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Part One: Ireland under the British minimum wage.
Introduction.
The document entitled “Ireland Memorandum
of Understanding on Specific Economic Policy
Conditionality” is one of the seminal documents
relating to the bailout agreement between the Irish
Government and the Troika. It is dated 8 December
2010 and identifies the areas of the Irish economy
targeted for reform by the Irish Government as well
as providing the timetable for such reforms. As such
the document provides one of the means by which
progress is measured by the Troika each quarter
to ensure that the Irish Government is keeping to
its side of the agreement for the bailout. Item 3 of
the Memorandum is called “Structural Reform” and
is listed as one of the “Actions for the first review
(actions to be completed by the end of Q1-2011).”
Because it touches upon one of the few areas in
Irish industrial relations in which the Trade Union
movement continues to have a direct influence what
it says provides an important insight into the political
and economic thinking behind the Irish bailout and the
direction which a fulfilment of those bailout terms will
take the movement in Ireland. Unsurprisingly, what
the IMF, the EU, the ECB and the Irish Government
have come up with in terms of this agreement displays
a consistent viewpoint in which the Trade Union
movement continues to be marginalised. This is in
unavoidable implication of Item 3 where it states:
“To facilitate adjustment in the labour
market
The government will introduce legislation
to reform the minimum wage in such a way
as to foster job creation notably for categories
at higher risk of unemployment and prevent
distortions of wage conditions across sectors
associated with the presence of sectoral
minimum wages in addition to the national
minimum wage. Measures will be as follows:
Reduce by €1.00 per hour the nominal level of
the current national minimum wage.
Enlarge the scope of the “inability to pay
clause” permitting firms to invoke this clause
more than once;
These measures should come into effect by
May 2011.
An independent review of the Framework
REA and ERO arrangements will be initiated by
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the end of Q1 2011. Terms of Reference and
follow up actions will be agreed with European
Commission Services.”
We have here the “Memorandum of Understanding”
addressing the twin expressions of the minimum wage
insofar as that issue has historically manifested itself
in Ireland. It counterposes the concept of a centrally
established minimum wage with what it calls “the
presence of sectoral minimum wages in addition to
the national minimum wage” and sees the former as a
distorting influence upon the latter.
The concept of the minimum wage is increasingly
viewed in the EU according to its British definition – in
other words, as a National Minimum Wage. Under the
terms by which the British National Minimum Wage
mechanism operates governments have the sole
responsibility for setting a wage rate which is applied
nationally and that rate is designed to apply to all
sectors of the economy irrespective of the variations
in labour costs in any particular sector or the variation
in the cost of living in different regions. Insofar as the
British Trade Union movement has any function in the
thing it is restricted to that of lobbying on the rate at
which the minimum wage should be set and has long
accepted and advanced the case that a universally set
and applied National Minimum Wage is the best way
of protecting vulnerable workers, and further, that the
government should be the ultimate and sole arbiter of
that National Minimum Wage.
If recent legal and political developments are
anything to go by this is also becoming the case with
regards to the Irish situation. The legal thinking on the
subject was revealed in the High Court judgment of 7
July 2011 which Mr. Justice Feeney delivered in the
case against the “Catering Joint Labour Committee,
the Labour Court, Ireland and the Attorney General.”
The implications of that judgment will be gone into
later, but for the moment and for the sake of clarifying
the issues concerned we need to concentrate upon the
distinction between the national minimum wage and
what has been called “sectoral minimum wages” in the
Memorandum of Understanding.
The “sectoral minimum wage” is a generic term that
describes the different wage rates set by Joint Labour
Committees in different sectors of the economy in

Ireland and imposed on employers through the issuing
by the Labour Court of what are called Employment
Regulation Orders (EROs). The fact that the Joint
Labour Committees have the power to set such rates
independent of direct involvement by the State and
that a central role in these Committees is played by the
Trade Union movement has made them prime targets
for those in the Irish establishment who wished to put
an end to them in their current form.
In terms of the mechanism by which it operates, the
National Minimum Wage (NMW), on the other hand,
has no official place for the trade union movement.
The Government, acting to its own agenda, arbitrarily
sets the rate for the National Minimum Wage. The
Secretary of State in Britain is obliged to consult the
Low Pay Commission which currently includes three
trade union individuals among its nine members but,
as the LPC official website is at pains to point out,
all its members serve in their individual capacity and
“not as representatives of the organisations for which
they work.” And, despite having to consult the Low
Pay Commission, the Secretary of State is under
no obligation to implement its recommendations.
The same arbitrary powers of the Government were
seen in the Irish situation in 2011 when, without any
real consultation, it decided to reduce the National
Minimum Wage by €1.00 per hour. Although the public
outcry subsequently obliged it to reverse that decision
the incident revealed the exclusive relationship
between the Irish Government and the National
Minimum Wage.
In both the British and Irish situation the Trade
Union movement’s role in the National Minimum Wage
is restricted to that of a lobbyist and there is a world
of difference between a Trade Union movement that
has been reduced to playing such a role and one in
which, in the Irish situation, it continues to be engaged,
through the Joint Labour Committees, in the central
mechanism for setting “sectoral minimum wages” in
whole areas of the economy.
The problem for those wishing to abolish this
mechanism, however, was that the Government stood
in relationship to that mechanism in a different way to
how it stood in its relationship with the NMW. Changing
the latter involved a simple adjustment in figures but
changing the former required an abandonment of
principle. Consequently, as befits the need to challenge
a wage setting mechanism that has for over sixty years
honeycombed whole areas of the economy in terms of
its impact on wages and labour-costs the Government
could not attack it head-on. Unlike the NMW, this was
not something that could be undertaken by a simple
matter of Government decree. The required changes
in the ERO/sectoral minimum wage mechanism would
require a change in legislation and public perceptions
had to be moulded in the direction of any new
legislation.
This then is the context which produced the
“fortuitous” High Court ruling in July 2011. Coming as

it did just over six months after the Government had
signed its commitment with the Troika to “introduce
legislation to reform the minimum wage in such a
way as to . . . . prevent distortions of wage conditions
across sectors associated with the presence of
sectoral minimum wages”, it provided the ideal
opportunity for the Government to portray itself as an
unwilling agent of such reforms. Through a decision
of the High Court the issue of reform had been
recast as something which the Government could
now “sell” to the public as something to which there
was now no alternative. The result of all of this has
been the Industrial Relations Act of 2012 which will
be investigated in a later article. For the moment it is
important to clarify exactly what was involved in the
2011 High Court ruling.
The case was brought by John Grace Fried
Chicken Limited, John Grace and the Quick Service
Food Alliance. The Quick Service Food Alliance was
a convenient organisational device which concealed
the involvement of several multi-national global
operators like Burger King and Subway from public
scrutiny. The case was based upon the position in
law of the Joint Labour Committees and their alleged
infringement of the rights of property. The legal means
by which this case was presented was that the Joint
Labour Committees had come to constitute a separate
mechanism by which statute law was made and as
such was in breach of the Irish Constitution, which
preserved such a role for the Irish Parliament. The
following is the formal charge brought against the Joint
Labour Committees:
“The three plaintiffs in these proceedings
seek declarations that certain provisions of the
Industrial Relations Act 1946 (the 1946 Act),
and the Industrial Relations Act 1990 (the 1990
Act), are invalid having regard to the provisions
of the Constitution. The plaintiffs also seek a
declaration that the Employment Regulation
Order made by the second named defendant
on the 12th May, 2008 (S.I. 142 of 2008), fixing
the statutory minimum remuneration of workers
outside the County Borough of Dublin and
Borough of Dun Laoghaire, is unreasonable and
constitutes an unlawful and disproportionate
interference with the property rights of the first
and second named plaintiffs as guaranteed by
the Constitution and is invalid and they seek a
consequential order of certiorari quashing that
Employment Regulation Order. The plaintiffs
also seek a declaration pursuant to s. 5 of the
European Convention on Human Rights Act
2003, that the provisions of certain sections of
the Industrial Relations Act 1946, and a section
of the 1946 Act, are incompatible with the State’s
obligations under the European Convention on
Human Rights and, in particular, are in breach
of Article 6 and Article 1 of the First Protocol
thereof.”
The High Court was asked by the Plaintiffs to make
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a judgment (or “relief”) on two separate though
related complaints:
“In these proceedings, the plaintiffs seek as
a first relief a declaration that the provisions of
ss. 42, 43 and 45 of the 1946 Act and s. 48 of
the 1990 Act are invalid, having regard to the
provisions of the Constitution. A second relief that
the Court will address is the claim by the plaintiffs
that the ERO is unreasonable and constitutes
an unlawful or disproportionate interference with
the property rights of the first and second named
plaintiffs. As set out later in this judgment, the
Court is satisfied that the plaintiffs are entitled to
the declaration sought that the provisions of ss.
42, 43 and 45 of the Industrial Relations Act 1946
and s. 48 of the Industrial Relations Act 1990 are
invalid having regard to the provisions of Article
15.2.1 of the Constitution of Ireland and also that
the plaintiffs are entitled to the declaration sought
that the ERO is unreasonable and unlawful and
constitutes a disproportionate interference with
the first and second named plaintiffs’ property
rights. It follows that the declaration sought
pursuant to the European Convention on Human
Rights Act 2003 does not arise at this time.”
(Para 5, Mr. Justice Feeney’s High Court ruling).
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34. Mr. Justice Feeney’s judgment, 7 July 2011).
The argument being that any body delegated by
the Oireachtas to make judgments and possess the
power to impose legally enforceable judgments must
base any such imposition, regulation, or order on
identifiable principles and policies laid down by the
Oireachtas. The fact that the area in which the Joint
Labour Committees were designed to operate, i.e.
industrial relations, inevitably involved a more openended atmosphere to perform their delegated functions
held no weight in the thinking of Mr. Justice Feeney.
Employment Regulation Orders issued by the Joint
Labour Committees are the result of agreements
between representatives of the employers and Trade
Unions in the sector in which they are meant to apply.
In the process of reaching such agreements a form of
collective bargaining continues to be performed within
the JLCs. In other words, the horse-trading principles
normally associated with collective bargaining between
individual employers and Trade Unions do not cease
but assume a new form within a joint Committee
representing the industry as a whole.

As is well known by now, the judgment of the
High Court made by Mr. Justice Feeney on 7 July
2011 found in favour of the Plaintiffs. Part of the
judgment was taken up with establishing that the Joint
Labour Committees did, in the specific case of the
Employment Regulation Order (ERO) made by the
Catering Joint Labour Committee on 12 May 2008
(which set the minimum wage rate in that industry)
constitute an infringement of the Plaintiffs’ property
rights. The bulk of the legal reasoning however,
revolved around the more substantive issue of the
nature of the Joint Labour Committees and their
powers to issue, via the Labour Court, Employment
Regulation Orders setting out minimum wage rates
and how this was in fact an infringement of the Irish
Constitution. Without going into too much detail at
this stage, that reasoning was based on the lack
of identifiable principles and policies informing the
manner in which the terms of an ERO is compiled and
defined. It is this legal argument which goes to the
heart of the matter and which threatened the basis
on which the Joint Labour Committees were meant to
operate. In response to the arguments put by counsel
for the Defence representing the JLCs and the Labour
Court, Mr. Justice Feeney had this to say:

What Mr. Justice Feeney demanded in his judgment
was that the outcome of the Joint Labour Committees
in terms of Employment Regulation Orders be based
not upon the open-ended principles of collective
bargaining procedures but instead upon principles
and policies that are more tangible and identifiable
in advance. But neither, it seems, is it enough that
such outcomes from the JLCs be based on tangible
and identifiable statistical tabulations or formulas.
In modern industrial negotiations such things are
regularly used by both sides but, in the true spirit of
collective bargaining, they are used in an arbitrary
fashion with one side producing or interpreting the
statistics, tabulations, formulas and projections that
best serves their respective purpose and arguments.
Such was the case with the ERO outcomes from the
Joint Labour Committees. But to be constitutional
according to Mr. Justice Feeney’s lights this was
not enough. Mr. Justice Feeney was not so much
interested in the question of method as much as
process and it was the process that ensured the worth
of the JLCs to the Trade Union movement. Instead,
what Mr. Justice Feeney was demanding was that
the Employment Regulation Orders be constructed
according to an agreed set of principles and practices
that emanated from outside the dynamic process of the
Joint Labour Committees and the Labour Court. His
thinking is revealed in a clear light in the following part
of his judgment:

“Where the consequences are an ERO which
is to place an obligation on an employer to
apply particular wage rates and conditions of
employment which can be enforced by criminal
sanction, those rates and conditions must be
determined and based upon principles and
policies laid down by the Oireachtas and not as
determined by a delegated body acting in the
absence of stated principles and policies.” (Para

“Since that judgment [Burke v. Minister for
Labour – an earlier judgment in the Supreme
Court in which Mr Justice Seamus Henchy made
some observations outside the terms of the case
before him on the constitutionality of the Joint
Labour Committees powers to set wage rates
– ED] which was given in December 1978, the
1946 Act has been amended and a universal
statutory minimum wage has been enacted

by the National Minimum Wage Act 2000. The
[Industrial Relations] 1990 Act did not address
the concerns obvious from the judgment of
Henchy J. in Burke v. Minister for Labour. The
enactment of the National Minimum Wage Act
2000 and the identification of principles and
policies which were to inform the Minister in
making an order for a national minimum hourly
rate of pay as set down in s. 11 of that Act did not
result in any amendment to the 1946 Act and the
principles and policies contained in the 2000 Act
were not extended to the 1946 Act.”
And here we have it. The Joint Labour Committees,
in the issuing of Employment Regulation Orders,
could only be valid if they were to be tied to a process
by which the National Minimum Wage was compiled
and, of course, the National Minimum Wage was valid
because it was informed by various “principles and
policies” which found their credibility outside the realms
of the horse-trading cut and thrust of a collective
bargaining process. This is no mere technical issue
but something that goes to the very heart of how the
original Joint Labour Committees and the Labour Court
were meant to function. But as that original function
was framed within the Christian democratic ethos of
Catholic Ireland it no longer serves the purpose of the
modern free-thinking and Free Trade principles of the
Irish capitalist class and as such it has to be adapted
to these new requirements.
A written constitution relies for its interpretation
upon the culture within which it is viewed and the
law becomes the instrument by which changes in
that culture become socially effective by altering the
interpretation of that constitution. In the case of the
Irish situation the Catholic culture traditionally ensured
that labour would have identifiable rights as defined by
Catholic social thinking but with the increasing dilution
of Catholicism within the society those rights became
vulnerable over the past 30 years. In recent years with
traditional Catholicism being replaced by no coherent
alternative the vacuum has increasingly been filled
by a particularly virulent form of secularism based
on consumerism and the rights of property. In such
circumstances the rights afforded to labour through
Catholic social thinking have become a definite target
for “progressive” thinking. This tendency has been
given added impetus in the current financial crisis with
its emphasis on monetary and fiscal probity finding
expression in terms that highlight areas of the labour
market in need of reform.
Fianna Fail, in entering its commitment to the
Troika in the “Memorandum of Understanding” of
December 2010 to “review the Framework of the REA
and ERO arrangements” in the context of “sectoral
minimum wages” appears to have had some idea
of the direction it wished to take such reforms. That
direction was indicated by the fact that in the final days
of its Government, on 8 February 2011, the Minister
for Enterprise, Trade and Innovation, Mary Hanafin,
commissioned an Independent Review of Employment

Regulations Orders and Registered Employment
Agreement Wage Setting Mechanisms. What was
unusual was that it appointed Kevin Duffy, the then
Chairman of the Labour Court, as one of the coauthors of the review (the other author being the UCD
economist Frank Walsh). The appointment of the then
Chairman of the Labour Court was commented upon at
the time of evidence of a lack of seriousness on behalf
of the Government to deal seriously with the issue of
reform but it is more likely that Fianna Fail was serious
about reform but wished to ensure that such reform
went in the direction it wanted. Whatever the case, by
the time the Duffy-Walsh Report was presented to the
Government in April 2011, Fianna Fail was no longer in
power and the route of reform had moved further away
from that recommended in the report and assumed a
character more in keeping with Mr. Justice Feeney’s
subsequent High Court ruling of July 2011.
The Coalition Government, in response to the
High Court finding, promised to bring in legislation
which took account of the 2011 decision of the High
Court and that legislation was duly enacted on 24
July 2012 as the Industrial Relations (Amendment)
Act. The impact of that legislation on the freedom and
independence of the Joint Labour Committees will be
explored in a later article, but for the moment we can
glean a clearer insight into the significance of what
is taking place by going back to the beginning of the
Irish working class’s experience of the minimum wage,
to the point where Mr. Justice Feeney placed it in his
introduction to the 2011 High Court judgment:
“The two Acts in respect of which a declaration
is sought by the plaintiffs in this case are the
1946 Act and the 1990 Act. That legislation
originates from earlier Acts, namely, the Trade
Board Act 1909 and the Trade Board Act 1918.”
(Mr. Justice Feeney in para 2 of the judgment).
Jurists have a tendency to believe in the absolute
nature of law. Mr. Justice Feeney in his judgment
reveals just such a tendency when he claims that
the case he was judging in 2011 under the terms of
the written 1937 Irish Constitution, had its genesis
in legislation instigated in 1909 by a State whose
existence was and remains reliant on the fact that it
does not possess a written constitution. Law in this
sense is viewed as something which transcends
not only the diametrical opposites in the type of
State which gives it meaning but also the cultural
attitudes which underpin its interpretation - from those
of Protestant England in the early 20th century to
Catholic Ireland in the mid-century and forward to an
Ireland in the process of losing any sense of itself
in the early 21st century, to say nothing of a political
legitimacy derived from the very limited franchise of
early 20th century Britain to the full franchise operating
in the Republic in 1946. But then, maybe that is
something that any workable definition of law requires.
It would be quite debilitating if jurists went about their
business by constantly making reference to the relative
nature of the code they are paid to uphold and to
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interpret according to the requirements of the society
in which they function. That would not do at all.
But what Mr. Justice Feeney says about the 1909
Trade Board Act does have some legitimacy for the
Irish working class, particularly in the context of its
relationship with the concept of the minimum wage.
The social and political experience that the Irish
working class is having to contend with at the present
time does have a bearing on what it was experiencing
under a different jurisdiction in 1907 and in order to
fully understand what that is it is necessary to look
back at the class and the idea of the minimum wage
at that time. The lesson to be learned is that it is not
Law that transcends jurisdictions and cultures but
rather the experience of those workers who have been
compelled to live under this and that interpretation of it.

The original meaning of a national
minimum wage.
The case for a national minimum wage was first
given substance by Sidney and Beatrice Webb in their
book Industrial Democracy published in 1897 but
their concept of a national minimum wage was not the
same one that came to be understood at the time it
was introduced in Britain in 1999 or the one introduced
in Ireland in the following year. A national minimum
wage which was designed to apply to all workers in all
circumstances was alien to the original concept. The
idea of a national minimum wage was understood by
the Webbs as a relative concept. In describing it as
“national” what was meant was not a standard wage
rate applied nationally but the right to a minimum
wage to be applied throughout the economy. The
circumstances prevailing in different trades and local
conditions were accepted as factors which ensured
that the national minimum wage rate would need to
vary:
“There was also a broad consensus among
Fabians that the minimum should be adjusted
to take account of local variations and be set at
a lower level for women than for men.” (A Fair
Day’s Wage for a Fair Day’s Work?: Sweated
Labour and the Origins of Minimum Wage
Legislation in Britain, by Sheila Blackburn.
Published by Ashgate, Aldershot, 2007, p. 84).
In an era when the workforce was overwhelmingly
male the idea that women should not receive the same
wage rate as men was part of the social orthodoxy
surrounding the family. In the same way that young
males should not receive the same rate as adult
males the reasoning was that in the vast majority of
cases adult males, as the breadwinners, were more
likely to have dependents than women and therefore
in need of the means of sustaining themselves and
their dependents. The dissolution of this practice
had to wait until the concept of the family went
through a radical change and men began to be seen
not exclusively as the breadwinner and women the
housewife. In the process of this change there also
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came the conditions within which the modern idea of
the national minimum wage came to predominate.
With the emergence of the view that insisted on seeing
women in the same economic terms as men one of
the main cultural rationales for maintaining the relative
concept of the national minimum wage was removed
and replaced by its absolute. Factors like local costs
of living and the different circumstances prevailing
in each sector of the economy which continued to
provide a rationale for the relative national minimum
wage were successfully swept aside in the rush to
justify those arguments based around the equality of
the sexes. Thus it was that the reality of women living
and working in actual places at actual times became
transformed into divisible economic units whose only
purpose was recognised as the product of a calculation
within the terms of an absolute national minimim wage.
By ignoring the very obvious fact that real women as
well as real men live in real places with real variations
in the cost of living and work in different sectoral
economies, the emergence of this absolute national
minimum wage has created an equality of the sexes
through a concept of equality that has no bearing on
how people actually exist within social economies.
But while this equality of an absolute minimum
wage has since become the only acceptable way of
viewing the concept, for most of its evolutionary history
this is not the way it was viewed. The original idea of
the minimum wage was seen as something that would
have to take account of actual working environments
where the cost of living varied and where, as a
consequence, the minimum wage rate would also have
to vary.
This way of looking at the issue was the one which
dominated the thinking behind the early agitation
for legislation to deal with the problem of sweated
workers and the low paid; and the body which was
most effective in demanding such legislation was the
National Anti-Sweating League (NASL). This was a
broadly-based organisation which embraced all shades
of political and religious opinion .It was an NASL
member, Sir Charles Dilke, who first managed to get
the issue addressed in the House of Commons. The
earliest attempt at legislation in favour of a minimum
wage was his unsuccessful Wages Boards Bill of
1898. From that year onwards the bill continued to
be unsuccessfully presented to Parliament on an
annual basis until it was taken up by the Labour Party
in 1906 and renamed as the Sweated Industries
Bill. This Bill had as its purpose, “To improve the
conditions of employment, including the establishment
of a legal minimum wage, of persons employed in
certain industries” and was proposed to the House of
Commons on 15 February 1907 by the Labour M.P.,
Arthur Henderson.

1907 and 1908 - Irish Parliamentary
Party and the minimum wage.
Some members of the Irish Parliamentary Party
were associated with the early attempts to get the
minimum wage passed into legislation. The first
evidence of this is the fact that among those who
seconded Arthur Henderson and the Labour Party’s
Sweated Industries Bill of 1907 was William Redmond,
the brother of the leader of the Irish Parliamentary
Party, who was subsequently killed fighting in the First
World War. Although he didn’t speak during the debate
we can see the type of legislation that Redmond was
supporting when we look at the introduction to the
second reading of that Bill by its proposer, Arthur
Henderson:
“The Bill proposed to deal with the evil
by scheduling a limited number of trades in
which it was known that sweating existed in
an extraordinary degree. To begin with, the
schedule of the Bill contained the tailoring trade,
the dressmaking trade, and the trades which
included the making, trimming, and altering of
shirts. It was proposed to set up a Wages Board,
consisting of equal numbers of employers and
employed, which would have the power to fix
a minimum rate of wages, which, for the time
being, should govern the work in those particular
trades. The principle of fixing a minimum rate
of wage was not a new principle. It was known
to some of them who were connected with
large organisations of labour, but there it was
done upon a voluntary basis. The new principle
was that it was proposed to give the Board,
by statutory authority, power to fix a minimum
wage.” (Hansard, House of Commons debates,
12 April 1907).
The Bill in question called for the setting up of
Wages Boards composed of equal numbers of
representatives from employers and employed and
for these Boards to be given the authority to set the
minimum wage in each of the trades concerned.
Initially the Bill proposed that these Wage Boards be
established in the trades suggested by Henderson in
his introduction to the second reading of the Bill but the
intention was to expand the number of such boards to
other trades. An important component of the Bill was
that it envisaged that the wage rate set by the Wages
Boards be backed by the authority of law by giving
them statutory authority. Although the Bill never got
beyond Henderson’s introduction as it ran out of time
before a vote could be taken, on the second reading
the presence of William Redmond among those
seconding it revealed that the Irish Parliamentary Party
at the very least was neutral in its attitude towards the
principle of a minimum wage as defined in the Bill.
We find a similar situation with regards the next
attempt to resurrect a Sweated Industries Bill in the
following year. This time however, a member of the
Irish Parliamentary Party, rather than seconding the

Bill, endorsed it in a speech to the House. The Bill
was introduced by George Toulmin, M.P. for Bury
in Lancashire. Toulmin was a newspaper proprietor
(he was the founder of the Lancashire Daily Post)
and a radical Liberal interested in social issues and
the improvement of the working man. His speech
introducing the 1908 Sweated Industries Bill provided
one of the best arguments for the minimum wage that
has been made and the opening part of the speech is
worth quoting:
“Granted the evil, what is the remedy? What
is to be the line of our experiment to restore
self-reliance, self-respect, and the power of selfhelp to these persons? Here they are – men,
women, and children overworked, underpaid,
underfed, living in unhealthy and often degrading
surroundings. Must we intensify our repressive
measures, or study the means which have
elevated labour in other ranks and extend them?
By organisation labour has done much for itself.
But organisation has been by individual trades.
Some are still not so highly organised as those
which have developed most, such as the cotton
and engineering trades. It would, I think, be
possible to grade them, passing down to less
and less perfect organisms, until you come to
a mass of labour which can only be galvanised
into life by a great crisis such as the dock strike.
But below that there is a lower depth. You can
reach below a region without form and void, and
darkness moves upon the face of it. The atoms
have no cohesion. They are enemies of one
another because the employer is continually
taking advantage of the need of one to undercut
another. The starvation test is constant and
universal in its pressure. Nay, a siege test; for
many a home is besieged, and it is the last
stand of the little garrison that makes them the
sweater’s victim. They would throw down their
arms and surrender if fighting for themselves
alone. To keep the home together they shun
no exertion, spare no sacrifice, give blood and
tissue, drop by drop, nerve by nerve. In this gross
darkness we attempt to say by this Bill, ‘Let there
be light.’ Lots of us have, on the lines that have
been successful in other trades by voluntary
action, public authority to let in the daylight and
introduce some order and some system. Attempt
after attempt has been made by voluntary effort
to induce combined action in order to secure, if
nothing else, a recorded list of prices, and failure
has followed failure. . . . . To leave these people
where they are, to stand aside, is impossible.
In my opinion we must as far as possible follow
the natural growth of labour in this country, the
orderly development of trade unionism. Where
this natural evolution stops or lags the State must
step in and endeavour to initiate the regulation
of conditions which are now disastrous to labour,
and which are not creditable, nor in my opinion
profitable.” (Hansard, House of Commons
Debates, 21 February 1908).
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Toulmin viewed the role of the trade unions as
critical in the gaining and preservation of decent wages
but he also saw that certain trades, by virtue of their
fragmented nature or because of other reasons, had
never managed to acquire the protection of trade
unions. It was these trades which required the State to
intervene in order to establish a mechanism by which a
minimum wage could be established. But Toulmin also
allows a role for the trade unions in the identification
and policing of such areas.
“Under this Bill a trade union or trades
council or six employers or workmen can ask
for an inquiry. The Home Secretary then directs
an inquiry, and if he thinks fit as a result of
that inquiry he directs a wages board to be
established. Our desire is to get, for two or
three trades as a beginning, representatives of
masters and workmen in a locality sitting at one
board, with an independent chairman elected or
appointed, and with power to draw up a list of
wages which shall be legal for the special trade
in the district of the wages board. “ (ibid).
As to the nature of the minimum wage in question
it is also apparent that this had nothing to do with the
modern “one-size-fits-all” type of minimum wage:
“The wages boards have on them local men
with full knowledge of every local and personal
circumstance. The trade unions allow for these
differences now, and the trade union with which I
am in touch most, the Typographical Association,
has a large number of branches and as many
lists each showing some local variety; showing
differences in wages from 26s. to 48s., and in
hours from forty-two to fifty-four per week. The
wages vary, and other conditions are already
allowed for by local branches sitting to consider
local circumstances. By this Bill it is provided that
the minimum rate of wages may be fixed for any
kind of work, and may be different for different
kinds of work and for different parts of the
district; it may be fixed for different classes and
be different for different classes. The principle
novel to our law is that the sanction of the State
is given to the decision, and the payment of less
than the minimum is a punishable offence, so
that the dishonest sweater within the area can
no longer force the good employers, who are,
I believe, the great majority, to undercut and
degrade the conditions of their workers.…It is
elastic, and allows for every condition of locality,
exigency, and trade, and variety in the position of
worker and employer.” (ibid).
Again, as in the 1907 Bill, the Wage Boards were to
be applied to a small number of trades to begin with –
the intention being to roll them out to more trades as
the system was tried and tested.
The opposition to the Bill was led by the
Conservative Member of Parliament for the City of
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London, Sir Frederick Banbury, with the Ulster Unionist
Member of Parliament for East Down, Captain James
Craig providing his main assistance. In fact Banbury’s
amendment to scupper the Bill was seconded by
Craig, who, four years later, with Edward Carson,
was to establish the Ulster Volunteers in opposition
to the 1912 Home Rule Bill. Banbury saw the attempt
to establish the Wages Boards as part of a socialistic
scheme:
“He claimed that he was justified in saying
that this was an insidious attempt, under the
guise of sentimentality or of sympathy with
certain people who were undoubtedly living in
unfortunate conditions, to obtain the sympathy of
hon. Members in the House whose hearts were a
little larger than their heads in order to introduce
a socialistic measure.” (ibid).
Both Banbury and Craig adopted the viewpoint of
the hard-nosed businessman in their opposition to the
Bill. As far as they were concerned sentiment should
not be allowed to get in the way of the cold facts of
business. According to Banbury the problem was
caused by the demand for cheap goods and if the cost
of producing those cheap goods was increased by
interfering in the labour cost component (as would be
the case through the introduction of a minimum wage)
“The purchaser would still want his article
cheap; the producer would have to pay the
increased rate of wages. What was to prevent
the producer sending his material abroad and
having it made up there where the provisions
of this Bill did not exist. The made-up material
being sent back to England under free trade,
no duty would be paid upon it; the only thing
he would have to pay would be, of course, the
freight – which, the articles being packed into a
small compass, would be very small. The result
would be that in many of the trades it would be
impossible for the work people to obtain other
work, even at the very low wages now paid.
Consequently, the state of things would be worse
for them than at present.” (ibid).
This became the perennial argument against the
concept of the minimum wage and continues to be
used to this day. Craig argued that the business of
shirt-making, which was one of the largest in the North
of Ireland, would suffer as a result of the distortions
that a minimum wage would bring to the market.
He pointed out that the shirt-making industry in the
North of Ireland involved significant numbers of selfemployed home workers. His argument was that the
large linen warehouses who supplied the linen material
from which the shirts were made would charge a rate
that took account of the new wage but that the home
workers, having been compelled to pay the increased
charge for the linen would not be able to pass on that
increase to the traders and would, as a consequence,
be worse off.

The only member of the Irish Parliamentary Party
who spoke during the debate was Stephen Gwynn,
Member of Parliament for Galway, and he spoke in
favour of the Bill. He said:
“…he took part in the debate, not as an expert,
but to put an à priori view of a different kind from
that which had been put already. He would like
to challenge the whole conception that underlay
the speech of the hon. Member for the City of
London [Sir Frederick Banbury – ED], who talked
to the House of its being a practical assembly
that had no concern with humanity. At the back
of his mind, in listening to that debate, was the
echo of the same question as it presented itself
in Ireland. The question came back to them in a
wholly different shape. Law was always treated
by gentlemen of the type of the hon. Baronet as
a kind of fixed thing which must not be lightly
interfered with. His point of view was that law
was an expression of public opinion - of the moral
sense of the community - and there the seconder
had struck a note at the beginning which ought
to sound through the whole discussion. What
they had at present was a social state which was
repugnant to the moral sense of any decent man.
Law at the present time permitted that state of
things, even in a certain sense it was willing to
enforce it, as it had done in Ireland over and over
again. He held that their business was to alter
law. He did not know that he was a Socialist,
but he knew that he was profoundly in favour of
State regulation. What was the law for in the last
analysis? It was to regulate the competition of the
strong and the weak. People found on the whole
that it was necessary to prevent the weak from
being crushed out. The struggle was settled as
regarded the physical world. There was no doubt
that the weak had to be protected against the
strong. But how about the economically weak?
How about the half-paid? That was the question
they were really discussing. It appeared to him
that the existence of the half-paid was a scourge
and a danger to the whole community. He came
from a country where wages were low and where
as a consequence there was very little industrial
employment. Of all miserably paid employment in
Ireland the most miserable was the shirt industry.
Wherever one went one could see that this thing
was spreading like a canker, eating into the
physique and heart of the country. One could
tell the piece-workers by the look of them if one
ever saw them outside the doors of their houses.
He fully admitted that there would be difficulty
in regulating these things, but it appeared to
him that the action of the Bill would not be to
supersede but to assist trade unionism. Trade
unionists would expose and put an end to such
a fraud as the case quoted by the hon. Baronet
of an employer contracting to pay his men £1
on the understanding that they gave back 3s.
on Monday morning. As for the piece-work at
home, it was possible that that might be met by

trade unions, but he fully recognised the force
of the argument that there would be a danger of
a certain amount of cheap labour from abroad
coming in. The hon. Member for Chester had
declared in effect that this underpaid work was
work that should not be done or, if it was, should
be done by machinery. He had heard recently of
a case in Ireland where certain cheaply paid work
was done by hand at 9d. a dozen. The merchants
in Belfast were approached by representatives
of the Japanese industry who proposed to do the
same thing at 3.5d. The result was, he thought,
to put an end to that industry. The community
would have in cases like that to decide whether it
would do as the Colonies had done and exclude
that cheap labour, or undercut the cheap labour
by doing it still more cheaply by machinery.
After all, they were discussing a question in the
abstract, but he sincerely hoped the Bill would go
to Committee. They in Ireland had heard all those
arguments before against State regulation. They
had been told before that if they introduced it, it
would supersede industrial competition, and in
every case those prophecies had been falsified.
He believed they would find here also that by
State regulation they would assist the natural
combination of individuals in the trade unions and
that ultimately they would waken the moral sense
of the community.” (ibid).
Stephen Gwynn was an associate of Sir Charles
Dilke and he was among those whom Dilke suggested
as possible editors of his memoirs. Gwynn in fact
began that work after Dilke’s death but was prevented
from completing it when he enlisted in the British
Army at the start of the First World War (the work
was completed by Gertrude Tuckwell, Dilke’s literary
executor). As Dilke was the architect of the original
Wages Board Bill and Tuckwell a leading figure in the
National Anti-Sweating League, it is not surprising that
Gwynn should have felt compelled to speak in favour
of the 1908 Bill.
Just as was the case with William Redmond’s
seconding of the 1906 Bill, Gwynn’s pronouncements
in favour of the 1908 Bill appear to indicate that the
Irish Parliamentary Party maintained a neutral position
on the issue at this point. However, all this was to
change the following year after the Government
decided to endorse the measures proposed in those
Bills. What was different about the Trade Boards Bill
of 1909 is that it represented the first real commitment
on the part of Asquith’s Government to address the
issue of sweating through the use of minimum wage
legislation. Up to this point the bills pushing for the
minimum wage had been proposed by individuals
or the Labour Party and as such had little chance
of success. Now, for the first time, the prospect of a
minimum wage becoming law was very much on the
cards and the Irish Parliamentary Party was compelled
to address the issue as a factor in real politics.
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1909 - Irish Parliamentary Party opposes
minimum wage.
The 1908 Sweated Industries Bill was overtaken
by events and although it was read a second time
without a division on 21 February 1908 it ceased to
have any further existence in its current form. In June
1907, under pressure from the publicity resulting from
the activities of the National Anti-Sweating League,
the Government had appointed a Select Committee
on Homework. This Committee was charged with
investigating the possibilities that wages boards and
the licensing of home workplaces had to offer in the
context of sweating. The Committee produced its final
report in July 1908.
“It concluded that sweating prevailed
extensively not only amongst homeworkers
but also amongst factory workers, especially in
those trades where factory work competed with
an outwork sector. After dismissing licensing
for homeworkers as impractical, the committee
recommended instead that the establishment of
wages boards went ‘to the root of the matter, in
so far as the object aimed at is an increase in the
wages of Home Workers.” (A Fair Day’s Wage
for a Fair Day’s Work?: sweated labour and the
origins of minimum wage legislation in Britain,
by Sheila Blackburn. Published by Ashgate,
Aldershot, 2007, p.111).
These findings provided the NASL with critical
leverage on the Government and yet it failed to move,
at least initially. Besides ongoing political opposition
to any legislation that threatened the free operation
of the labour market, the civil service proved to be a
real obstacle. Winston Churchill, at a time when he
was moving towards the Liberal Imperialist view of
the military situation vis à vis Germany, was eager to
preserve his reputation as a social reformer within the
radical camp of the party. He successfully convinced
Asquith that the question of wages boards should be
moved from the Home Office to the Board of Trade
where he was President. He then set about creating
the conditions by which civil service opposition could
be overcome. In December 1908 he appointed Harold
John Tennant as his Under-Secretary at the Board
of Trade. Tennant was Asquith’s brother-in-law and
a keen supporter of the NASL whose objects he
advocated on account of his belief that sweating was
a threat to the health of the British race and therefore
the empire. He was also married to May Abraham,
the first female factory inspector and treasurer of the
Women’s Trade Union League. The way was then set
for Churchill to formally propose the Trades Boards Bill
to the House of Commons on 24 March 1909.
The Bill proposed that the Government establish
Trade Boards consisting of representatives of
employers and workers in equal number. Alongside
these representatives would be official members
nominated by the Board of Trade, one of whom would
always be chairman. The responsibility of the Trade
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Boards was to establish the minimum wage in the
trade or branch of trade in question. Once established
by the Trade Boards the minimum wage rate was
binding on every employer in that trade and the failure
of any employer to comply would result in prosecution
in a court of law. In order to ensure compliance the
Board of Trade was to appoint officers who had the
right to inspect books, ledgers and other documents
on the employers’ premises. Initially the Bill was only
designed to apply to four scheduled trades. These
were: (1) ready-made and wholesale bespoke tailoring;
(2) cardboard box making; (3) machine-made lace and
net finishing; (4) ready-made blouse making. The Bill
also provided for the Board of Trade to have the power
to bring other trades under its jurisdiction by the simple
procedure of giving notice to the trades concerned. A
month later, on 28 April H.J. Tennant moved its second
reading.
In the course of the extensive debate on the second
reading of the Bill (which covered all the main topics
covered in previous debates on the unsuccessful
minimum wage Bills) the issue of Ireland came up.
At first this was raised as a minor component of
the arguments against the Bill presented by Harry
Marks, Conservative M.P. for Thanet and newspaper
proprietor (he was the owner of the Financial News).
In the course of a speech which concentrated upon the
dangers that the Bill created in terms of simply forcing
sweating practices abroad to countries like France or
Belgium where wage costs would be lower he had this
to say:
“Perhaps I should not be in order were I to
attempt to discuss whether the report is true that
at a later stage the Government will consent
that this Bill shall not apply to Ireland. I do not
suppose it is necessary to point out that if any
such arrangement should be made the evil
against which I protest would be intensified
beyond all measure, because you would not only
have goods produced by sweated labour and
sent here from Belgium and France and other
foreign countries, but you would have Ireland
transformed into the very home of sweated
industries. I have no doubt, or I think we all hope,
that this report is without foundation.” (House of
Commons Debates, 28 April 1909).
Marks’ opposition to the possible exclusion of
Ireland from the operation of the Bill had nothing to
do with the consequential human predicament of Irish
workers being excluded from its protection but simply
the fact that such exclusion would provide a base from
which cheap goods would flood the British market.
Churchill replied that the report of the Bill not
applying to Ireland was untrue. Later in the debate
the issue of Ireland’s relationship to the Bill was gone
into properly with the contribution from John Hayden,
the Irish Parliamentary Party M.P. for Roscommon
and newspaper proprietor (he was the owner of the
Westmeath Examiner). In the opening sentences

of his speech Hayden claimed he was articulating “the
views entertained by my colleagues in regard to this
measure” and the fact that the views he expressed
were not challenged by any of his colleagues would
strongly indicate that he was in fact speaking on behalf
of the Irish Parliamentary Party on the matter. Hayden
was a close friend and confidant of John Redmond
and presumably the silence of his colleagues in the
party (William Redmond and Stephen Gwynn) who had
supported minimum wage Bills in 1907 and 1908 is an
indication that the wider party had been brought to heel
on the issue. This is part of what Hayden had to say:
“Our towns are very unlike the manufacturing
towns of this country, and circumstances and
conditions which prevail in towns in Great
Britain or in a city like London do not prevail
in Ireland. Rents are not so high, and there is
more space devoted to work, because space is
not so valuable as in the manufacturing cities
of this country. And even in towns all workers
are engaged under conditions which do not
exist in this country. In regard to our home
industries those who are acquainted with the
congested portions of Ireland will realise the
absolute impossibility of applying the law in
regard to space, to the homes of the people;
because, while the home is nominally to be
the place of manufacture, in reality it is not,
as is well known to those acquainted, as I
say, with these parts of Ireland. A very large
portion of the work is done outside the house,
in the fields, and on the mountain side, and
done under the most healthy conditions it is
possible to find. Therefore I would urge strongly
upon the President of the Board of Trade the
necessity of excluding Ireland absolutely from
the provisions of this Bill. That is the opinion of
the Irish representatives, and the opinion of the
representatives of Ireland ought to have some
effect in this matter. We feel that the application
of this Bill in its present form to Ireland would
have the same detrimental effect in regard to
our industries as was derived from some of
those Acts passed specially for the destruction
of Irish industries in the past. Therefore I appeal
strongly to the President of the Board of Trade
to give the fullest consideration in his power
to the views which prevail amongst practically
the entire Irish representation upon this matter.
Should he not do so then we will endeavour to
do our utmost to debate the matter as strongly
as possible in Committee and try to carry the
opinion of the House with us, as we believe the
Bill in its present shape is not applicable to the
circumstances of Ireland and that the opinion of
the people in Ireland is against it.” (ibid).
Sir Charles Dilke responded to Hayden’s speech by
stating that it was critical that the Bill would apply to
Ireland but that he would “prefer the experiment to be
tried upon trades which were confined to the schedule,
and not any attempt to extend it to certain trades in

regard to which strong objection is made by some
Members of this House.” In other words, in the event
of the provisions of the Bill being extended to a wider
range of trades than presently envisaged he would be
prepared to accept that Irish objections be taken into
account. For the present however he was insistent that
Ireland should not be excluded from the operation of
the Bill. On Hayden’s claim to be speaking on behalf of
the people of Ireland Dilke had this to say:
“I would remind the hon. Member opposite
that the agitation for this Bill came first of all from
Ireland. As a matter of fact, the Irish Trades’
Congress and the Irish tailoring trade were the
first and strongest supporters of this Bill, and
they were in favour of having tailoring included
in the schedule. Of all the supporters of the
principle of this Bill we have in this House, some
Nationalist Members are amongst the strongest
and oldest of its supporters. The Member for
West Belfast [Joe Devlin – ED] has put question
after question in regard to the adoption of a
minimum wage. On these grounds I make the
strongest possible appeal to Irish Members not
to exclude Ireland from this legislation, because
they can guard the interests affected with the
greatest care in the schedule. I would remind the
House that there were two Nationalist Members
on the Committee who investigated this question,
and they cross-examined witnesses, of whom I
was an unfortunate one, most severely regarding
the inclusion of certain Irish industries, although
they offered no opposition to the Bill as a whole.
My recollection is that they confined themselves
entirely to protecting certain special industries
which were not assailed in the schedule. The
only trade included in the schedule which could
raise the Irish question was the blouse trade.”
(ibid.).
On Hayden’s assertion that there was no sweating
in Ireland he went on:
“The hon. Member opposite made the
assertion – I think it was a somewhat rash
assertion, if I may say so – that the evils of
sweating did not exist in Ireland. That at any
rate is not the view of the Irish tailors, or the
Irish Trade Union Congress, and it is not a view
which I think the Irish trade unionists I see in this
House would be disposed to concur in. On the
contrary, I believe that for the last 20 years the
tailors of Ireland have constantly supported the
principle of this Bill. I am one of those who have
frequently argued that this experiment will not be
found open to the charges brought against it by
the hon. Member for Birmingham and others, that
it will have the effect of raising prices all round
and destroying the export trade. Our contention
has always been that there is a sweating margin
at the bottom of the scale which can be touched
without interfering with the lives of the workers. If
hon. Members from Ireland commit themselves
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to the absolute exclusion of Ireland it will be fatal
to the provisions of this Bill, and I hope they will
not take that course until they have consulted
Irish opinion more fully.
It is said that these evils do not exist in
Ireland. I will not go into the question of truck in
the rural districts, because it is outside the scope
of this Bill. I am prepared to admit that with the
exception of truck the evils in Ireland are not so
great. In the case of Belfast, Dublin, and Cork, I
say there is sweating, and I found my assertion
upon Irish opinion. I have some little knowledge
of the question, because I have frequently been
asked over to Ireland and have gone there at
the request of the Trade Union Congress and of
trades councils, and I know that the existence of
sweating has been generally admitted by those
who invited me to their meetings. Of course the
schedule is a matter for the Committee, and I
am not going to attempt to debate it here. All I
ask is that on the second reading it should not
be assumed that it would be possible for us to
accept the total exclusion of Ireland from the Bill,
although we may be able to come to terms with
the Irish Members under which we should not
force upon them provisions for which they were
not prepared.
I am convinced that any rough and ready plan
for cutting Ireland out from the general field of
labour legislation will be fatal to the efficiency of
Irish labour and the prosperity of Ireland. Those
who recommend that course will be bad friends
of Ireland, and I am sure we cannot solve the
question by cutting Ireland out altogether. That
would be a hopeless acquiescence in a bad
position. As regards the trades contained in
the schedule all the witnesses stated that with
reference to Ireland you could draw a clear line
between those branches of trade in which there
is sweating, and those where it does not exist.”
(ibid).
Dilke referred to the “Member for West Belfast” , the
Irish Nationalist, Joseph Devlin, who was on record as
being a committed opponent of sweating in the Belfast
shirt-making industry and who should have been one
of the Bill’s natural supporters. However, Devlin was
noticeably absent from the discussion on the Bill at
this time, presumably because he did not want to
depart from his party’s line on the matter. It was left
to someone who lived his political life on the edge of
the Irish Parliamentary Party and the Irish trade union
movement to make any kind of case for the Bill being
applied to Ireland.
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An Irish trade unionist and the 1909
Trade Boards Bill.
According his entry in the Dictionary of Irish
Biography, Joseph Patrick Nannetti was “the
parliamentary voice of the Irish Trade Union Congress
and representative of labour in the Irish parliamentary
party.” He was also described as the only Irish trade
unionist in Parliament from the time he was elected
as Member of Parliament for College Green in 1900
until his death in 1915. Presumably because of this he
felt compelled to speak out on behalf of the workers
of Ireland against the official Irish Parliamentary Party
position on the 1909 Trade Boards Bill. Nannetti was
the son of Giacomo Nannetti, a sculptor and modeller,
and having begun his apprenticeship to the printing
trade on the Dublin Evening Mail he completed it in
Liverpool where he joined the Liverpool Typographical
Society as well as the local Home Rule organisation.
In the 1870s he returned to Dublin to take up work
with the Freeman’s Journal. He was a founder of
the Dublin Trades Council, of which he was also
secretary and president. At the same time he was
Dublin correspondent of the Labour Gazette and the
author of a column for the Dublin Evening Telegraph.
Although an Irish Nationalist he continued to possess
the instincts of a trade unionist and it was this which
compelled him to dissent from the position adopted by
the Irish Nationalists’ camp during the debate on the
1909 Bill:
“Speaking as a representative of the working
men of Ireland, or, at all events, of the working
men of Dublin, I say that we shall be distinctly
disappointed if Ireland is excluded from the
operation of the Bill. I have during practically
nearly the whole of my life been trying as a
representative of the workers to see some
provision of this kind enacted for the purpose of
protecting our people from what is carried on in
Ireland, namely, sweating of the most accursed
kind. As a boy I know that relatives of my own
in the City of Dublin had terrible experiences in
trying to eke out a miserable existence and to
bring me up and help me into a position to earn
my living. We in Ireland would be desperately
surprised and annoyed if anything should be
done by the Government in the way of excluding
Ireland from the Bill. It is all very well for
Members to stand up and say that by the passing
of this Bill you will be killing Irish industries. I am
as anxious as any man to see the resuscitation of
Irish industries, but if they are to be resuscitated
at the expense of the flesh and blood of the
people of the country, then I say, with all the
responsibility of my position, that I would be
prepared to see Irish industries languish rather
than that the people engaged in them should
be exploited, as I understand they are in certain
trades. I know that in the city I represent we are
labouring under conditions in many industries
which would not be tolerated in any other city
in the world. These are conditions which should

not be perpetuated, and I say that the sooner
the scandal is put a stop to the better. No one
will support me more than the workers in Ireland
when I say that we hail with satisfaction a Bill
which will put an end to many of the grievances
they are suffering from in that country. I speak not
only for Dublin, but for Cork, Belfast, Limerick,
and other parts of the country. I may not have the
right to speak for them in the sense of being their
representative, but I know from conversations
which I have had with the tradesmen of the
country that, while they are anxious to protect
and to do everything they can to safeguard and
encourage our industries, they are not inclined to
do so at the expense of the flesh and blood of the
people.
It must not be taken that the Irish party are
opposed to the endeavour to deal with sweating.
I am sure I express their sentiments when I
say that everyone is as anxious as I am to put
a stop to this scandal of sweating which exists
in connection with various trades in Ireland. I
do realise, and I am sure the Government will
realise, that exceptional provisions may be
necessary in regard to Ireland, so that, while
dealing with the evil of sweating, there will be
no such thing as putting on excessive rates of
wages which would interfere with the cottage
industries of the country, and which might
have the effect of killing industries which are
being successfully carried on. I have sufficient
confidence in the trade boards to believe that
they will be able to regulate these matters in such
a way that no hardship could be done. Of course,
it would be out of place for me to go into the
methods by which that can be carried out. These
will be Committee points which have been raised
by my hon. Friend the Member for Roscommon,
but in the name of God do not let it be said that
Irish Members alone endeavoured to kill the Bill
which is intended to alleviate the conditions of
the very poorest of our people, and of those who
are least able to defend and protect themselves.
The mandate from every Trades Congress held
in Ireland for years is that something should
be done to protect the workers of Ireland from
the sweating conditions under which they are
working at the present time. I give my colleagues
every credit for endeavouring to protect the
cottage industries. I am dealing with trades
which I know myself, such as the tailoring trade,
the furnishing trade, and various others, which
are quite distinct from those cottage industries
which my friends are so anxious to safeguard.
We will safeguard these cottage industries, but
at the same time we want to get at the people
who are exploiting poor and unorganised
workers by giving them wages which are not
sufficient to keep body and soul together. As a
Member of the Corporation of Dublin, I know
that many of our contracts are going to houses
where, notwithstanding the provisions of the Fair

Wages Resolution, girls are employed in making
the articles which are worn by servants of the
Corporation at wages which are quite insufficient
to keep them. I will not say what in Ireland are
the results. The results must be patent to many
not only in Ireland, but in England. In connection
with many of these industries where unfortunate
girls are not getting that which is sufficient to
keep them the workers fall into evil ways. That is
true not only of England but all over the world. I
think it is the duty of every man who has a spark
of manhood to try to elevate and protect these
girls. The House of Commons should come to
their assistance, and say once and for all: ‘We
want to kill the system under which inadequate
wages are paid to these unfortunate people.’
Speaking in the name of the Trade Unionists
of Ireland I welcome this Bill, and I heartily
congratulate the Government on introducing it.”
(ibid).
Hayden’s claim that there was little support for the
terms of the Bill being applied to Ireland had earlier
been challenged by T.F. Richards the Labour Party
M.P. for Wolverhampton and a lifelong trade unionist.
In the course of his speech in support of the Bill he had
this to say:
“In respect of the statement of one of my
friends from Ireland, who made the suggestion
that the Irish Members do not want this Bill
to apply to Ireland, we have today received a
letter with a request from the Irish Trade Union
Congress, that we will do everything we possibly
can to oppose the idea that this should be
excluded from Ireland. The Irish trade unionists
know full well that there is sweating in Ireland
the same as in every other part of the country…”
(ibid).
It would appear from Richards’ speech that the
Irish Trade Union Congress, anticipating the position
adopted by the Irish Parliamentary Party, had
requested the support of the Labour Party to counter it.
Nannetti, although his instincts forced him to dissent
from the position of the Irish Parliamentary Party,
was compelled to juggle two perspectives and so his
urgings that the Bill should apply to Ireland had to be
contained within fears for its impact on the Irish cottage
industries. Nannetti’s type of trade unionist politics
was of the artisan kind which sought to find a place
for itself within the prevailing Irish Parliamentary Party
instead of developing an independent political voice
for Labour. So it was that during the debate on the
1909 Trade Boards Bill the Irish Trade Union Congress
made a direct approach for assistance to the only
political voice of Labour at Westminster as a means of
countering the political voice of Irish nationalism.
Yet, Nannetti’s dissention from the position of the
Irish Party in 1909 can also be seen as a reflection
of the shifting dynamics of Irish trade unionism
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at this time. Larkin’s Irish Transport and General
Workers Union, which had been founded in January
of that year, was to go on to provide the energy and
organisation by which the non-artisan worker began to
exert a bigger say in the Irish trade union movement.
Nannetti, although coming from an artisan trade union,
was nonetheless aware of the conditions under which
the vast majority of the working class were employed
and this knowledge flew in the face of the assertion
in John Hayden’s speech that sweating was not a
problem in Ireland. However, Nannetti’s type of trade
unionism was soon replaced by that of the general
worker and given political direction by James Larkin
and James Connolly along lines which freed it from a
reliance on the Irish Parliamentary Party.
I can find no reference in Connolly’s writings to the
1909 Trade Board Bill or to the idea of the minimum
wage but that is not surprising given the fact that he
was in the United States between 1903 to 1910, the
years when the thing was at its most controversial
in Britain. However, after his return to Ireland he
ruminated on the relevance of the Irish Parliamentary
Party to the working class in the following terms:
“The fact that national political freedom is both
desirable and necessary blinds many people
to the truth that the advocates of such freedom
on the political field may be the most intensely
conservative on the social or economic field and,
indeed, may be purblind bigots in their opposition
to all other movements for human progress and
enlightenment.” (Mr. John Redmond, M.P His
Strength and Weakness, by James Connolly.
Published in Forward, 18 March 1911).
With specific reference to John Redmond he had
this to say:
“Mr. Redmond has a record of a reactionist
difficult to excel. Long before the Parnell split,
he denounced the Irish agricultural labourers
in a speech at Rathfarnham, near Dublin, for
forming a trade union to protect their own
interests. On the granting of Local Government
in 1898, a measure that first enfranchised the
Irish working class on local bodies, Mr. Redmond
made a speech counselling the labourers to
elect landlords to represent them – a speech
truly characterised by Mr. Michael Davitt in the
House of Commons as the ‘speech of a halfemancipated slave’. The labourers in town and
countryside treated Mr. Redmond’s advice with
contempt and elected men of their own class
all over Ireland. Compelled by the imperative
necessity of maintaining in power a Home Rule
government, Mr. Redmond votes for every
measure of social reform the defeat of which
would lead to the resignation of said government,
but quietly acquiesces in every exemption of
Ireland from progressive measures.” (ibid).
Whatever may have been the case in those
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instances quoted by Connolly, in the case of the Irish
Parliamentary Party and the 1909 Trade Boards Bill it
was not a matter of them acquiescing in the exclusion
of Ireland but of actually demanding its exclusion.

Churchill helps out the Irish
Parliamentary Party.
In the course of his speech articulating the
opposition of the Irish Parliamentary Party to the
Trade Board Bill, Joseph Hayden had appealed to the
President of the Board of Trade (Winston Churchill)
to consult with the Chief Secretary of Ireland and the
Vice-President of the Department of Agriculture in
order to confirm the damage that the Bill would do
“not only in rural districts but also in [the] towns” of
Ireland. Churchill did not reply to Hayden with any
firm commitment during the debate but subsequent
developments indicate that he did take account of the
opposition of the Irish Party.
Although in 1909 the Irish Parliamentary Party did
not have the leverage it went on to have after the
January 1910 General Election (which resulted in the
Liberal Party being dependent upon Irish M.P.s to
remain in power) the nature of the Trade Board Bill
made their co-operation necessary as they had it within
their power to make the thing unworkable in Ireland.
If the Bill was made to operate on mainland Britain
and not made workable in Ireland it opened up the
possibility feared by Harry Marks of Ireland becoming
the centre for goods manufactured by sweated labour
being dumped on the British market. The employers in
Britain would view the situation as one in which they
were being compelled to adopt higher labour costs
while those in Ireland remained exempt – something
that would inevitably fuel the political opposition to the
Bill and endanger any possibility of it becoming law.
Because of this, Churchill realised that without the
cooperation of the Irish Parliamentary Party in respect
of Ireland, the whole thing was in danger of failing.
It seems that the hint to Irish Nationalists’ during the
Second Reading that concessions would be made to
Irish concerns during the Committee stage of the Bill
was enough to convince the Irish Parliamentary Party
to permit its Second Reading to go through without
a division. And these concessions were not long in
coming. At the Committee meeting of the Bill on 20
May 1909:
“Clause 2 was strengthened by making it
obligatory, wherever practicable, on the Board
of Trade to establish Trade Boards for any trade
or branch of trade to which the Act applies.
Mr. Churchill by way of concession to the Irish
members, proposed that where a Trade Board
was established for any trade or branch of a
trade which was carried on to a substantial extent
in Ireland a separate Trade Board should be
established for such trade or branch of a trade
in Ireland.” (Parliamentary Committees: Trade

Boards Bill, The Times, 21 May 1909, p.4).
A further compromise was made at the Committee
meeting on 15 June when the one industry which
had been identified as having the most relevance to
Ireland - the ready-made blouse industry - was taken
off the scheduled four industries to be brought under
Trade Boards and replaced by certain types of chainmaking. Although industrial unrest among the Cradley
Heath chain-makers later brought the trade to public
prominence, before the Trades Board Bill became
law there was no particular reason why chain-making
shouldhave been singled out to replace ready-made
blouse manufacture on the scheduled list. The fact that
it coincided with the wishes of both Irish Nationalist
and Unionist preferences had undoubtedly something
to do with it.
But the biggest concession, was one which,
although benefitting the Irish Nationalist position, was
made for wider political reasons. The concession
in question related to the mechanism by which the
operation of the Bill could be extended to new trades.
Under the terms of the original Bill, new trades could
be brought under its operation at the behest of the
President of the Board of Trade. However, the new
arrangement made this impossible and placed severe
restrictions on the facility of the Bill to accommodate
trades beyond those listed in the original schedule
of the Bill. Churchill explained this new arrangement
during the procedure to gain Parliamentary approval
for the budgets required to bring the Trade Boards into
operation.
“…since the Bill passed its second reading
the Committee upstairs has made progress with
its examination, and an Amendment has been
carried which prevents the extension of the Bill
to trades not in the schedule, merely by an order
which acquires validity by lying on the Table for
30 days. Substituted for this is a provision that
in itself gives more Parliamentary control, a
much more regular and formal procedure – the
Provisional Orders Bill procedure.” (Hansard,
House of Commons debates, adjourned debate
on Trade Board expenses, 4 June 1909).
This meant that every proposal to bring a new trade
within the operation of the 1909 Trade Board Bill had
to be presented to Parliament as a Provisional Order
and become subject to Parliamentary scrutiny – a
procedure which replaced the power of the President
of the Board of Trade to simply delegate specific
trades as being subject to the Trade Board machinery.
The new arrangement was both cumbersome and
problematic and effectively put the brake on the
progress of the minimum wage into trades not among
the four originally scheduled in the Trades Board
Bill. This made the extension of the Bill to additional
trades even more unlikely insofar as they operated
in Ireland. The combination of the new Provisional
Order requirement and the earlier concession which
stipulated “that where a Trade Board was established

for any trade or branch of a trade which was carried
on to a substantial extent in Ireland a separate Trade
Board should be established for such trade or branch
of a trade in Ireland” was further bad news for Irish
workers. It created a double obstacle in the way of
them being given the protection of the Bill in the event
of it being applied to additional trades that existed to a
substantial extent in Ireland.
One trade that did escape the obstruction of the
Irish Parliamentary Party was the Boxmaking trade.
This was not a significant industry in Ireland but
as boxmaking came within the original four trades
covered by the 1909 Act it led to the creation of an
Irish Boxmaking Trade Board. Its British equivalent
was established on 27 April 1910 followed by the
Irish Board on 23 August 1910. However, this did not
result in the setting of equitable rates of minimum pay
for workers on both sides of the Irish Sea. At first it
seemed that there would be similar rates at least for
female workers in Britain and Ireland:
“The Trade Board for Ireland issued a
‘proposal to fix’ rates for female workers on
October 2, 1911, the rates being identical with
those proposed for England the previous month.
The rates, however, were reconsidered, and a
second ‘proposal to fix’ was issued May 4, 1912,
in which 2.75d was substituted for 3d. and certain
alterations were made in the rates for learners.”
(The Establishment of Legal Minimum Rates in
the Boxmaking Industry Under the Trade Boards
Act of 1909, by M.E. Bulkley, with an introduction
by R.H. Tawney. Published by G. Bell & Sons,
London, 1915. p.13n).
The rates came into force on 4 November 1912
and made obligatory on employers on 5 May 1913.
Similar discrepancies can be seen in how the rate for
male workers was implemented. While the rate of 6d
was the same in Britain as well as Ireland in the case
of workers in Irish factories they were only entitled
to receive that rate when they reached the age of 24
whereas in Britain workers were entitled to it at the age
of 21.

The 1913 extension of the Trade Boards
Act and the Home Rule crisis.
The Trade Boards Bill became the law of the land
on 20 October 1909. From the beginning, such was
the prevalence of “sweating” practices among large
sectors of the British economy that within a year of it
becoming law there were many applications for new
areas of industry to be brought under the Act. These
were listed in an answer to Arthur Fell (an anti-Free
Trade Conservative Member of Parliament) by the
President of the Board of Trade, Sydney Buxton, in an
exchange in the House of Commons on 10 May 1911:
“Mr. Fell: asked whether the right hon.
Gentleman has received from employers or
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workmen in any trade other than those already
scheduled under the Trade Boards Act, 1909,
petitions for inclusion within the scope of that Act,
and, if so, from which trades; and what steps has
he taken or does he propose to take to accede to
their wishes?
Mr. Buxton: Since the Trade Boards Act
came in force applications for its extension have
been received from organisation of employers
or workmen interested in the following trades:
- Birmingham brass trades, linen and cognate
trades at Belfast, calico printing, shirt-making,
baking, Belfast joiners, and Irish railwaymen. All
these applications have been noted, but I am not
in a position to make any statement in regard to
the extension of the Act to trades other than the
four trades which Parliament decided should be
dealt with first.” (Hansard, House of Commons
Debates, 10 May 1911).
The presence of several applications from Ireland
for extending the Act is apparent in this list and the one
relating to Irish railwaymen had been made by the Irish
Railway Workers’ Trade Union at Inchicore, Dublin
in February of 1911. However, as the years went by
each application for extending the Act to new areas of
industry was effectively stonewalled by the influence
of the employers on Government. Such applications
were met with the excuse that the Act was in its infancy
and experimental by nature and consequently it was
necessary to concentrate on the outcomes of applying
the act to the four areas originally sanctioned by
Parliament.
It was not until 30 April 1913, during a significant
increase in trade union militancy in Britain, that the
Government, announced its intention, through the
Trade Boards Provisional Order Confirmation Bill,
to extend the application of the 1909 Act beyond its
original four areas of industry. This brought within
the terms of the 1909 Act the industries of: (1) sugar
confectionary and food preserving; (2) shirt-making; (3)
hollow-ware manufacturing, and; (4) linen and cotton
embroidery. By 1913 however, both the Unionists and
the Irish Nationalists had become more concerned
with the implications of the 1912 Home Rule Bill and
there was a distinct absence at Westminster of any
Irish position either for or against the 1913 Bill to
extend the Trade Boards to these four new trades.
While the negligible impact of the new proposals
on the constituencies of the Irish Nationalist M.P.s
might explain the absence of any comment from that
particular quarter the situation with regards to the
Ulster Unionist M.P.s was somewhat different. The
inclusion of shirt-making was highly significant as
far as their constituencies were concerned, as shirts
manufactured in Ireland, or more specifically, the North
of Ireland, provided one-third of the British market
at this time. During the debate on the original 1909
Act, Captain James Craig had pointed to the shirtmaking industry in Ireland as an example of how the
imposition of a minimum wage would be detrimental
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to the industry but by 1913 his voice was absent and
the reason for that lay in the way in which the political
landscape of Ulster had changed in the meantime.
The Ulster Convention of September 1912
represented a consolidation of the social forces of
Protestant Ulster in opposition to the 1912 Home Rule
Bill. The primary purpose of Ulster politics from then
on was to ensure a united front in the face of Irish
Nationalist influence over the British Government
(since January 1910 the Liberals were maintained in
power by the votes of the Irish Parliamentary Party).
Towards that end there emerged an almost instinctive
compulsion among the Ulster Unionist community
to avoid all political issues which had the potential
to generate dissention. The dangers of not doing so
became apparent at the 1913 General Assembly of
the Presbyterian Church in Ireland. On 10 June 1913,
a few days before the second reading of the Trade
Boards Provisional Confirmation Bill, the General
Assembly devoted part of its sitting to a discussion
on sweating in the linen industry. The Rev. J.E.
Hamilton moved a motion at the Assembly “recording
satisfaction at the passing through the House of
Commons of a bill to make the Trade Boards Act
apply to shirtmaking and linen and cotton embroidery.”
In making the case for the Trade Boards to be
extended to the shirt-making industry in Belfast he
was interrupted on more than one occasion by those
among the Assembly who rejected his arguments. As
the discussion progressed it became obvious that the
issue was generating serious levels of dissention. The
contributions of the Rev. D.D. Boyle, who seconded the
resolution and who “lived and laboured amongst one
of the largest industrial congregations in the city” and
that of Sir William Crawford, a leading businessman
in the Belfast linen trade, brought home the fact that
the issue was in danger of dividing people along class
lines:
“Eventually, after further discussion, during
which it was asserted that slums and sweating
existed in London, Liverpool, and Glasgow as
well as Belfast, the resolution was withdrawn and
an amendment accepted referring the question
to the Social Service Committee of the Assembly
to consider and report to the next Assembly.
This decision was unexpected, as in anticipation
of a vote being taken a special whip had been
sent out by a prominent Unionist clergyman to
his friends urging them to be present to vote
against Mr. Hamilton’s motion. Thus does Ulster
Unionism deal with the most pressing social
problem of the day for Belfast.” (The Sweating
Evil in Belfast: Unionists’ Attitude, published in
the Manchester Guardian, 11 June 1913).
And so it was that prudence and the need to
preserve unity in the face of the Home Rule threat
ensured that the 1913 extension of the Trade Boards
Act to Belfast shirt-making remained uncontested by
Ulster Unionist M.Ps. at Westminster.

The Irish labour market and the First
World War.

not benefit to anything like the same extent from the
emergence of the war economy as did the industrial
component of the British economy, including the
northern Irish component.

The 1913 extension of the Trade Boards had
even less relevance for the Irish Parliamentary Party
members representing southern Irish constituencies as
none of the additional four trades impacted significantly
on industries in their areas. The Party generally was
more preoccupied with its “victory” in terms of the
1912 Home Rule Bill. From then on, aside from using
their votes to ensure that the Liberals remained in
power, the party’s main focus was not Westminster
but the coming Dublin Parliament. At the same time,
Dublin employers, among whom were sympathisers
and fellow travellers of the Irish Parliamentary Party,
pursued a determined policy of obstructing the growth
of trade union organisation among general workers.
From 1911, William Murphy had been to the fore in
the resistance of employers to the organisation of
the ITGWU among the Dublin working class. This
resistance culminated in August 1913 in a lockout by Murphy of ITGWU members on the staff of
the Irish Independent (which he owned). After a
retaliatory ITGWU tram strike at the Dublin United
Tram Company (also owned by Murphy) the dispute
escalated and Murphy organised a concerted lock out
by other employers against the union and its members
throughout Dublin. The strike lasted until January
1914 when the union was forced to concede defeat.
However, the reputation of the union survived, even
though it was damaged financially. During the First
World War the membership grew to reach 100,000
with 350 branches in 1919 (it had been around 5,000
members in 1913).

Although Irish agriculture gained an economic
advantage from the war, outside of Belfast, Irish
industry did not benefit to any great extent – there
was no “war dividend”. In fact, outside Belfast, Ireland
had historically been excluded from British War Office
contracts and this policy was continued during the First
World War – something that had become apparent
to the Secretary of the Irish Industrial Development
Association, Edward J. Riordan before the end of the
War (see his articles in Studies for June and December
1918 and pages 201-214 of his book Modern Irish
Trade and Industry published in 1920). In fact the
British War Office reluctance to allocate contracts
to Irish industries seriously damaged the credibility
of John Redmond among the business community
in Waterford as early as 1915 when the contracts
he was promised by the British Government failed
to materialise (see Irishmen of English Soldiers: the
times and world of a southern Irish man 1876-1916, by
Thomas P. Dooley. Published by Liverpool University
Press, 1995). With the war economy in Britain offering
a guarantee of high paid work and unemployment at
home providing little prospect of any work Irishmen
emigrated in increasing numbers to the mainland.
Consequently, the British reluctance to allocate a fair
share of war contracts to Irish industry began to be
seen as evidence of a deliberate policy designed to
use Irish labour as a replacement for factory workers in
Britain who were required in increasing numbers by the
growing Army.

The First World War did not bring with it the same
changes in industrial relations in Ireland as it did
in Britain. The reason for this was simply the fact
that the Irish economy was of a completely different
character to that of Britain. Although Ireland did
contribute significantly in terms of food production,
aside from Belfast, it lacked the large industries like
engineering, mining and cotton which were to provide
a central role in the British war economy. The needs
of the British war economy produced new structures
of industrial relations in these industries which, in
return for producing peace in the work places, ensured
that the trade unions would have an important say on
workers’ pay and conditions through various industrial
relations committees. Besides the continuing work of
the Trade Boards, Britain at this time witnessed the
growth of various conciliation and arbitration boards,
industrial councils, co-partnership arrangements.
In terms of wage-setting legislation the miners had
already became subject to such legislation in 1912 and
munitions workers in 1916, followed by agricultural
workers in 1917. As well as that there emerged
joint employer and worker councils in the areas of
engineering, ship-building, and the cotton industry.
For similar reasons the low-level, small-scale
industrial component of the southern Irish economy did

Calls for the establishment of Wages Boards were
continually rebuffed or delayed in a manner that
generated real suspicion of the purpose of British
economic policy towards Ireland. This is apparent in
some of the exchanges in the House of Commons
between the Irish Parliamentary Party M.P.s and
Government spokesmen.
For instance, the following exchange between
William Field (who had taken on the role as the Irish
Nationalists’ labour man after the death of J.P. Nannetti
in 1915), Alfred (‘Alfie”) Byrne and John Hodge the
Minister of Labour in the House of Commons on 13
June 1917 reveals just such an undercurrent:
“Mr. Field: asked the Chief Secretary whether
he has received a resolution passed at a
meeting in St. Patrick’s Division asking for the
establishment of a wages board in Dublin; and, if
so, whether the Government will give this request
a favourable consideration?
The Minister of Labour (Mr. Hodge): My
right hon. Friend has asked me to answer this
question. He has not received the resolution
referred to. I have nothing to add to my answer
to the hon. Member’s questions of 26th April and
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2nd May. [at which times Field had asked similar
questions about wages boards being established
in Dublin – ED].
Mr. Field: Has the right hon. Gentleman
nothing to add to the policy of doing nothing
in this matter, which has been adopted by his
Department?
Mr. Byrne: asked the Chief Secretary if
a Committee will be appointed to inquire
into the question of inadequate wages and
unemployment in Ireland?
Mr. Hodge: I am not aware of any special
circumstances making a general inquiry as to
wages desirable at the present time, though as I
have previously explained to the hon. Members,
inquiries are being made both in Great Britain
and Ireland as to the conditions of certain trades
to which it has been suggested that the Trade
Boards Act should be extended. As regards
unemployment, I would point out that there is an
urgent demand for many kinds of labour in Great
Britain.
Mr. Byrne: Is the right hon. Gentleman aware
that 16s. is being paid to market men in the
employment of the Department of Agriculture?
Would he advocate that as a living wage?
Mr. Hodge: I am afraid that does not come
within the province of my Department. The hon.
Member requires to make an application to the
Board of Agriculture.
Mr. Field: are we to understand from that reply
that the situation is met by the fact that there is
employment in Great Britain?” (Hansard – House
of Commons Debates, 13 June 1917).
But as far as Irish employers were concerned it
was one thing to entice the unemployed Irish to British
factories but quite another to attempt to cream off
their own skilled employees. The threat implied in the
proposed National Service Bill in 1917 which would
have permitted the Government to move workers
with specific skills from their current employment to
whatever areas of the war economy they were required
was, for the Irish employers, the last straw:
“Ireland and National Service.
At a special meeting of the Council of the

Dublin Industrial Development Association last
night the following resolution was unanimously
adopted: - ‘In view of the extent to which Irish
trade and commerce and manufactures have
suffered from economic conditions created by
legislation framed to suit the interests of Great
Britain, this Council views with alarm the proposal
to confer on any individual or body of individuals
power to limit trade, or industry, or employment
of labour in Ireland in the manner proposed in the
National Service Bill, and instanced by the rules
and schedule of restricted occupations published
by the Director of National Service.” (Manchester
Guardian, 15 March 1917).
The peculiar way in which British policy in Ireland
served the needs of its war economy brought little
benefit either to Irish industry or to the Irish urban
working class. While those needs compelled a
shift in industrial relations on the mainland in ways
which benefited British trade unions and the working
class no such shift was required in Ireland. In fact
quite the opposite. What British policy required was
the continuance of a low-pay, high unemployment
economy in Ireland and the concessions to trade union
or workers rights that were necessary on the mainland
were not what was required in Ireland.
Although the Corn Production Act (which came
into effect on 21 August 1917) allowed for the
establishment of Agricultural Wages Boards in Ireland
those came into effect very late in the day and only
after a shortage of agricultural labourers was reaching
critical levels (besides a shortage of manpower,
farmers were also having to rent horses from the
Army at this time) and even then the rates set were
significantly below those set by the Agricultural Wages
Boards for labourers’ wages in Britain. In terms of the
urban working class the efforts of the Irish Nationalist
M.P., William Field to get some commitment from
the British Government to extend wages boards in
Ireland continued right up to 1918. His efforts failed
because of the role that Ireland was compelled to
serve in the British war economy. In the 1918 General
Election Field lost his seat to Countess Markievitz,
the future Minister for Labour in the first Dáil, and the
Irish Labour movement, having been provided with
the basis of an independent political existence by the
legacy of Connolly and Larkin, began to play its role in
the emergence of a new Irish state jurisdiction.

Eamon Dyas
January, 2013.
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