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Lord Soulbury, Chairman of the Assistance Board,

speaking at the Annual Meeting of the South Wales

Council of Social Service at Cardiff today, said:

I think that it is a matter for much satisfaction, indeed thankfulness, that

in the midst of the greatest war in our history and when the whole nation is

fighting for its life, we are able to meet here to confer on the subject of social

service and to discuss ways and means of promoting the well-being of those members

of our community who, if unaided, would be the victims of need and distress.

There might have been a temptation, or at any rate an excuse, for refraining
from or diminishing such a service. Confronted with the stern necessities of this

conflict, the colossal effort and the vast expenditure directly associated with

military activities, some people might have argued that the old and the invalid,

the poor and the needy, the "useless mouths”, were in any event a drag on the

community in time of peace and that in time of war the nation could not afford to

intensify the drag by diverting to their welfare one iota of the attention which

could be given to the clamant demands of military preparation.

But in spite of our preoccupations and the terrific demands upon our resources,

we have made since this war started notable contributions to the happier life of

the least fortunate amongst us. I think in particular of the Widows’, Orphans’ and

Old Age Pensions Act, 1940, and the Determination of Needs Act, which have now

become the law of the land.

When the history of our country during the twentieth century comes to be

written, I believe that the historians will mark as its most salient feature, apart
from the appalling periods of war, the amazing growth of our social services.

Fortunately, the present century has seen a complete reversal of the

callousness and inhumanity that so much disfigured preceding decades, and today, I

trust, the vast majority of our people will feel that the material or mental

distress of even a single fellow-citizen is to that extent a reflection upon the

condition and reputation of the society to which both he and they belong.

That should be our ideal and I feel sure that we shall not allow this war to

deflect us from it.

However careful and humane the State provision may be, there are bound to be

many cases on the fringe of the law which any general enactment cannot completely
cover. There will always be a large field for voluntary endeavour and it is good

that there should be, for social service blesses not only him that receives, but

him that renders it. It would be a sad day for this country if voluntary workers

in the social field abandoned everything to the central authority.

Amongst its many temporary war lime duties the Board has, as you know, two

permanent ones imposed upon it by the State - the award and payment of (a) unem-

ployment assistance allowances and (b) supplementary old age pensions. Both these

duties lay upon the Board the obligation to meet the needs of unemployed persons

and old age pensioners in accordance with prescribed standards.

I do not propose to say much about the former, as fortunately there is relatively

little unemployment today and the number of persons in receipt of unemployment
allowances from the Board has now shrunk to less than 50,000. At the outbreak of

war it was ten times that number.
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The Board's second permanent duty, the award end payment of supplementary

pensions to old persons in need, has become a very extensive obligation. We

now have about 1,100,000 old age pensioner cases on our Register. Many of

these cases relate to husband and wife, both of whom are pensioners, so that

the total number of pensioners for whom the Board are responsible is about

1,350,000. The care and attention which they require is now the major

preoccupation of the Board.

It is not for me, as Chairman of the Board, to criticise an Act of

Parliament. I may, however, empress the hope that the Determination of Needs

Act will put to rest the long controversy about the household means test.

Save in exceptional circumstances, a man, himself without means, is no longer

obliged to look to those with whom he lives for support: on the contrary, he

is put by the Board in a position where he can make a fair contribution to the

household expenses. At the same time, it is impossible to render assistance

according to a man's needs without having regard to the circumstances in which

he is living. It would be foolish to say that the needs of an old age pensioner,
for example, who is living alone and has to bear the full burden of rent and the

expenses of heating and lighting are no greater than they would be if he or she

were sharing the general or overhead expenses with other people.

I refer to this matter because I realise that in some quarters it has

given, rise to misapprehension, and language is sometimes used which suggests
that the objection to the household means test has not been met, simply because

this distinction is drawn between those persons who are living alone and those

who are living as members of households. Such criticism arises, I suggest,
from a confusion of thought: the distinction is drawn not because one person

is regarded as having "means” or resources which the other has not, but because

as between the two cases the expenses of livelihood or, more simply, the needs

that have to be met, are obviously different.

We have also considered the position of pensioners whose condition does

not warrant a continuous medical or nursing service, but is nevertheless shaky

enough to make it, desirable that they should live under conditions where they

can receive some attention.

We have therefore decided to make it easier to set up hostels for old

people of this type who cannot obtain necessary attention in their own homes.

We have informed the National Council of Social Service that where new

hostels are set up for such cases we will bring the pensioner's income up to

30s. a week, a sum which we think will enable many voluntary organisations to

establish and maintain suitable hostels for them. It will be a condition of

our co-operation with hostel authorities that the increase in supplementary

pensions will only be granted in cases approved by the Board’s officers, such

cases being, generally speaking, where the pensioner is not ill enough for

regular medical treatment but is not so robust that he can manage for himself.

There is a further matter on which the Board has recently taken action in

carrying out the requirement that the administration of supplementary pensions

shall be conducted in such manner as may best promote the welfare of the

pensioner.

Nearly half of the pensioners on our registers, i.e. about 500,000, are

living alone, and although of course a very large number of these - probably

the great majority - have good neighbours, friends or relatives near at hand,

there may
still be a substantial fraction who are definitely lonely, feel

unregarded and uncared for, and would welcome more frequent visits and attention.

As an example I will take the position of elderly people who have removed

from districts particularly liable to air raids and are now living in billets

often a long way from their old homes.

From the very outset the Board made it clear that it would meet reasonable

storage charges for their furniture, but we found it rather hard to justify

paying their rent in two places at once, the rent of their billet and the rent

of the house or rooms which have been locked up and left. Moreover, it was

and is certainly in the public interest that no accommodation should be left

unused.



We found, however, that the sentimental attachment of the pensioners to their

homes was in many cases so strong that they were in great distress at the idea of

giving them up. They wanted to have their homes intact so that they could return

to them in calmer times, and they were saving and scraping to pay the rent. Well,

we were much moved by their unhappiness at the prospect of breaking their home

ties, and we have therefore arranged that where such feelings are genuine they shall

be respected and the supplementary pension will, where necessary, be adjusted so as

to enable the pensioner to meet the rent of the home that he has vacated.

It is the Board's policy so far as possible to enable the old people to remain

where they want to remain, that is, in their own homes. Therefore, the Board's

officers are ready, where the need exists, to make allowances for household help,

laundry, etc., and grants for special purposes such as clothing and bedding. In short,
we expect the Board’s officers to use the discretion given to them so as to ensure

that the supplementary pension meets the special circumstances of the case.
The Old People's Welfare Committees now being set up in various parts of Great

Britain might well regard the arrangement of visits to lonely old folk as an
immediate and important duty.

The reason for the visit should not, I think, be because the pensioner is

drawing a supplementary pension from the Board but because he is old and lonely. In

other words, visits should be paid simply as an expression of common human

fellowship.

There is another way in which voluntary helpers might contribute to the

pensioner's welfare, namely, by the provision of some simple entertainment or

diversion. For instance, Dr. Mallon, a member of the Board has, as warden of

Toynbee Hall, arranged a very successful Old People’s Club. It meets at frequent
intervals and at its meetings some simple form of amusement is provided, playing,

singing, whist drives, etc. These meetings establish friendships amongst the old

people and contacts with voluntary helpers which often lead to visits when desired

at the pensioners’ homes. And in the meantime they give the old people something
to look forward to.

In conclusion there are a few points I would like to stress:

The first concerns the administration of social service by Public Departments.
It is not, only what they do but how they do it that matters. A correct decision

may easily be vitiated by the brusque and tactless application of it. A stiff,

wooden, mechanical system, with accurately devised rules and regulations, can grind
out arithmetically accurate benefits. But the recipients of benefit are not machines.

They are living, sensitive human beings, and the system will break down unless it

be constantly lubricated with kindness and sympathy - and, I would add, with

promptness.

A conference which, like this, is concerned with the well-being of society

must always be studying the problem of how to combine two principles - (i) the

principle of the collective responsibility of society for every one of its members;

(ii) the principle of the personal and individual responsibility of every member of

society for using the opportunities given to him for working out his own salvation.

Upon these two principles is, I think, founded the whole practice of the

Christian faith.

The second principle involves the provision of opportunity, a good start in

life for all, health of body, health of mind, and physical, mental and moral

education. By those means, if fully developed, we could remove many of the causes

of social suffering, but we have no time to discuss them now.

Meanwhile, let us do our utmost to make it known and felt by our whole

community that if one member of it suffers, all the members suffer with him. By so

doing we shall all of us realise the truth of the words of the Roman writer some

eighteen hundred years ago: "God is the helping of man by man".

ASSISTANCE BOARD
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