travelling 
to work. 

With the re-election of Atkinson in late 1887 government policy shifted back 
to the diminished intervention of the early 1880s, due to the influence of the 
retrenchment group.140 By now many were leaving New Zealand's shores to seek 
better times across the Tasman. The 'exodus' had begun and for the first time in 
its history the country lost greater numbers than it gained through migration. 
Additional steamers were put in service, vessels were fitted with temporary 
berths in their holds to accommodate the demand, and on occasion cargo was 
refused for the sake of passengers.141 In 1888 the outward net flow amounted to 
some 9175 persons according to official figures but in fact this flow had begun 
earlier and was more substantial than this.142 One man who left for Victoria in 
1888 because he was unemployed, stood upon the deck of a steamer 'amongst 
some two or three hundred men and watched them shaking their clenched fists 
at "the fast-receding hills" and cursing—bitterly cursing — the mismanagement 
of the Government of the most fertile and beautiful land under the sun that had 
starved them out to look for sustenance elsewhere'.141 

Atkinson, although attempting to downplay the exodus, raised further loans, 

139 87/143, in N A, IM 4/1 /2. NA, LE 1/1888/134. Evening Star, 5 May 1887. Otago Daily Times. 
1,30 December 1887, 14 January 1888. NZPD. 58. 1887,p.552,59,1887, pp. 126-7, 167-8,604.60, 
1888, pp. 139-40, 203-4. 309. 324, 399, 78, 1892. p.365. That of Auckland was about to come into 
operation in November 1887 when its organizer completely undercut any such initiative by pointing 
out that it would draw the unemployed into the cities and would lead to other local bodies demanding 
similar assistance. 

140 In 1887 a strong conservative 'retrenchment' movement had arisen as those of property felt 
threatened by increased taxation. K. Sinclair, 'The Significance of "the Scarecrow Ministry", 1887-
1891', in R. Chapman and K. Sinclair, Studies of a Small Democracy, Auckland, 1963, pp. 110-11. 

141 Salmond, 'History of the New Zealand Labour Movement', p.55. NZPD, 58, 1887, p.489. 
R.J. Campbell, 'The Black "Eighties": Unemployment in the 1880s', Australian Economic History 
Review, 16, 1976, pp.70-1. 

142 See Statistics of New Zealand, Immigration and Emigration table. Many steerage passengers 
left for Australia without booking their passage. Migration records relied on ship bookings. Also in 
the context of the fierce competition between shipping companies and cheap fares steamers often 
carried more than their legal limit of passengers and this would not be declared. 

143 LT, 22 June 1893, letter by 'Ulysses'. 
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arguing again that the labour market demanded it. He also set aside funds 
specifically for relief, although this was to be as far as possible 'reproductive' 
work.144 But in the end he was forced to retrench government expenditure 
severely, and that had a dramatic effect on the labour market. Public works were 
cut over the next few years to the extent that the very existence of the Public 
Works Department was threatened.145 This brought to an end even most of the 
relief work deemed reproductive. Drastic local authority retrenchment made the 
situation much worse.146 

The Dunedin labour bureau was attacked for interfering with the business of 
commercial labour exchanges. Atkinson defended the bureau by saying that 'the 
public good must stand before any private-agency business' but, even though 
other areas began to demand bureaux themselves, the government quietly let the 
initiative drop.147 The demise of the labour bureaux was guaranteed when the 
government fired all but one of its immigration officers (including Allan and 
March).148 

Nonetheless, because of the deteriorating situation some railway and 
roadmaking relief work was provided on a reduced scale in Auckland, Canter-
bury and Otago, while stonebreaking was provided in Christchurch and Auck-
land. In Christchurch in 1889 there were many winter demonstrations.149 Powell 
led the agitation. At one such meeting the men 'formed up behind a banner in 
black, bearing a cross-bones and the words "Work or Food" on it'. The Mayor 
announced that the government had organized roadmaking but this failed to 
damp down the agitation. A little roadmaking continued into 1890 but govern-
ment relief works diminished virtually to nothing as retrenchment began to take 
effect. 

At the end of 1890 the Liberals came to power against the background of 
continual protest by the unemployed, the politically damaging exodus and more 
than a decade of depression. Protest by the unemployed was to continue until the 
mid-1890s but it was, of course, no longer aimed at preventing immigration 
which had been halted and was not to regain its previous role for more than fifty 
years. It took that length of time for the perceived association of immigration 
with unemployment and wage cuts to be weakened and even then only in 

144 NZPD, 59, 1887, p.732. Some £30,000 was allocated over somewhat more than three years. 
AJHR. 1887, Session II, D-l . p.l 1. NZPD, 59, 1887, p.715. 

145 J. Bassett, Sir Harry Atkinson, 1831-1892, Auckland, 1975, ch. 11; R.J. Noonan, By Design: 
A Brief History of the Public Works Department/Ministry of Works, 1870-1970, Wellington, 1975, 
ch.3. AJHR. 1896, D-l, p.iii includes a table of expenditure from the Public Works fund since 1884. 
It shows that the average expenditure in the mid 1880s was about £1.4 million. Expenditure began 
to decline in 1887 and reached its lowest point in 1890 with a mere £0.335 million (24% of the 
previous level). If public works employment levels were equally affected this suggests that only one 
quarter of the previous workforce was employed, i.e. considerably less than a thousand men. 

146 Stone, 'Auckland Business and Businessmen in the 1880s', p.251 and note. 
147 NZPD, 60, 1888, p.203. 
148 Between the financial years, 1887-8 and 1888-9 Immigration Officers at Auckland. Napier, 

Christchurch, Dunedin and Invercargill were lost. Only the Wellington officer remained. AJHR, 
1887, Session II, B-2A, 1888. B-2A. 

149 Press, 3-16 July 1889. cited in Campbell, 'Unemployment in New Zealand', pp.54-6. 
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conditions of full employment after World War II. 
Protest was now geared towards increasing the provision of government relief, 

particularly beyond the limits of the reproductive public works that Seddon as 
Minister of Public Works had decreed should stand. That the government should 
rightfully have a role in dealing with unemployment was taken for granted. The 
establishment of the Department of Labour in 1891 and the extension of a 
network of labour bureaux around the country built upon the previous attempts 
to deal first with the influx of migrants in the 1870s and then the demands of the 
unemployed during the 1880s. The labour bureaux sought to shift labour around 
the countryside and smooth out fluctuations in the labour market while the co-
operative public works system institutionalized the already-established relation-
ship between the unemployed and the state. 

From the mid 1890s onwards economic conditions improved considerably 
and the unemployment problem dissipated; the Department of Labour now 
largely acted as a labour agent for the Public Works Department. But the 
underlying structure of the labour market that was reflected in considerable 
underemployment and unemployment of lesser-skilled casual and seasonal 
labour remained. This labour market was remarkably durable; it was largely to 
characterize the depression of the 1930s also. 
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