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It may fairly be said without boasting that the Industrial Conciliation and Arbitration Act of New
Zealand has drawn the attention of the civilised world to the progressive legislation of this colony.
The very large number of inquiries made of the Labour Department by people in Europe and America,
combined with the extensive literature relating to the subject of our laws recently published abroad
(particularly in the United States), are proofs of how widely the subject engages the attention of persons
occupied in the study or administration of socio-political matters. It therefore would be little short
of a world-wide calamity should anything cause false inferences to be drawn from the effects or results
of institutions working under any but fair and impartial conditions. The New Zealand Arbitration
Act is not working under such conditions, nor is its beneficent power available to the full in the cause
of public utility. The work of the Court is being neutralised by malignant collateral action. It is
in the position of a single regiment or division of an army sent far into the enemy’s country without
reserves or supports. Or, to use a still closer metaphor, it is like a fair edifice the foundations of which
are being destroyed by cunning miners working from every side.

The general effect of the Act has been to benefit the whole community by insuring to the employer
. stability of business and output, to the worker higher wages and shorter hours, to the general public

that continuity of trade and business which was formerly too often dislocated by the mischievous waste
of strike and lockout. These results have been of high advantage to the whole colony, as the great
prosperity shown by every indication of the economic barometer denotes. Such effects are, however,
rapidly becoming neutralised, and soon only the empty shell of an apparent prosperity will be left us
if the unbridled covetousness of a few be not regulated and checked. Some of the necessaries of life
cost more than in former years; their price is rapidly advancing, and this out of all proportion to the
rise in wages of producers. Of course, the rise in wages given by the Arbitration Court to certain classes of
workers is asserted by some to be the reason for the increased cost of articles and services, but this
argument runs in a vicious circle, for it is the increased cost of necessaries which has caused the con-
cession of higher wages. There has been no fair ratio between the rise in wages and the rise in prices.
The fact is that there is a third hand in the game besides the employer and employee, and it is this
third man—the non-producing ground-landlord of city and suburban property—who alone will rise a
winner in the end.

The chief devourer of the wages of the worker and of the profits of the employer is excessive rent.
That an equitable payment for the use of land and dwellings should be made to their owners is, under
the present constitution of society, proper and desirable; but a greedy rack-renting system, which
transfers gradually almost the whole earnings of the industrial and commt_arcial classes to the pockets
of the non-producer, is indefensible. It partakes of three characters: it 1s unauthorised taxation
by private persons, it is a tribute to a congueror, and ransom of a captive. In Wellington the rents
have not only increased during the last ten years, but they have acquired an utter disproportion to
earnings. It is difficult for a clerk or foreman at £250 a year to get a decent house near the city under
£1 10s. a week, which means about one-third of his income. A labourer earning (taking wet days,
illness, &c.) on an average £1 10s. a week must pay at least 10s. to 12s. a week for a house ; he, too,
* finds that a roof over his head costs one-third of his income. This may be accepted as a general rule
in the capital city—viz., one-third of the income goes to the landlord. The shopkeeper who by his
industry and capability improves his business enhances the value of his holding, and discovers as soon
as his short lease expires that if he wishes renewal he must sacrifice the profits of his business. In
a certain southern city there is a striking instance of this process. A small piece of land, now in the
centre of the town, was bought many years ago (almost by chance) for a person living in England, who
paid £50 for it. That person has drawn £800 a year from it for twenty years, and now receives £2,000
a year therefrom. The tribute levied on the struggling colonists of New Zealand by this absentee
would, if capitalised, * stagger humanity.” It represents no honest profit on investment,



	Author
	Advertisements
	Illustrations
	Tables

