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Why did the government try to improve the nation’s health after 1900?

At the end of the 19th century and early 20th century, Britain fought a war in South Africa, the Boer War. The war highlighted how unhealthy the men were, who went to fight the war. This prompted the government to act and improve Britain’s health.

The Boer War
Volunteers for this war illustrated to army officials how unfit British people were. 40 out of every 100 men that signed up for this war were unfit to be soldiers. As a result several different reports were produced to look into the matter.

Booth and Rowntree Reports
Charles Booth made a report in the early 1900s that found that around 30% of Londoners were so poor that they did not have enough money to eat properly despite having full-time jobs. He demonstrated that there was a link between poverty and a high death rate. 

Then in York Rowntree’s report found that 28% of people did not have the minimum amount of money to live at some point in their life. This caused the British government to become worried that a decline in the British workforce, due to poor conditions, could lead to a decline in Britain being an industrial power, especially as Germany were now challenging Britain as Europe’s leading industrial power. 

These reports and the Boer War highlighted the poverty and poor health of Britain. This was at a time when a laissez faire approach was now a thing of the past and that governments should now look after the people. Many from the Liberal Party (Including Lloyd George and Churchill) wanted the government to act. With Labour now becoming a popular party, the Liberals needed to act fast to stop people voting for Labour.




The Liberal Social reforms
1. School meals
[image: Image result for 1907 impact of free school meals graph]
This graph from 1907, shows the impact of free school meals. It charts the weight gained (and lost) by children. 






Bradford was the first city to introduce free school meals. This was at a time when the average poor child was 9cm shorter than a rich child. 


	Monday
	Tomato soup current roly-poly pudding

	Tuesday
	Meat pudding and rice pudding

	 Wednesday
	Yorkshire pudding, gravy, peas and rice pudding and sultanas.

	Thursday
	Vegetable soup and current pastry.

	Friday
	Stewed fish, parsley sauce, peas, mashed potato and blancmange. 



In 1906 the School Meals Act was passed. It allowed local councils to provide school meals, with poor children getting a free meal. By 1914 over 158,000 children were having a free meal every day. However, a lack of food was not the only problem.

2. Children’s health
In 1907 the government told all councils that they should provide a school medical service. At first, doctors examined and then the parents paid for the treatment. When lots of parents failed to pay for the treatment, the government paid for school clinics to be set up with free treatment. It was also now a criminal offence for parents to neglect their children. Special schools were also set up to teach young women about the benefits of breastfeeding, hygiene and childcare. 

3. Poverty and housing
Other forms of society were then targeted. A National Insurance Act introduced the unemployment benefit (“The dole”), free medical treatment and sickness pay. Old age pensions were introduced and Britain’s first job centres were built. Over the next 30 years other reforms were made. The building of back-to-back houses were banned, health visitors, clinics for pregnant women and day nurseries were introduced. The last initiatives were the building of council houses and the clearing away of disease ridden slums.
How did public health improve in the 21st century?

Welfare State= System by which the government looks after the well-being of the nation, particularly those who cannot help themselves, such as the old, children, the sick and the unemployed. The state aims are to ensure that nobody goes without food, shelter, clothing, medical care, education or any other basic need.

Before the introduction of a welfare state, poor and vulnerable people ended up in a workhouse. These were large, cold and intimidating places where people had to work long hours in poor conditions for their food and accommodation. After the Boer War, Booth and Rowntree Reports, the government did decide to take some action. Free School Meals, old-age pensions, unemployment benefits and medical check-ups were all introduced. However, after both World Wars things improved even further. 

Impact of the wars
As many people suffered in Britain during the war due to food shortages and bombing campaigns, the people felt they deserved some changes for the pain they had suffered, both at home and abroad fighting. Even middle class people who lived in the countryside were shocked by the state of the evacuees which arrived to be in their care. 

The Beveridge Report
[image: ]In 1942 Sir William Beveridge wrote a report which said that all the people of Britain had a right to be free of the “five giants” which could ruin their lives.
· Disease
· Want (need) 
· Ignorance
· Idleness
· Squalor (poor living conditions)
The report suggested ways to improve the quality of life, and said that the government should “take charge of social security from the cradle to the grave.” This report sold 100,000 copies in its first month of publication, again highlighting the people’s demand that change was required. 


As the Second World War ended, an election was to take place in who would run the country after the war. Winston Churchill, leader of the Conservatives, would not make a promise to introduce a welfare state, however, the Labour Party did. As a result Churchill lost power and the Labour Party won the election easily.

The welfare state
The new PM, Clement Atlee, kept its promise and put many of Beveridge’s suggestions into practice:
· The NHS was set up in 1948 to provide free healthcare for everyone. Doctors, dentists and opticians were free to everyone who wanted it.
· A weekly family allowance was introduced to help with childcare costs.
· Benefits were introduced for the very poor.
· The school leaving age was increased to 15.
· Old back-to-back houses in the slums were pulled down and new council houses were built.

The NHS
Aneurin Bevan was the minister of health and responsible for introducing the NHS. Up until 1948 around 8 million people had never seen a doctor, mainly as they could not afford to. Now everyone could get free medical treatment and medicine. Life expectancy for women rose from 66 to 83 and for men from 64 to 79.

[image: Image result for cost of the NHS]Cost of the NHS
All workers had to pay for the NHS through their taxes. However, over the years the cost of the NHS has skyrocketed. This is why today not all aspects of the NHS are free. Working people today now have to pay for prescriptions and dental treatment. However, if people cannot afford such services then the state will help out. For example, physiotherapy, asthma clinics and cancer screening can all be accessed, even if the patient cannot afford the cost. 


	The impact of social reforms on public health
Gradually during the 20th century infant mortality rates began to drop. A further boost in the 1940s was the introduction of the NHS (Nation al Health Service). As a result, today healthcare for a child begins before it is born. A pregnant woman will get free treatment and advice at antenatal clinics, and all hospital care and nursing are free. When the baby is born it receives cheap milk, food and vitamins. A free education, cheap (or free) school meals, dental treatment and eye care. If the child has a need, it will attend a special school, for example if they are blind or death, they will attend a special school free of charge. Today the infant mortality rate is less than 5 in every 1000 babies born. 





Healthcare in the 21st Century

The NHS is rarely out of the news, mainly due to its problems, with things like waiting lists and times. The main problem is money. Modern drugs are very expensive and modern medicine means that people are living longer, so there are more elderly than before, and it’s the older people that tend to use the NHS services.

Despite problems the quest to improve healthcare still continues. Healthy eating campaigns, banning tobacco advertisements and introducing a smoking ban in public are all part of these measures. Initiatives like checking for early signs of cancer, understanding how to spot a stroke victim and trying to encourage people to eat five portions of fruit and vegetables a day have all been tried. The government has even introduced a “sugar tax,” which has made high sugar products more expensive, particularly fizzy drinks.  
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