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The Case for
Railway Nationalisation

CHAPTER 1
GENERAL ARGUMENT

For some years past a number of people have
pointed out that the incompetent and amateur
way in which the railroads of the United Kingdom
were run was becoming a mensece to the national
welfare, and that the whole fabric of railway
finance was becoming so top heavy that its collapse
was mercly u question of time; and the only
remedy that these observers could see was that
the State should take over, consolidate, and
operate as one great undertaking the entire rail-
way system of the country, as it already does
with the Post Office and allicd services. There
was nothing very startling in this suggestion, for
most other countries, including our own domin-
ions and dependencies, have pursued this course,
nnd, as is made apparent in a subscquent chapter,
the principle of State ownership and operation
of railways is fast pgaining ground all over the
world: and whilst those countries which have
nationalised their railway system show no signs
of reverting to company ownership and manage-
ment, every country which has, for one reason
or another, nationalised a portion of its railway
system, rapidly proeceds to nationalise further
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rtions of the system. The avernge DBritisher,
untravelled and  uninformed  with regard to
econcmies generally, has in the past paid little
attention to these warnings, and the subject of
railway nationalisation appesred unlikely to
assume a more practical shape than to be a
suitable theme for discussion in local debating
socicties.  Within the lest year or two, however,
the public attitude has undergone a violent trans-
formation, and the whole subject of the State
ownership and management of our railways has
left the academie stare and entered the realm ol
prectical polities. There 1s nothing strange in
this; the results of ecconomic forees, which to
the eyes of the observant have long appeared
inevitable, burst upon the erowd with dramatie
suddenness, as though they were the outecome of
unforeseen and adventitious circumstances.

Whoever stops to think out the position of our
railways will find that they give rise to a pro-
nounced conflick of interests between different
scctions of the community., There are the owners
of the railways—the sharcholders—whe naturally
enough desire to receive the highest possible
reventic on their investments, and who are dis-
satisfied, for during the last decade they have
witnessed an enormous depreciation in the valoe
of their stock, and during o period of great trade
activity are reeciving somewhat meagre divi-
dends. There is the great army of railway
workers, some six hundred thousand strong,
most of whom are quite inadequately paid, many
of them indeed receiving nothing better than
starvation wages. These workers, whose oceupa-
tion is & danperous one, desire to secure higher
wages, shorter working periods, and safer condi-
tions of work, Lhis last a point which is often
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overlooked by the general public. Then there is
that important section of the eommunity, which
may be grouped under the heading ol frad rs.
This includes the large manufacturers who have
to receive large quantities of raw materials and
forward large quantities of manulactured goods,
the tens of thousands of wholcsalers and re-
tailers throughout the country, and nagrienl-
turists, to all of whom the amount they have to
pay for the carmage ol their materials, manu-
factures, and products is of the utmost impor-
tance. Itis in the interests of Lhis large section of
the nation that the charges for the transport of
goods and commodities should be as low as
possible. Then comes the general public, which is
affected direetly as passengers and indirectly as
consumers of goods and commodities that have
to pay carringe. [t is in the interests of this seetion
of Lthe community that passenger fares and goods
rates should be low.

At first sight it appears wellnigh impossible
to reconcile such divergent interests, for if share-
holders are to receive high dividends, greater
profits must be earned, and the most direct
method of earning greater profits is not to
increase the wages of railway workers, to expend
large sums on safety applinnees, to reduce the
hours of labour, and to lower goods rates and
passenger fares. The same argument applies
to each of the sections of the community referrod
to, and it would seem as though one section
could only benefit at the expense of another. 1f,
however, the situation be carefully examined, it
will be seen that while it may be impossible to
find any means whereby all these divergent in-
terests could be fully reconeiled, yet there is, ns
it were, a least common multiple whereby this



