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ABSTRACT

e S . sy

This work considers government policy towards British agriculture,

and the experieances of Homestic farming from 1917 to 1939. ;t compriseé

a discussion of the development and limitations of agricultural policy, the
production of farm commodities, patterns of agricultural incomes, and changes

| in farm performance and output.

Public Record Office files, parliamentary papers, ministcrial

publications, and surveys made by agricultural organizations, have been
used to showhow government policy and British farming responded to changing
agricultural conditions., A large number of statistics have been compiled

to clarify trends in agricultural production, agricultural incomes, and

farm performance. The study is divided into a discussion of the

development of policy from the First World War to 1839; an investigation
of policy and production in respect of the principal farm commodities
which were in receipt of government support$ and an examination of the

experiences of landlords, labourers, and farmers, (including an assessment

of farm performance).

The thesis shows how the government became extensively involved in

agriculture as a result of the wartime food production campaign and 1its

attempt to promote agricultural expansion in the immediate post-War years;

and how support was abandoned and agricultural incomes generally remained

low until the end of the 1920s. Agriculture suffered severely from the

depression of 1929-33, which saw the institution of direct government

subsidies and import protection. Once the government accepted

responsibility for the welfare of agriculture, it became involved in

also Loith
discussions not only with domestic farmers, but|overseas suppliers of farm

produce. Although agricultural incomes rose in the 1930s, this was due not

oo -
only to policy and improved farming, but)to the failure to renew farm
capital. When prices fell farmers usually were able to campaign

successfully for further support, until by 1939 every major product of

British agriculture was in receipt of some form of government assistance.
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INTRODUCTION

”

British agriculture was a relatively small sector of the UK economy .
in the inter-war years, but the problems it faced betlween 1917 and 1939
demanded considerable government attention. Domestic agritculture
produced oniy 3-4% of the Gross Domestic Product and employed only 5-7%
of the work force, yet it provided half the nation's food supply and
governments felt unable to allow it to decline as a result of economic
ad;ersity. Immediately after the First World War the Ministry of
Agriculture and Fisheries was created by one of ovér one hundred pleces
of legislation relating specifically to agriculture in this period. The
government became deeply involved in the welfare of British farming during
the Slump: and questions concerning the protection of domestic agriculture
figured prominently in the counéry's Emplre and foreign trade policies
from 1931. A large part of agriculture's problems in this period was
related to the world over-supply of staple foods and to cheap imports, but
protective measures were criticized as food taxes, and they also affected
the balance of payments by influencing the ability of overseas countries

to pay for British exports. The fact that Britain had to import so much

of her food meant that apart from balancing the interests of domesgtic

farmers and home consumers, the government had to consider the potential

political and economic conscquences of import restrictions, which
circumscribed the scope of possible aid to domestic agriculture. As
farmers were considered to require support in the 1930s, government aid
became focused on the provision of direct subsidies, import protection,
and domestic reorganization, and came to affect every major farm commodity
by the end of the decade.

British agriculture, and government policy towards domestic farming,

have received limited attention from historians. Edith Whetham has

provided the most recent study of agriculture, but she was concerned

principally with the experience of farmers in England and Wales, and was




xiii

1

not greatly interested in government policy-making. In 1938, Astor

and Rowntree produced a thorough account of British agriculture, which

combined a discussion of agriculture policies and changes in the 1930s,

\ 2
with recommendations for a future approach. These are the two

principal published works which relate specifically to farming

throughout the inter-war years. Priscilla Baines' thesis emphasized
the political aspects of agricultural development during 1919-39 in

relation to the Conservative, Labour, and Liberal Parties, and the

3

representatives of agriculture. She was less concerned with the econonic

condition of farming, and did not examine the development of agricultural

policy at Cabinet, ministerial, or inter-departmental level. A large part

of her study is devoted to the sugar beet industry. More recently A.F,.

Cooper has provided a survey of Conservative agricultural politics over

g

a longer period, and Elizabeth M.M.Taylor has examined the politics of

- “ T
Walter Elliot (Minister of Agriculture 1932—6).0

1. Whetham, Edith, The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 1914-39,
(Cambridge, 1973).

In her introduction she stated that it was PR « )\
intention to provide an account of what it felt like to be a landowner,
farmer, or farm worker in England and Wales...from 1914 to 1939, ...
(but I have not ] attempted to write a history of the making of

agricultural policy...I have preferred to concentrate on its results at

the point where legislation or ministerial pronouncements influenced
farmers' plans for producticn'.

2. Astor, Viscount and Rowvntree, B.S., British Agriculture, The
Principles of Future Policy, (1938),

3. Baines, Priscilla J., 'British Agricultural Development in the
Inter-War Period 1919-39 with Special Reference to the Contribution of
Interest Groups', (Unpublished Oxford University B.Lit.,1969). This thesgis
was written using the papers of the political parties, Commons Debates,

Command Papers, publications by the National Farmers' Union, and many

printed and secondary sources. Little reference was made to Public Recorxrd
Office files.

4, Cooper, A.F., 'The Transformation of Agricultural Policy, 1912-36:

A study in Conservative politics', (Unpublished Oxford University D.Phil,,
1980).

SO. Taylor, Elizabeth M.M., 'The Politics of Walter E114

ot, 1929-36",
(Unpublished Edinburgh University Ph.D., 1980).
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Other works by historians and economists have given agriculture

limited attention as part of a general study of the economy in the

”

) R
inter-war years, and usually have been critical of agricultural policy.

Finally, there have been statistical studies of the role of agriculture

in expanding mature economies, which have used the British case as a

2
major cxample.

This thesis describes and analyses government agricultural policy
and changes in British farming during the period 1917-39. Government
involvement in agriculture was most extensive in the 1930s, but this |

decade cannot be understood properly without reference to the earlier

developments in the 1920s and the First World War. Government

intervention in wartime food supply really commenced with the production
campaign of 1917 which, by reversing existing agricultural trends, left

the government with a responsibility for post-War agriculture, and hence

marks the beginning of agricultural poliéy. The outbhreak of the Second

Koom

World War required a different set of responses thaaneace—time, and
1939 forms a suitable terminal date for this study. The whole of Great
Britain has been treated because it forms a recognizable geographical
unit, and most agricultural measures referred to England, Wales, and
Scotland, although the latter might have its own legislation. Northern

Ireland agriculture, however, received separate attention and its

structure and legislative policies were different from those of Great

Britain.

l. Pollard, S., The Development of the British Economy, 1914-1950,
(1962), pp.134-45 is the most useful and provides a survey of government

policy and agriculture which criticizes the cost and effectiveness of
policy. Youngson, A.J., Britain's Economic Growth, 1920-1966 (1967),

——-—-—-—————-—-————-——-—-——-——-———L———_——_’

pp.115-20, provides a shorter but similarly critical account. Aldcroft,

D.H., The Inter-VWar Economy : Britain, 1919-1939, (1970), and Ashworth, W.,

An Economic History of England, 1870-1939, (1960), devote less attention
to agriculture,

2. The major studies are Ojala, E.M,, Agriculture and Economic

Progress, (1952), and Bellerby, J.R., Agriculture and Industry Relative
Income, (1956).




This thesis concentrates upon the government's approach to xv

agricultural policy, official reviews of agriculture and policy, domestic

and overseas constraints to support and expansion, and the effects of

government intervention upon farming. In addition, it also considers the
agricultural sector’'s experience of the period, the incomesrof landlords,
farmers, and labourers, farming performance, and agriculture's response

to government policy and changing economic fortune. Because of the

1
extensive nature of the subject and its documentation, and the

limitations of spaée, it has not proved possible to treat the period by
a full economic, administrative, political, and social analysis.

Consequently this study has concentrated on an examination of the

development, limitations, and effects of policy on agriculture, and an

econonmic analysis of farning, _The political approach to policy has not

2
been discussed, neither have the macro-economic aspects of agricultural

3
policy and trade policy been consldered.: The limitations on length have

also forced the exclusiocn of a detalled examination of some of the

commodities of Dritish agriculture. Hence, oaly those products for which

there was either direct government support, or some form of structural

control have becn included. Sugar beet has been excluded because it has

received attention elsewhere, and because the suBsidy granted in 1925 was

paid to the beet sugar refining industry and not to beet I:orc)dm.tceer.‘s'."'l

1. There are probably over 50,000 Ministry of Agriculture files

relating to agriculture in this period in the Public Record Office, in

addition to relevant Cabinet, Board of Trade, Dominions Office, other
departmental papers, and other source materials.

2. This has been treated by Priscilla Baines, A.F.Cooper, and
Elizabeth Taylor.

3. These have been investigated by Ojala, Bellerby, and others.

4. See Baines, Op.Cit. pp.175-315; Wood,A. The Home Grown Sugar

Industry, (1931); Econ.Ser. No.27, Report on the Sugar Beet Industry
at Home and Abroad, 193l.
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xvi
Poultry end horticultural produce which expanded in the period, but which

were assisted only by duties, have also been excluded. A background

/
o r‘

knowledge of trends in the domestic and international economy is readily'
available from a number of standard texts, and these have not been
discussed here except where developments relate directly to agricultural

experience or government decisions. Finally, a large number of

statistical tables have been included because in a short period of fairly

marked fluctuations, series cannot be broken down without a great loss of

accuracy.

The main results of this study show how agricultural policy
developed and related to the pattern of agricultural incomes and changes
in the period 1917 to 1939. Agricultural policy grew out of government
intervention in the economy during the First World War, which by reversing
the existing economic trends, left the government with a responsibility
for the welfare of agriculture in the poétJWar vorld. This developed
into a policy of agricultural expansion aimed at reducing the import
bill, securing a rural revival, and providing national security, to be
achieved through certain price guarantees to arable farming. However, the
expense that would have been involved as a result of the price fall in
1921, which occurred at a time of financial stringency, led to the

withdrawal of support although not the abandonment of the aims of policy.

Thereafter, the 1920s were generally dominated by laissez-faire attitudes.

Although assistance was given to arable farmers and to labourers, and

neasures were taken to reduce farm costs and charges on land, it was

clearly stated that there were to be no direct subsidies or measures of

import protection.

Farm lncomes, which had been high during the Great War, slumped in

1921, and remained low until the end of the 1920s, and were then sharply

reduced in the depression of 1929-33., Cries of distress, especially from

arable farmers, and the national shift to protection during the winter of

1931/2, brought about the introduction of new measures of assistance to

farming. These were principally the wheat subsidy, legislation for
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marketing reform, quotas on meat imports arranged at the Ottawa

Conference, and some protection against other imports. Although
conditions soon improved, farmers were able to demand further support
for price problems, which resulted from domestic overproduction and
inability to compete with cheap imports.

Trade relations and the development of an agricultural policy were
very closely connected, especially in the great depression of 1929-33
and the 1930s generally, when cheap imports helped to depress some domestic
farm product prices. The Ottawa Conference in 1932 not only resulted in
meat import quotas, it also introduced a number of other measures of
protection, and various constraints to further limitations. The government
was occupied until 1936 in attempting to remove these constraints in
order to introduce a higher level of agricultural support in the form of

1

levy-subsidies. In reviews which followed Ottawa and the subsequent

foreign trade agreements, it was decided‘that agriculture was not be be

encouraged to expand because of the detrimental effect this would have
on the export sector and on employment, and that levy-subsidies provided

the best means of support for what was no longer a temporary situation.
In the event Dominion and foreign opposition made it impossible to

introduce such subsidies, and direct loans which had been offered as
temporary support were converted into direct payments to producers and
became permanent features of agricultural policy. In addition, commodity
commissions were introduced to further agricultural reforms which the
marketing boa?ds had proved unwilling to make. Thereafter, considerations
of national defence in the likely event of a future war called into

question the decision that there was to be no encouragement to

agricultural expansion.

1. Levy-subsidies were forms of payment to producers derived from
a low duty on a relatively larger volume of imported producec.

o AR paaas o i s el e
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By the end of the 1930s every major product of British agriculture
was 13 receipt of some form of subsidy or protection, although with some
commoditics this was subsidiary to domestic reorganization and controlled
production. Farm incomes after the depression were higher in the 1930s
| than they had been in the 1920s. Part of this was due to government
action, but many farmers were living off the capital invested in their
land, and total incomes from the majority of farms were lower than
average national‘earq;ngs.

Because both the formation and the effects of government agricultural
policy are examined in this thesis, the materials consulted range
accordingly from Public Record Office files to various agricultural
sources. The major documents used, in order of relationship to
responsibility for policy, have been : the Cabiﬁet papers; reports and
minutgs of the Cabinet Committees with r;sponsibility for agricultural

questions, especlially those of the Produce Markets Supply Committee

(1933-5), Trade and Agriculture Committee (1935-9), and Agricultural
Policy Committee (1937-9); Ministry of Agriculture files; inter-

departmental committee papers; Statutes; Ministerial Orders; Command
papers; parliamentary debates; and ministerial publications relating to

food and agriculture. These official sources have been used in
conjunction with reports and statements from organizations represcnting
agricultural interests; agricultural colleges; farming journals; and

commentators on agricultufe; together with subsequent historical

monographs and articles.

The study is presented in four parts. Part One discusses the
development of agricultural policy from goﬁernment intervention in food
production in the First World War, through the decade of largely free
trade attitudes in respect agriculture from 1921 to 1931, to the active
and continued managment of an agricultural policy in the 1930s. Part Two

investigates government intervention in production and marketing reform,

but concentrates on policy in respect of those agricultural commodities

* -



for which some form of direct government support or regulation was
previded. Thirdly, the effects of agr;cultural policy and changing
agricultural experiences and responses are examined in respect of
landlords, farmers, and labourers. Finally, the conclusion provides a
brief resumé, and an assessment of government policy and agricultural

performance in the period 1917-39,

Xix



PART I

GOVERNMENT POLICY TOWARDS BRITISH AGRICULTURE :

THE FIRST WORLD WAR TO 1939.




1

GOVERNMENT, AGRICULTURE, AND FOOD PRODUCTION DURING THE FIRST WORLD WAR ~

Before the First World War there was no comprehensive, positive, or

consistent agricultural policy.1 Agriculture was left to adapt itself to

changing economic forces except for a definite approach towards tenants'

rights, the provision of smallholdings, and a tentative policy for

improving the labourers' position. On a more general level, steps were

taken to further agricultural education and research, but subsidies and

protection were considered totally unacceptable. The registration duty
imposed on imported wheat during the South African War was withdrawn
because of the absolute refusal of the country to consider any policy of

protectioh (as was witnessed by the 1906 General Election).

In this atmosphere, and against the background of the Liberal Land

Campaign, Britain began to develop an agricultural policy. The advent of

Walter Runciman at the Doard of Agriculture in 1911 marked the earliest

appointment of a politician of the first rank to its presidency, and the
creation of the Development Commissions in 1909-10 marked the intention

of the state to play a part in promoting the welfare of agriculture and

rural life. This was to be effected by fostering smallholdings, tenant

rights, co-operative enterprise, livestock improvement, agricultural

research and education, and the study of agricultural economics. This

was the extent of government involvement when war broke out during the

1914 harvest.'

1. For a thorough discussion of British agriculture in the latec
nincteenth-century see Perry, P.J.,(ed), British Agriculture, 1875-1914

s S, = St St Sy

(1973), especially the editor's introduction and essays by T.W.Fletcher

and H.M.Conacher, See also Orwin,C. and Whetham, E.H., A Higstory of

British Agriculture, 1846-1914, (1964), and Ernle, Lord, English Farming

Past and Present, (1912 and subsequent editions),



2

The First World War brought a significant'bhange in agricultural

P
ol

policy and trends in farm production. Since the mid-nineteenth century,
British agriculture had changed from its traditional adherence to cereals
in particular, and arable and mixed farming generally, towérds*an
increasing emphasis on livestock production. The agricultural sector had
also‘contracted relative to other economic entqrprises.1 Millions of
acres ploughed up in the Napoleonic Wars to feed an increasing industrial
population were returned to pasture as cheap American grain entered the e
markets in the 1870s and 1880s, and British farmers turned to meat and
milk production. Hundreds of thousands of men left the land for other
employmenf. Although output continued to rise, the increasing population
required a greater amount of imported produce to keep it fed, and since
the more staple imports were often highly competitive with domestic
produce, farmers turned towards the 'naturally protected' and higher
quality foods. However, these trends were reversed when the strategic
stalenmate on the western front in the First World War turned the conflict
into one of national and industrial attrition involving the whole of the
nation's manpower and resources, A reduction in food supplies in 1916
occasioned rapid and unprecedented changes in the Objectives,gbrganization

and output of domestic agriculture in an attempt to avoid food shortages.

In the first two years of war, 1914/15 and 1915/16, domestic output

2
rose as the government urged farmers to produce more grain and potatoes.

However, as agriculture suffered shortages of labour and raw materials
from 1916 onwards domestic output was reduced, and imports fell as a

3
result of submarine warfare. The situation became so critical that the

1. This result is to be expected in mature expanding industrial
economies, See Ojala, Agriculture and Economic Progress, and Perry,
British Agriculture, 1875-1914.

2. Tables WW.I and GP.I.

3. Tables WW.I and GP.I.



government was forced to intervenc and it declared a policy of encouraging
arable and cereal farming as being more productive of the energy-giving !
foods necessary in wartime, The Board of Agriculture took unprecedented
powers to enforce improvements in arable husbandry and thé réclamation of
grassland. The Corn Production Act, passed in 1917, guaranteed minimum

prices for wheat and oats to protect farmers from loss after the War

resulting from wartime changes in land use, and the Board attempted to

support production by easing the supply of the reqt_lisites of arable
farming. Thus it was intended to raise yields in 1917, and to gain a
large~-scale reclamation of grassland in 1918. Although the production
targets were not met, the greater utilization and more efficient
distribution of available produce almost maintained the supply of food.
However, the use of land had never changed so dramatically, as the

government instituted a reversal of the economic and productive trends in

|
agriculture over the previous hal:f-century.1 The governments active war-

time intervention in agriculture left it with a responsibility for the

welfare of farming in the immediate post-War period, and caused it to

consider the future structure of agriculture and.fhe part farming wes to

play in the economy.

Food Production and Control during Wartime, i915-17
— 2 S Tl wartime, l1910-17

The government first became concerned about food supplies before the
1915 harvest, and in June appointed the Milner Committee to consider how

production might be maintained or increased should the war continue beyond

the 1916 harvest. The Interim Report in July2 stated that to obtain a

substantial increase in wheat, oats, and potato production (those crops

which provided the most human food), farmers would have to sacrifice the

1. Ernle, Lord, 'The Food Campaign of 1916-18', JRASE, 1921; Middleton,
T.H., Food Production in War, (1923) ; Hammond, R.J., Food, (1956); Whethanm
E.H., 'The Agriculture Act, 1920 and its Repeal - the "Great Betrayal",
AgliR, 1974; Sheail, J., 'Land Improvement and Reclamation: The Exporiences
of the First World war in England and Wales', AgHR, 1976; Dewey, P.E.,
'Food Production and Policy in the United Kingdon, 1914-1918',

Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 1980, pp.71-89.

2. Departmental Committee on the Prod

mitte uction of Food in England and
MMM: Cmd.8048, 1914-16. :




comparative certainty of their present profits by changing their methods

”
lr_.l"'

and rotations in order to increase the arable area, in the face of labour
shortages, and take the.risk of a fall in wheat prices at the end of the
War.1 Thus the Committee suggested that there should be a guaranteed
minimum home wheat price for a period of years. The Scottish Committee

noted the existing increase in acreage and prices and opposed the
guarantees, while the Irish Committee favoured guaranteed wheat and oats

2
prices for one year as an emergency measure. The Milner Committee also

pE

suggested that the Board of Agriculture should facilitate the arable
expansion by inviting each county council to set up an agricultural
committee to provide guidance for farmers, and identify shortages of
labour, horses, and other pre-requisites. These War Agricultural
Committees were established in most counties by the autumn of 1915.

Farmers had responded to the call td'produce more grain and potatoes

for the 1915 harvest and abandoned their usual rotations. Such an

expansion could not be maintained, however, because the land becane

infertile and ridden with pests and weeds, and although the arable acreage

did not decline in 1916, the land under wheat and potatoes was reduced by

almost a tenth.3

A reduced volume of food imports accompanied the reducaed

4
domestic output, and in August 1916 the Reconstruction Committee appointed

an Agricultural Policy Sub-Committee to consider how domestic food

production might be increased and to prepare proposals for agriculture in

the post-War econonmy.

Britain began to experience food supply problems from late 1916,

Germany commenced unlimited submarine warfare then, and the poor corn and

1, Ibid. and Final Report, Cmd.8095, 1914-16.

2. Report of the Departmental Committee on Food Production in Ireland,
Cmd, 8046, 1914-16,

3. Tables P,II and C.II.

4, Ibid.; Tables WW.I and GP.I.



potato harvest from a reduced acreage, combined with short meat supplies, )
left food stocks low. The autumn of 1916 was bad for ploughing and sowiﬁé,
and was followed by a severe and protracted winter. There were great
losses of labour to the army as the single male conscription introduced

in February 1916 was followed by full conscription in June. Imports of

food, concentrates and fertilizers were reducecd as shipping space was
re-allocated, for while these imports were vital, the greater priority

was for munitions. Food prices rose due to shortage, to the benefit of

1
farmers and to the detriment of consumers.

The governments reaction to the growing danger of inadequate supplies
marked the turning point in agricultural policy. The government began a

campaign to reverse the direction of agricultural change, which left it

with an inherent responsibility for agriculture after the War.

The food production campaign began in December with a spcech frcm

R.E. Prothero, the President of the Board of Agriculture.2 He stated that

it was the governments intention to offer a wheat contract price of 60s. a
quarter, contract prices for oats, potatoes,and hay, and exemptions fron
fines for breaks of covenants which forbade tenants ploughing up grassland.

There would be no further call-up of agricultural labour until a careful

scrutiny of the census returns was made, thus ending the system of fort-

nightly excemptions. It was hoped that feed prices might be kept down,

and it was intended to survey all agricultural land in order to secure its

fullest produgtive use. Two circular letters to the agricultural committees

follcwed the statement, on the 1lines of the Milner Committee's Interim
Report, concerning the improvement and extension of arable cultivation,

the decentralization of powers of more direct control over agricultural

l. Ernle, Lord, 'The Food Campaign of 1916-18', JRASE, 1921, -
pPp.2~5. Lord Ernle was the pseudonymn of R.E.Prothero (created Baron -~

Ernle in 1919), the Presidenf of the Board of Agriculture during the
First World War.

2. The Times, December 21, 1916.
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production,and the adoption of drastic powers of compulsion tolerable only

1 N
for the wartime emergency. The War Agricultural Committees had proved td

be unwieldy except for consultation and advice, and by the Cultivation of
Lands Order, of January 1917 they appointed smaller County Agribultural
Executive Committees armed with the Board's powers under Regulation 2T
of”DoRA? These new bodies might issue orders‘for the lmprovement of
cultivation, prohibit the growing of less essential crops, end tenancies,

possess and cultivate farm land, and commandeer stock, produce, and

machinery. They became the agents of anew executive section within the

Board, the Food Production Department, while the War Agricultural

3
Committees became virtually defunct. These changes enabled the Board to

increase the size of the grain_and potato harvest from 1917 onwards.4

It was also in January 1917 that the Interim Report of the Selborne
Sub-Committee was published.5 It accepted the current views of Sir Thonas
Middleton and the Royal Society's Food (War) Committee which held that in
wartime the most important foods were those giving energy, usually starch
in the form of bread.6 As imports of grain, meat, cattle feed, and
fertilizer were threatened, there were dangers of bread, winter milk, and
meat shortages, and the further depletion of fertility on tired land.
Tillage was regarded as the best approach since it provided three times as
much output of human food as grass, which was to be cultivated because its

stored-up energy reduced the need for fertilizers. It was held that 100

acres of good grass provided meat for 25-40 persons in a year, while this

1. Ernle, 'Food Campaign', p.5.

2. The Defence of the Realm Acf! 1914,

3. Sheall, J., 'Land Improvement and Reclamation: The Experiences of

the First World War in England and Wales, AHR, 1976, p.111l; Ernle, 'Food
Campaign,' pp.6-8.

4, Tables WW.I, C.II-III, and P.II.

SO. Interim Report of the Agricultural Policy Sub-Committee of the
Reconstruction Committee, Cmd, 8506, 1917, pp.1-19,

6. Ibid,; T.H. Middleton, The Recent De

velopment of German Agriculture,
Cmd.8305, 1916; Ernle, 'Food Campaign,' pp.21-3;




acreage of wheat could provide bread for 200 persons, and 100 acres
of potatoes could feed 400 people.1 The Selborne Sub~-Committee and the

Board observed that meat cost more energy to produce than it gave as food,
and decided that pasture should be ploughed-up, and that th;s approach
would be enforced by local farmers as the best judges of their own
districts. The Ministry of Food developed the "Breadstuffs Policy?",

stating that there would be no rationing of bread and that priority in

2
shipping would go to grain, Consequently, to encourage domestic arable

production the Selbo;ne Sub-Comnittee recommended guaranteed ninimum prices
of 42s. a quarter for wheat and 23s. for oats,3 or an equivalent price in
relation to the standard of value, for four years after the War, with a
payment on all quarters harvested. Farmers might then recoup the high

cost of pioughing grassland and purchasing implements over the period of a
normal crop rotation. A_pinimum farm wage was recomnmended, to be operated

through county wages boards, to ensure that labourers gained a fair share

in the profits of agriculture. By the winter of 1916/17 farm wages lagged

despcbately behind the napional average, but the men could not combine or

strike for a decent wage, because they were too few and were often exemptod

from conscription to work on a particular farm. Rents, however, were not

to rise as a result of the guarantees. Finally, it was recommendsd that

the state should reserve powers to influence land use in the national

interest. \

As the German offensive of March - July 1917, and increased submarine

activity, put heavy demands on tonnage space, the recommendations offering

l. Ernle, 'Food Campaign', pp.21-2.

<. Beveridge, W.H., British Tood Control, (1928), pp.l16-17,

3. Barley was .omitted in deference to the temperance movement.
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security and compulsion were ad0p£ed almost coﬁpletely in the Corn
Production Act in August. Minimum prices for wheat and cats sold wero
laid down for six years to ensure the-continued profitability of wartime
changes in land use and management, and restrictions placedlonirent
increases so that effective cultivation could be enforced without without
farmers losing the benefits of the Act. A national statutory minimum farm
wage of 25s. a week was prescribed, subject to review by an Agricultural
Wages Board, and powers were granted to enforce cultivation improveménts.
The influence of the Corn Production Act during the Great War has
often been exaggerated. The success of the Act was seen as depending
upon the level of prices. The guarantees had to be promised for a number
of years to encourage the necessary investment, but the futurec market was

difficult to predict, especially after the War. The price might be too

low to encourage production, or so high that the government would face
enormous expense in supporting a glutted market.l In the event, the

governments decision to purchase the whole of the 1917 harvest at the
Food Ccntroller's minimum contract prices, implying the intention to do

this throughout the War, circumvented the market and the guaranteed price

was effectively superseded by the contract price.2 Rising farm incomes
and the growing scarcity of skilled farm labour did as much for the
workers as statutory regulation. Finally, the Board did not use the

povers to order cultivation changes, because it preferred the wider powers

available under DoRA.

Meat Control, 1915-18

e e e

Meat supplies were also regulated in accord with the breadstuffs

policy. Early in the War meat was controlled by the Board of Trade which

1. CAB 23/1, War Cabinet Meecting, 14 Feb.1917, Minute 1.

2. Prothero thought that even if the contract system were not

renewed, the market price would never fall so low that the government

would have to spend money supporting the price. Turner, J., Lloyd George's
secretariat, (Cambridge, 1980), p.52.

il i e S———




supplied the army with most of the imported meat, and the remainder,

together with domestic supplies, passed to the civilian population
without control of retail prices. However, shortages from September 1915
produced dramatic price rises which became acute by 1917.1 After two
yvears of war the strain on shipping had become too great for the remoter
sources of supply, such as the Antipodes, which were abandoned in favour
of a growing dependence upon North American pigmeats. Thus in early 1917
the Royal Society advocated a reduction in the number of livestock to
balance the reduced éupplies of largely imported feed and to alleviate the
current meat shortage, although this would have an adverse affect on
future meat suppliles. Tpe plan received Cabinet approval but was to last
only until the autumn.

Meatipolicy discussions during 1917 centred on the question of price
control. Sales to the army were V01untafy, but there was a threat of
requiéition if supplies were not sufficient, and if a scramble between
army and civilian buyers were to be avoided, meat prices, or beef prices
at least, had to be controlled. 1In July, before leaving office, Lord
Devonport, the Minister of Food, agreed to fix maximum wholesale, and
perhaps retall prices, at levels somewhat lower than those tlhiat might

o

result from the army's scale of maximum cattle prices.” His successor,

Lord Rhondda and his aides, were aware that price control which was to be
implemented immediately, was not fecasible without control of supply, which

would take time to arrange. Also, the proposed scale for army purchases
at 77s. per live cwt. in August falling to 72s. for October to December,

was an inflated price level that'they argued had no justification in

1. Tables WW.I, L.I-II, L.V-V111, L.X-X1,

2. Hammond, R,.J.,, Food, (Official History of the Second World War,
1962), p.152,
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comparably increased production costs. It was planned to win approval
for control by an immediate drastic price reduction, which by making it -
unprofitable for farmers to continuc fattening stock might increase meat
availability. Lord Rhondda's price scale was lower than Lord Devonport's,
but after compromise with the agricultural departments the original figures
for September and October (falling to 60s, a 1iye cwt, in January), were

embodied in the Meat (Maximum Prices) order, of July 1917.1

Protests'from farmers and butchers throughout July and August were
unavailing, and from September the Ministry of Food introduced
corresponding wholesale prices and empowered the local food committees
to fix retaill prices. However, before supply control plans were ready,
heavy slaughterings occurred as a result of alarm at the price levels and
a shortage of feed. These produced a partial surplus of stock for military

needs, but gave way to some severe local scarcity by December, forcing

the Minister of Food to make the Cattle (Sales) Order, 1917 and the Sheep
(Sales) Order in January, 1918, controlling sales and abandoning the

descending price scale. The price scale failed because it was in total

- contradiction to the usual trend for prices to rise through the winter,
which compensated for higher feeding costs then and encouraged more
regular marketing of fatstock.

As a result of the shortages meat rationing appeared in February 1918
in London, served the whole country in Abril, and was made official by the
Livestock (Sales) Order in May. The Area Meat and Livestock Organization
was created to control meat supplies, and while most meat was sold live
weight, three slaughter schemes operated and scme farmer's co-operative

slaughterhouses were established. Although seasonal variations in prices,

levelled out to consumers through the Central Livestock Fund,were used to

encourage regular marketing, supply constantly fluctuated and deliveries

were made more regular only through the use of a frozen meat reserve. A

1. Ibid. pp.151-2.




11

system of uniform controlled meat prices was introduced under rationing,
regardless of the producfa grade or origin.1 Ilome production of all meats
held out until early 1818 when the massive slaughterings ianduced by this
disastrous policy left great scarcity. Imports of beef, ;eal, nutton,
lamb, and pork declined absolutely and relative to total UK supplies in

the War, and only hacon inmports increased greatly.2

Food Rationing Proposals and Production Controls, 1917-18

The need for planned food production was also emphasized in March
1917 as weaknesses 1in the supply of oats and sugar occurred, and it was
noted that the price of food, especially cheap food, had increased by
more than the cost of living.3 Devonport, was attcked for laxity in

nandling the sugar shortage and for insisting upon 'meatless days®

(enforced in catering establishments for only a month) when meat was more

plentiful than cereals, the obvious substitute, which were in short SUpply4
Food importers claimed that Devonport's price fixing policies disccuraged

them from placing orders abroad, and they might not import sufficient to

. :
feed the country. However, Devonport's proposals for contract prices

which were designed to prevent the continued rise in wheat prices

1. Ibid. pp. 151-6.

2. Tables WW.I, PB.I, L.V-VIII; Annual Statements of the Board of
Trade, 1914-19,

3. CAB 23/2, War Cabinet Meeting, 15 March 1917, Appendix II,
Prof. W.G. Adams, The Foocd Question.

4, CAB 23/2, War Cabinet Meeting, 19 March 1917, Minutes 19 and 20,

5. Turner, Lloyd Gebrge's secretariat, p.55,




as a result of shortages, were accepted by the Board and War Cabinet in

1

April as supplies were still diminishing. In May he proposed compulsory

rationing and wanted a scheme in operation by September to cope with the
| P
year following the 1917 harvest. The Cabinet, however, made no decision,

even in principle, except to conclude that parliament was not to be
informed of the state ¢of supplies and that compulsory rationing was an
evil it was hoped to avoid.3 The Committee on Compulsory Rationing
reiterated this, although Milner recommended rationing be extended to
sugar, and agreed with Devonport who wanted to ration individuals in place
of the existing geographical regulation.4 This rejection, combined with
interference from Lloyd George's secretariat, precipitated Devonport's

resignation, and he was replaced in June by Lord Rhondda.

By the 1917 harvest the major policy proposals and administrative
machinery for securing a planned expansiaﬁ of food output had been
introduced. The Board had also negotiated for the means to carry out the
nccessary changes by easing the supply of the pre-requisites of arable

husbandry. It was intended to secure improved yields from the existing

arable in 1917, and gain large-scale reclamation of grasslands by 1918,

The Agricultural Work Force

An important part of the food production programmes was the need to

provide more labour, the intensity of the labour shortage having received

1. CAB 23/2, War Cabinet Meeting, 5 April 1917, Minute 3.

2. CAB 23/2, War Cabinet Meeting, 7 May 1917, Minute 8,

3. Turner, Lloyd George's Secretariat, p.56.
4. Ibid. p.57.
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1
Cabinet attention in January 1917,  The Agricultural industry was never

"4
rﬂ

exempted from recruitment, and conscription and opportunities Ior higher =
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