The Development of the New Poor Law During the Nineteenth Century
What were the major developments in the operation of the Poor Law after 1834?

By the 1860s the New Poor Law was well established even though it was being implemented in different ways in different parts of the country. The system continued to develop from 1834 changing at times in response to outside pressures and new ideas. The developments occurred in four main areas: central administration; finance; outdoor relief; and the provision of services for children, the sick and the elderly.

The three London based commissioners established by the 1834 Act had, in theory, a remarkable degree of authority. They could both make regulations and enforce them without reference to Parliament. It had been envisaged that these powers would be temporary 9 five years). During this period the central administration was subject to heavy criticism from the opponents of the Poor Law with The Times referring to them as ‘The Three Bashaws of Somerset House’. As a result of this pressure Parliament only renewed the Commissioner’s powers on a year to year basis after 1839. By 1842 the direct resistance to the New Poor Law had passed its peak and Parliament was prepared to give the Commissioner another five years in office. However they also reduced the effective power of the Commission by cutting back the number of assistant commissioners to nine.
In 1847 Parliament decided that it was time to replace the Somerset House administration, especially after the Andover Scandal. The Select Committee’s investigations revealed tensions within Somerset House especially between Chadwick and the Commissioners. The Poor Law Commissioners were replaced in 1847 by a new body, the Poor Law Board. This body consisted of a president, two secretaries and a number of Cabinet Ministers who sat on the Board ex officio. The Cabinet members actually had little direct involvement in the administration of the Law, both the President and one of the two secretaries were usually MPs. The intention was to provide more direct control over Poor Law administration so as to make it more responsive to public opinion.

By the 1870s there had been a significant extension of government interest in the areas of health and welfare, partly due to the political pressures resulting from the extension of the franchise in 1867. As new social legislation was usually enforced through local authorities, it seemed logical to combine the responsibility of the Poor Law with the responsibility for the rest of local government. Therefore in 1871, the Poor Law Board was replaced by the Local Government Board. The government still retained direct control over the new authority. From 1871 onwards, the President of the Local Government Board was normally a cabinet minister.

Until the 1860s each parish had to pay for their own paupers. This meant that some rich landowners with large estates paid very low poor rates because their parish had only a few paupers. On the other hand the parishes with the largest numbers of paupers paid the largest amounts of money and, therefore charged the highest rates despite the fact that they were often the poorest parishes in the union. In some areas this had resulted in financial crisis with many parishes unable to raise the money. The 1865 Union Chargeability Act attempted to remedy this problem. The cost of poor relief payments was transferred from the individual parish to the union as a whole. Each parish contributed to the common union fund on the basis of its rateable value, not on the number of paupers it had. This spread the burden over the entire union and meant that the poorer parishes were subsidised by the wealthier. Ratepayers were charged according to the value of their property and the reform meant that within each union the rich now paid more than the poorer inhabitants. These changes resulted in a more equitable system of Poor Law finances.
Many Boards of Guardians had refused to upgrade the facilities in their workhouses to provide for children, the sick and the elderly because of the cost involved. Most boards were dominated by middle-class guardians or farmers and shopkeepers in south west Wales, who had pledged to keep the poor rates as low as possible. The Poor Law Loans Act of 1869 helped to improve this situation. From 1863 guardians had been authorised to raise loans for building works from the Public Works Commissioners. The 1869 Act extended the repayment period on these loans from 20 to 30 years. This meant that the amount that had to be paid each year was reduced.

The authors of the 1834 Act aimed to abolish outdoor relief completely. The relaxation of the ban on outdoor relief in the 1850s was a response  to the resistance campaigns against the implementation of the workhouse system. But by the late 1860s the results of this policy were becoming a cause for concern. The 1860s had witnessed an increase in spending on outdoor relief of over 25 per cent and the ratio of outdoor paupers to the total population had increased from 1 in 27 to 1 in 25.. One significant contribution to this state of affairs had been the need to relieve the textile operatives who had been thrown out of work by the American Civil War. Guardians in most other unions saw outdoor relief as the cheaper option: in the 1860s the cost of maintaining a pauper in the workhouse was around six shillings a week whereas outdoor relief was about two shillings. These small outdoor payments were given on the assumption that recipients would supplement them by earnings from low-paid work or charity, since it was clear that payments alone would not be sufficient to live on. When the Poor Law Board was replaced by the Local Government Board in 1871 the new body was quick to issue a circular attacking outdoor relief and reinstating the principles of the 1834 Act.
The drive to reduce outdoor relief in the late nineteenth century was helped by the growing number of charity organisations which were being established in the period. Charity payments seemed to be targeted at the ‘deserving’ poor and allowed the Poor Law authorities to take a tougher line with paupers whom they could classify as indigent and ‘undeserving’.  The combination of a more aggressive insistence on workhouse relief and the benevolence of the charities brought the desired effect: the number receiving outdoor relief had reduced significantly by 1900. Althought the workhouse population had risen by the turn of the century, the proportion of paupers in the total population had declined from 4.7 per cent in the 1860s to around 2.5 per cent in 1900.
Chadwick’s original plans for the Poor Law had proposed separate institutions for different categories of pauper: the able bodied, the elderly, the sick and children. Because of the costs involved, this plan was never carried out and, although there was segregation in the new workhouses, all the different categories of pauper were housed within the same institution. Even in the early days this caused problems. Guardians did not want to separate children from their mothers, but neither did they want these children ‘contaminated’ by the rougher elements to be found in the female wards. The usual compromise was to allow infants under two to stay with their mothers but to remove children over two to separate quarters. The emphasis on maintaining the deterrent aspects of workhouse life had, in the first half of the century of the New Poor Law, frustrated attempts at improving facilities for children, the sick and the elderly. By the late nineteenth century there was an increasing awareness that the elderly, children and those who were sick had to be treated in new ways.
In fact, elderly paupers had always been regarded in a different manner to the ‘able-bodied’ by those who managed the poor Law. The Royal Commission had hoped that ‘the old might enjoy their indulgences’ even thought the Act of 1834 made little direct reference to the elderly. Workhouse dietaries suggested that the elderly should get a little extra but this was not intended as a right. Dietary no.2 recommended an ounce of tea and some milk and sugar for those over 60, but an additional meat pudding dinner on Thursdays was only given to those ‘for whose age and infirmities it may be deemed requisite’. Similarly, dietary no.3 only provided for the old to receive extra food ‘if deemed expedient to make this change’. Deterrent workhouse conditions for the elderly were to an extent consistent with the general thinking of the New Poor Law. Without some incentive to do otherwise, it was feared that the elderly would automatically throw themselves on the rates. Labouring people, according to this way of thinking, should put something aside for their old age or ensure that their families would support them. If they failed to be prudent, then that was their fault.
By the middle of the century the attitude towards the elderly paupers was beginning to change. The compulsory separation of elderly couples was relaxed in 1847 when the poor Law Board ruled that separate bedrooms had t be provided for couples over 60 if they were requested. However little was done to implement this ruling.

Children under the age of 16 constituted approximately one-third of the pauper population throughout the nineteenth century. Workhouse schools had been established from the 1830s and were the earliest forms of state education. They aimed to give pauper children the opportunity to escape from the poverty of their parents through a sound basic education. However, there has been some debate about how effective these schools actually were
. Financial constraints frequently resulted in the employment of inadequate teachers, such as the Porter at Llandeilo, and the stigmatising of all paupers encouraged some guardians to neglect their schools. Nevertheless, Poor Law schools in some areas provided higher standards of basic education than comparable voluntary schools, although their curriculum was narrower.. After 1846, a government grant was available to pay the salaries of Poor Law teachers. The creation of state run Board schools after the 1870 Education Act allowed most pauper children to be integrated into mainstream education.
Illness was one of the chief causes of poverty yet the authorities paid relatively little attention to it in the early phase of the New Poor Law. The 1834 Act had made only a brief mention of the possibility of providing medical relief. Medical officers were appointed by the Boards of Guardians in each union but it was the Workhouse masters and poor law relieving officers who decided whether or not a pauper was entitled to medical relief. The result of this arrangement was that  medical relief was kept to a minimum as the authorities tried to keep the costs down: in 1840 only £150,000 out of a total Poor Law expenditure of £4.5 million went on medical services.

Improvements in Poor Law medicine really date from the late 1860s when public opinion was alerted to the problems by an enquiry conducted for the medical journal The Lancet. This had revealed some scandalous conditions, especially in London. The President of the Poor Law Board reviewed procedures and blamed the failures of medical care on the deterrent nature of the workhouse system.. ‘The sick’, he declared, ‘are not proper objects for such a system’. The way to take the sick out of the system was to establish hospitals which were separate from the workhouse. Between 1861 and 1891 1000 beds per annum were being added to public provision. These were promising signs, although the quality of medical care remained variable. By 1900, the Poor Law was providing a national, state-funded system of basic medical care. Some historians have seen in this process the origins of the National Health Service and Poor Law buildings continued to be used as the basis of hospital care into the late twentieth century.
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