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Pollution and the protection of inland

fisheries in inter-war Britain

JOHN SHEAIL

Introduction

The publication of a World Conservation Strategy and the report of the
World Commission on Environment and Development (the Brundtland re
port) of 1987 represent the most recent, global stage in a long history of
debate as to the best ways of safeguarding the natural environment. I In
Britain at least, the inter-war years can be regarded as an important period
in the perception, understanding and management of what would be today
called environmental issues.

By taking the thin 'time-slice' of the 1920S, the paper will provide insights
into how Ministers and their expert advisers came to perceive and tackle the
problems of river pollution within the opportunities and constraints of the
necessarily bureaucratic organization of Government. It will look in turn at
the methods adopted to secure improvements to the watercourses, and
thereby fisheries, through a combination of legislation and appeals for the
collaboration of industry. It highlights the importance given to survey,
monitoring and research. The paper concludes by focusing on the debate as
to whether further regulations could be imposed, say through a central rivers
authority, before research had identified more practical ways of mitigating,
if not eliminating, the impact of pollution.

Background

Out of the proliferation of new government activities in tackling social evils
in the nineteenth century, MacDonagh put forward a model, made up of five
stages. The first occurred when an 'intolerable' evil was exposed. The in
stinctive reaction was invariably to legislate, but close account had to be
taken of the political influence of those who had a vested interest in such
'evils'. Various forces of inertia also had to be overcome. The result was a
compromise in the form of permissive and enabling legislation. As it became

I International Union for the Conservation of Nature, World conservation strategy, Geneva,
1981; World Commission on Environment and Development, Our common future, Oxford,
1987.
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clear that this was not enough, a second stage was reached, in which a body
of professionally qualified persons was appointed to act as experts or inspec
tors to execute the will of parliament. They in turn pressed for further
legislation, and for a 'superintending' body to oversee it. As it became clear
that this third stage still did not go far enough, MacDonagh discerned a
fourth stage, in which the search for instant solutions gave way to a more
dynamic concept. It was recognized that there would always be a need for
a body of expertise to remedy and tackle the ever-changing manifestations of
the problem. Initiatives might have to be taken in areas of government not
previously contemplated. Finally, a fifth stage might be reached, in which
the executive officers secured even wider powers of administrative discre
tion, so as to enable the findings of survey and research to be used to
prevent, rather than merely cure, the evils they confronted. 2

How relevant is the model in comprehending the action taken to protect
inland fisheries from pollution in the 1920S ? For the decision-makers of that
period, it was clear that the freshwater fisheries of England and Wales were
wasting resources. Whilst potentially the most productive in Europe, even
the most highly prized game-fish rivers had undergone a decline since at
least the late nineteenth century. The most productive years for the river
Tyne was the period I 878-8 2, when an average of 55°,000 lb. weight of
salmon was obtained per annum. Since these were the first years for which
records were kept, it was impossible to tell how far they represented the
capacity of the river. The decline was thereafter relatively regular to an
average level of 80,000 lb. weight in the years 19I8-23)

The first three stages of MacDonagh's model failed to prevent fish stocks
being depleted at a faster rate than could be made good by Nature. Sustained
agitation in the mid-nineteenth century had led to the appointment of a
Royal Commission. Its recommendations, based on the principles of a
closed season, the free ascent of salmon, and prevention of pollution, were
implemented in the Salmon Act of I86I, which also included provisions for
the appointment of inspectors. The latter played a key role in stimulating
moves to introduce a further Act of I 865, which, in turn, set up locally
elected boards of conservators over fishery districts that comprised complete
watersheds. The inspectorate was incorporated successively in the Home
Office, Board of Trade and, from I903, in the newly formed Fisheries De
partment of the Board of Agric,;!ture (which became the Ministry of Agri
culture and Fisheries in I9I9). Historians have characterized the Board's
approach as one of caution and empiricism, imbued with the accumulated
wisdom of 'secretarial common sense'.4

, O. MacDonagh, 'The nineteenth-century revolution in government: A reappraisal', His
torical journal (1958) I, pp. 52-67.

) Public Record Office (PRO), MAF 41, pp. 30 and 303.
4 R. M. Macleod, 'Government and resource conservation: The Salmon Acts Administra-
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The Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Act, [923

How far did the post-war years offer the chance of a new beginning? The
rampant pollution of the war years, and stimulus of post-war reconstruction,
led to renewed calls for the restoration of streams and rivers 'as suitable
habitats for flourishing aquatic communities'. The Fisheries Minister, Lord
Ancaster, spoke of how the Government did not accept polluted rivers as an
inevitable consequence of a great industrial nation. His most senior official
was the Fisheries Secretary, Henry G. Maurice, who wrote in November
1924, of how the epithet 'moral' might be applied in a double sense. The
conversion of rivers into sewers had a directly demoralising influence on
those who lived on their banks. Secondly, the recreations of angling, boating
and rowing, which could be found on clear rivers, were among the healthiest
obtainable, and, in Maurice's words, 'calculated to act as an antidote to a
good deal of the brooding discontent which makes for industrial unrest'.
Among the keenest supporters of the Ministry's anti-pollution work were
members ofWorking Men's Anglers' Associations, numbering some 600,000

at least.5
The question was not whether, but how, pollution should be curbed, if

not eliminated. The difficulties of securing a conviction for gross damage to
fisheries were legendary. Under the Salmon Act of 1861, it was an offence to
discharge liquid or solid matter into a river to such an extent as to kill fish.
This provision had, however, become more or less a dead letter owing to the
fact that proof had to be given that the substance discharged had actually
killed the fish. Furthermore, no penalty could be imposed if the defendant
could prove a right to use the river for the discharge ofwaste, or had adopted
'the best practicable means within a reasonable cost to render the substances
harmless'. The position was further complicated by the right of the defend
ant to have the question of ' the best practicable means' referred to the High
Court and tried by a jury. The law and procedures were so complex and
costly as to deter Boards of Conservators from commencing proceedings.6

In February 1923, the Cabinet approved a Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries
tion, 186o-I896',joumal of British studies (1967) 7, pp. 114-50; P. Bartrip, 'Food for the body
and food for the mind: The regulation of freshwater fisheries in the I870S', Victorian Studies
(1985) 28, pp. 285-304. Analogies may be drawn with the approach of Ministers, officials and
'experts' in the Local Government Board, which, also in 1919, became the Ministry of Health.

5 PRO, MAF 41,299. Lord Ancaster was member of parliament for the Horncastle division
of Lincolnshire, before succeeding to the earldom in 19 Io. He became chairman of the Rutland
County Council in t922. He gave his recreations as hunting and shooting. Maurice was called
to the bar in 1904, and joined the Fisheries Department in 1912. His pastimes were identified
as fishing and natural history. His friendly manner, and considerable abilities as a speaker and
chairman played a crucial part in developing 'a community of expertise' in the Department (G.
S. Cansdale, 'Obituary: Henry Gascoyen Maurice', Oryx (1950) I, pp. 5Q-52)'

6 PRO, MAF 41, 30.
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Bill, intended to codify 19 previous measures and introduce new powers to
tackle inter alia pollution. Clause 8 made it an offence to discharge into any
water such matter as would 'make the water poisonous or injurious to fish
or the spawning grounds, spawn or food of fish'. An offence was committed
even if the fish survived. As a concession to industrial interests, it would be
a defence for those continuing a manufacturing process at the passing of the
Bill to plead that they had used 'the best practicable means within a reason
able cost to prevent such matter doing injury to fish, or the spawning
ground, spawn or food of fish'. Even in these instances, however, a major
advance would have been made. The defendant would have to prove that
there were 'no possible means of disposing of it otherwise than by discharge
into the river'. As an explanatory memorandum remarked, the Bill had
struck 'a fair middle course' between the interests involved. Almost all
fishermen recognized that manufacturing interests were of paramount im
portance?

The voluntary approach

If the third stage of MacDonagh's model had been attained, in terms of
legislation, the position was far less clear in terms of the status and scope of
'the superintending body'. As the Ministry emphasized on many occasions,
its powers remained severely circumscribed. In his contribution to a volume
on the work of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, published in 1927,
Maurice described how the functions of the Fisheries Department might be
summed up in two words - intelligence and advocacy. Its role was to
educate and, more particularly, to conserve existing stocks of fish by
strengthening the hand of local interests with help and advice. It could not
prosecute for offences. That was the responsibility of the Boards of Conser
vators and private vested interests. The Ministry could only help the former
by providing 'scientific information and skilled advice'.8

Following a conference convened by the Salmon and Trout Association,
a deputation met the Minister of Agriculture. The conference, attended by a
wide variety of interests, had passed unanimously a resolution calling for the
appointment of an executive committee to tackle 'the deplorable position of
the fisheries in relation to river pollution'. It should consist of representa
tives of the Salmon, Trout and Coarse Fishing Interests and Federation of

7 PRO, MAF 41, 40 and 299. Salmon and Freshwaler Fisheries ACI, 1923, 13 & 14 George
V, c. 16. The requirement to adopt only 'the best practicable means' was a feature of all
legislation to control air pollution (E. Ashby and M. Anderson, The Politics of clean air,
Oxford, 1981).

8 H. G. Maurice, 'The Fisheries Department', in F. L. C. Floud, ed., The Ministry of Agri
culture and Fisheries, London, 1927, pp. 273-99. Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries Standing
Committee on Rivers Pollution (MAF SCORP), River pollution and fisheries, London, 1924;
MAF SCORP, River pollution and fisheries, London, 1930.
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British Industries (FBI). The Minister of Agriculture suggested to the depu
tation that a small advisory committee might be set up. As the Association's
representative, Reginald Beddington, recalled later, there was considerable
concern on the part of the deputation that this might be a ploy to side-track
the issue. There was, however, no practicable alternative but to give 'the
proposed expedient a trial'. A Standing Committee on Rivers Pollution
(SCaRP) was appointed, under the chairmanship of Lord Ancaster
(Maurice took the chair after Ancaster left office in 1924).9

On the premise that parliament would not agree to any strengthening of
its statutory powers, the Fisheries Department was forced to make a virtue
out of political necessity. Lord Ancaster assured a meeting of local authori
ties in the Trent watershed in April 1923 that the stirring of public opinion
was of much greater importance than statutory controls. The Ministry be
lieved more could be achieved through the goodwill and assistance of indus
try and a sense of local responsibility. IQ

However great their scepticism as to the motives of the Ministry, the
Salmon and Trout Association could hardly resist the appointment of an
advisory committee that developed the concept of collaboration with the
FBI and support for local Boards of Conservators. Furthermore, as an edi
torial in the Association's Salmon and Trout Magazine pointed out, there
was need for more information before any sound executive policy could be
implemented. The earlier Royal Commissions had focused largely on the
chemical aspects of pollution and its regulation. There was urgent need for
the biologist to supplement the work of the chemist. The engineer would
have to apply

the results in the practical form of appliances workable upon a sound
economic basis before the full benefits of the knowledge obtained can be
available.

The biological aspect was particularly important - fish were unfortu
nately more sensitive than chemical tests. It would be the business of the
SCORP to devise the biological methods required to test the soundness of
the inferences made by the chemist as to the effects of polluting substances
on the health of watercourses. 1 1

From the Ministry's perspective, the SCaRP would enable the Fisheries
Department to provide a vastly improved 'intelligence' service. It would be
composed of leading figures in the relevant voluntary and professional bod
ies. As Maurice noted, the Committee would gather 'such a volume of direct
evidence of actual and injurious pollution', through local interests and
agents, as would greatly 'strengthen the position of those who seek to have

9 Salmon and trout magazine (1921) 26, pp. 167-70 and 177-91, and (1922) 27, pp. 255-8.
10 PRO, MAF 41,3°2. 11 Salmon and trout magazine (1921) 26, 167-7°.
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the pollution question seriously tackled, by legislation or otherwise. 12 As
early as October 1922, a press notice recounted how the two conflicting
interests could be reconciled 'by pointing out to manufacturers suitable
means of disposing of their waste products without unduly hampering
trade'. Wyken Slough, a lake near Coventry, had been 'denuded of all forms
oflife' in the summer of 1921. The loss was attributed to drainage from the
adjacent chemical dump of a Courtauld's factory. Whilst disclaiming all
responsibility, the company had installed special treatment tanks, following
representations made through the FBI. 13

It was much harder to know how to react to cases of blatant obstruction.
Despite written assurances from the South Durham Steel Works Company
that spent acid effiuent was collected and sold, enquiries in the spring of 1925

showed that it was discharged by a recently constructed drain to a field,
from whence it found its way into the Tees. As Lord Gainford (the chairman
of a Tees Joint Committee of manufacturing and fisheries interests) pointed
out, the greatest difficulty was that even those manufacturers, genuinely
anxious to help limit pollution, resented any publicity or formal communi
cations that appeared critical of industry's practices. A fine sense of judge
ment was required as to when and how the SCORP might intervene. As
Lord Gainford discovered, later the same year, a more conciliatory spirit was
becoming evident on the Tyne. He believed manufacturers had at last come
to recognize that their effiuents had practically destroyed the salmon of the
river Tyne. All the descending smolts had been killed, and spawning fish
were unable to enter the river. Next to nothing had been caught. 14

It was not long before signs appeared of the fisheries question entering
MacDonagh's fourth stage, namely of the SCORP widening its investiga
tions to cover not only industrial, but sewage, pollution. Whilst co-opera
tion from industry would eliminate the most harmful effiuents (and there
were some signs of this happening), there would be little benefit to fisheries
if sewage continued to pour into the river. The principal effect would be 'to

save the fish from being poisoned so as to exterminate them by suffocation'.
The experience of the Tyne estuary was instructive. The impact ofsewage on
the river increased as the population ofTyneside grew, and outlying districts
were empowered to discharge their sewage into the tidal waters. In the
course of travelling over long distances in enclosed pipes, the sewage had
already undergone some putrefaction, and would therefore absorb dissolved
oxygen much more quickly than fresh sewage at the same temperature, when
released into the river.

" PRO, MAF 41,299. [J PRO, MAF 41,302. [4 PRO, MAF 41,303.
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Survey, monitoring and research

Whatever the positive merits of a voluntary approach, there was a very
practical reason why resort to the law was eschewed. As was pointed out
when a local Fishery Board pressed for the prosecution of the Luckett Mines
in Cornwall, the defendants would have no case to answer until the requisite
scientific and topographical data were collected. As Macleod has remarked,
in a review of Government and the deploymen~ofexpertise at the turn of the
century, legislation and administration could only proceed as fast as the
knowledge on which action was based. The closer an issue was to the limits
of accepted knowledge, the greater might be the divergence of professional
opinion. '5

Maurice hoped the experience gained by the SCaRP in monitoring the
state of a selection of rivers could be used to set up subcommittees for every
watercourse, so that over time each could be classified, according to its actual
or potential value for fishing, and ways in which its condition might be
maintained or improved. 16 The local response varied. The surveys carried
out on the river Wharfe by Leeds University were a good example of well
directed local effort. There was no obvious body to 'fight the battles' of the
Bedfordshire Ouse. Local authorities might fail to respond to even the most
personal overtures made by Ministers. At a meeting of authorities in the
Trent watershed, addressed by Lord Ancaster in April I923, many councils
asserted that they were quite capable of looking after their respective part of
the river without the intervention of a joint committee. The most that could
be achieved was a one-day survey to identify the worst forms of pollution,
provided it cost nothing to the authorities. Officials in the Fisheries Depart
ment took consolation from the fact that the mere prospect of such a survey
caused some sanitary authorities to take steps to improve the quality of their
discharges. '7

As Maurice reaffirmed in May I928, the object of the surveys and moni
toring was to collect such a volume of evidence of pollution as would per
suade or coerce polluters to take remedial steps. By the end of I926, the first
hundred surveys had been completed by the chemist on the Department's
staff, Dr E. C. Jee, who had been seconded to the SCaRP as its Technical
Adviser. He was usually assisted by local personnel. Two types of water
course were surveyed, namely those where pollution was suspected, and
those previously surveyed so as to assess whether there had been any im
provement. IS

'5 PRO, MAF 41, 3°2; R. Macleod, ed., Government and expertise: Specialists, administra
tors and professionals, [860-[9[9, Cambridge, '988, pp. 1-24.

,6 MAF, SCaRP, River pollution and fisheries. London, (925; MAF SCaRP, River pollu
tion and fisheries, London, 1926.

17 PRO, MAF 41,3°2. ,S PRO, MAF 41,313.
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Valuable experience of the rewards and constraints of these types of sur
vey was gained on the rivers of south Wales and Monmouth, carried out at
the instigation of the South Wales and Monmouth Federation of Angling
Sports. Using as a baseline the data collected for the Royal Commission on
Sewage Disposal in August 1904 on the river Usk, sampling at two points in
August 1922 indicated an improvement in terms of levels of dissolved oxy
gen. Over the next six years, four lines of investigation were pursued in
collaboration with the Medical Officer of Health, and with a grant from the
Corporation of Newport. Intensive sampling of the subsurface and mid
stream water was carried out from Newport Bridge at hourly intervals over
a tidal cycle in March 1923. Weekly observations were made about the same
time each day of the week (except Sunday). Owing to the possibility of the
results being affected by small bodies of polluted water, the results were
presented as monthly means. Five such series were collected - March, July
and October 1923, July 1924 and July 1928. The results suggested that,
whilst parts of the estuary might occasionally relapse into an unsatisfactory
state, as measured by the extent of de-oxygenation of the water and/or its
putrescibility, such a condition did not appear to persist long enough to
constitute a definite menace to the fisheries. 19

As the Fisheries Department discovered, it was one thing to appoint an
advisory committee, but another to find the resources to collect the neces
sary field data, especially biological information. As well as Jee, two further
officers, a biologist and further chemist, were seconded to the SCORP. They
were based at the Fisheries Experimental Station at Alresford in Hampshire.
The station, the first of its kind in Britain, was acquired by the Department
in April 1922, initially to carry out practical studies on the impact of the
washings from newly tarred roads on stream life. It soon began to undertake
research on other forms of pollution. A backlog of surveys and reports
quickly built Up.20

The Director of Fisheries Research, Dr E. C. Russell, refused to allocate
more staff at the expense of other branches. Whilst the earlier undertaking
given to the Treasury that the Standing Committee would cost nothing
remained substantially true, the Department was in fact 'robbing the Peter of
the sea fisheries to pay Paul of the inland fisheries'. At Russell's instigation,
a Scientific Advisory Committee was appointed to identify the most cost
effective way of drawing up an inventory of all the larger and more polluted
rivers. At its second meeting, the Committee approved a two-fold approach.
The rapid chemical surveys of the most obviously polluted rivers should
continue. They were important in assessing the extent of pollution, and had
a great propaganda value. Turning to the more general studies, there was

19 PRO, MAF 209, 923.
"0 PRO, MAF 41, 300; J. Sheail, 'Road surfacing and the threat to inland Frsheries',Journal

of transport history (1991) 12, pp. 135-47.
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need for ecological research, focused on the balance of all the different forms
of life under particular environmental conditions. Both observational and
experimental studies were required. The Treasury approved in 1925 the
recommendation that a further two assistant naturalists should be appointed,
as well as an additional post in the Laboratory of the Government Chemist
to carry out detailed chemical analyses. 2I

It proved unexpectedly difficult to find a river affected by a 'simple'
source of sewage pollution, suitable for developing methods for biological
survey. Whilst the river Lark in Suffolk was eventually chosen, in the vicin
ity of the sewage outlet from Bury St Edmunds, it was soon discovered that
conditions were greatly affected by the beet-sugar factory, four miles up
stream. The Scientific Advisory Committee nevertheless regarded the report
of R. W. Butcher and F. T. K. Pentelow, of the Alresford Station, as a fine
example of broadly-based investigations. As well as describing the conse
quences of the reduction in dissolved oxygen, the authors had drawn atten
tion to the losses of different forms of plant and animal life. There was need
for ecological research on the mechanism by which the river life might be
restored, if pollution stopped. 22

Whilst the Alresford station proved to be a 'blind alley' in the sense that
it was poorly located and under-resourced, it gave further prominence to the
need for such stations, that combined laboratory and field facilities for re
search in both freshwater and terrestrial ecology. It was a model for the
establishment of the Freshwater Biological Association at Windermere, es
tablished by a consortium of learned and professional bodies for research
and teaching purposes in 1929.23

The concept of a central authority

As each river was surveyed, or resurveyed, members of the SCaRP posed
the question, with increasing stridency, 'What are you going to do ?' In June
1926, the South-Western Rivers Subcommittee wrote to the Standing Com
mittee, protesting that, despite the valuable diagnostic work done, there was
still no prospect of effective action being taken. The Medical Officer of
Health, who had played a crucial part in monitoring the Usk, threatened to
withdraw his help unless there was some evidence of remedial action being
taken. 24

21 PRO, MAF 41,3 12.

12 R. W. BUlcher, F. T. K. PenteJow and J. W. A. Woodley, 'An investigation of the river
Lark and the effect of beet sugar pollution', Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, Fishery
investigations series, I, Vol. III (1930).

2) J. Sheail, Seventy-five years in ecology: the British Ecological Society, Oxford, 1987, p. 1°5.
For the microbiological aspects, see K. Vemon, 'Pus, sewage, beer, and milk; Microbiology in
Britain, 1870-1940'. History of science (1990) 28, pp. 289-325.

24 PRO, MAF 41, 303 & 209, 923.
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Maurice could hold out little promise of immediate action to secure what
was, in effect, that other component of MacDonagh's third stage, a superin
tending central body. Speaking from the chair at a meeting of the SCORP,
his reply fell into two parts. Neither the Ministry, nor indeed the Ministry
of Health, could prevent or cure pollution single-handed. It called for a
much broader Government initiative. Secondly, whilst major advances had
been made under the aegis of the SCORP in identifying the incidence and
severity of different forms of pollution in watercourses, any permanent
remedy had to be founded on a knowledge of how that pollution might be
prevented in the first place. This would require experiments at the labora
tory and works scale. As Maurice observed, manufacturers should be carry
ing out the necessary research. They were, however, too heavily
handicapped by the depression. Since successive Governments had encour
aged the growth of what amounted to vested interests in pollution, he per
sonally believed the Government should be prepared to shoulder the burden
of finding a cure. l5

At Maurice's instigation, the Minister of Agriculture and Fisheries took
the chair at the next meeting of the Standing Committee, in July 1926, from
which he stressed how the first important step was to show polluters the
way to remedy the damage caused to fisheries without incurring excessive
expense. No one could advocate a campaign of river-cleansing if it meant
throwing workers out of employment and closing down works. Whilst none
disagreed, several members of the Committee doubted whether there would
be the necessary determination and resources for research if it was ap
proached from the fisheries standpoint alone. The initiative had to be broad
ened to take account, for example, of the health and amenity aspects of
rivers. Some kind of authority was needed, that would have 'supreme con
trol over all inland waters'. The Minister was told of how the Salmon and
Trout Association, and the British Waterworks Association, hoped shortly
to make a joint approach to the Government, setting out in detail the need
for such an authority. The Minister used this as a pretext to close the discus
sIOn.

The joint memorandum was sent to the Prime Minister, Stanley Baldwin,
in November 1926. It used the device of highlighting current inconsistencies
to justify advice given to the Government over many years. Attention was
drawn to the chaotic distribution of responsibility for river management
both between and within Government departments. Whilst the agricultural
side of the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries encouraged the establish
ment of beet-sugar factories, the fisheries side became ever more alarmed as
to the effects of the resulting effluent. It was difficult to see how the Ministry
of Health could reconcile schemes for turning inadequately treated sewage

'5 PRO, MAF 41, 303.
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into rivers identified as sources from which further water might be ab
stracted for drinking purposes. Every major inquiry since the Royal Com
mission of 1866-69 had supported the concept of some kind of central
authority. The joint memorandum pressed for the establishment of a na
tional, co-ordinating authority, with powers to set up River or Watershed
Boards for all rivers. It would consider every river problem from a national
perspective.26

The Prime Minister's Private Office suggested that Lord Balfour might
meet a deputation on Baldwin's behalf. Among his ministerial duties as Lord
President of the Council was a responsibility for science. Balfour's lifelong
interest in science had been put to good effect in his promotion of what
became the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research and the Medi
cal Research Couricil. Impressed by the need for greater co-ordination in the
Government's promotion of civil science, he had instituted a Committee of
Civil Research, to advise on broad questions of national policy, involving
scientific and economic research, and to co-ordinate work involving the
relevant Government departments. 27

For the purposes of the deputation, Baldwin's Office suggested that Lord
Balfour might be joined by the Ministers of Health, and Agriculture and
Fisheries. As a briefing to Lord Balfour made clear, the Ministry of Health
saw no need for a national, co-ordinating body 'to give orders to local
authorities'. With the exception of fisheries, the entire question already fell
within the purview of the Ministry. It would be enough to appoint an
Advisory Body, composed of representatives of the two Departments, and
such outside bodies as the British Waterworks Association and FBI.

For his part, Lord Balfour told the deputation how the Cabinet 'listened
with a most sympathetic ear, and with a complete understanding of the
feelings' represented by the deputation. He doubted, however, whether all
those who used the magic phrase, 'a central authority' agreed with one
another as to the precise powers which might be given to such a body, or
how it might relate to central and local government. Too much emphasis had
been placed by the deputation on co-ordination and the giving of advice.

In Lord Balfour's view, the fundamental thing was to acquire new knowl
edge by using 'the best scientific brains in the country'. That was not to say
the path would be a short one. It would be absurd to suggest that by merely
setting up the most perfect scientific organization, a solution would be
found straightaway. In Lord Balfour's words, research was a long and
doubtful business. The best equipped laboratories, the most instructed men
of science, could not anticipate discoveries. Nevertheless, the Government
had been convinced for some time that such research was required. The
necessary funds would be provided.

26 PRO, DSIR 13, p. 4.
27 K. Young, ArthurJames Balfour, London, 1963, pp. 446-449.
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The leader of the deputation, Lord Gainford, protested that it had 'not got
anything very definite out of the Government'. At a meeting of the SCORP
the next day, Lord Mildmay accused the Minister of not being in touch with
the subject. Reginald Beddington, the representative of the Salmon and
Trout Association, gave formal notice of a resolution, calling for the disso
lution of the SCORP. In his judgement, a brick wall had been reached. The
Committee had no executive powers of its own, and the Ministry, whilst
supportive, had only a small staff and no powers to deal with offenders. He
was sure the representatives of industry would be much happier dealing with
a central authority representative of all water interests. 28

Maurice succeeded in persuading the Committee to withdraw the motion
of dissolutlon, at least temporarily. As chairman of the Committee, he cer
tainly felt they had reached a dead end. It was, however, to the credit of the
fishery interests that they had brought to a head an issue that involved so
many other interests. As Fisheries Secretary, he was aware of earnest conver
sations taking place between Government departments.

A Water Pollution Research Board

The response of members of the SCORP to the apparent rebuff highlighted
the difficulties of such advisory bodies in reading the Government mind.
Did Lord Balfour's attitude reflect a lack of concern on the part ofMinlsters,
or an inability reveal what positive moves were already underway behind
'closed-doors'? Could Balfour have really been so ignorant as to what was
requlred ? He had received a two-hour briefing from Maurice and the Sec
retary of the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research (DSIR) prior
to the deputation. As Henry T. Tizard, who was the Principal Assistant
Secretary in the DSIR, later recalled, Balfour not only co-ordinated and
backed scientific projects, but he often understood and discussed with
officials the science involved. There were occasions when he asked for
schemes to be reconsidered, and he was invariably right. 29

Rather than a stalling mechanism, was it possible that Lord Balfour's
refusal to entertain the idea of a central water authority arose from a genuine
conviction that the immediate priority was to secure further advances in
research? To answer the question, it is necessary to recount a series of
initlatives taken over several years.

In October 1923, it is possible to discern an importan~ feature of
MacDonagh's fifth stage, namely an initiative to prevent, rather than merely
mitigate, the 'evils' of pollution. Maurice wrote to the DSIR, suggesting that
it might undertake research on ways of eliminating the need to discharge

,8 PRO, DSIR 13, 4, and MAF 41, 3°3; Parliamenlary Debates, Lords, 68, pp. 601-24.
'9 Young, op. cit., H. Tizard, A scientist in and out of the Civil Sel-vice, London, Birkbeck
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such toxic substances from various industrial works, whether by changing
the manufacturing process, or more realistically, through improved treat
ment of the effluent, before it entered the watercourse. Maurice cited the
impact of tar acids, derived from the effluent of coke oven plant along the
Tees estuary. Were there practicable ways of reducing their toxicity 'to the
lowest degree obtainable at a rea,onable cost'? Tizard was sceptical as to
whether the DSIR could help; a scientific solution, even if it could be found,
might not be the most practicable economically.3°

At Tizard's suggestion, a further application was made in July 1926, this
time jointly by the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, and Ministry of
Health. It called for wider-ranging studies to be carried out in the laboratory
and in the individual industries and sewerage works. The Advisory Council
of the DSIR supported the application. As the Secretary of the DSIR, Sir
Frank Heath, reported to Lord Balfour, in October 1926, the longer the
problem of such pollution was left, the greater would be the cumulative loss,
and the consequent cost of the measures that would ultimately have been
taken. The trend in public policy was towards encouraging industrial devel
opment in rural districts, as part of the garden city schemes. This would be
hampered if, for example, limits had to be imposed on the establishment of
beet-sugar factories. Inquiries made through the Foreign Office indicated
that no other country with a history of beet growing had found a way of
avoiding such pollution)'

Lord Balfour agreed that a large-scale programme of research into the
problems of water supply and effluent disposal should be initiated. He gave
full support to the insistence of the Advisory Council that such research
should be a standing function of the DSIR, and that an eventual level of
funding of some £20,000 per annum should be assured. There would other
wise be no chance of attracting the services of suitably qualified scientists. It
was at this point in the decision-making process that the DSIR learned of the
memorandum received by the Prime Minister, and Baldwin's Private office
became aware of the recommendation of the Advisory Council. It was the
realization that these two separate initiatives were taking place that caused
the Private office to suggest that Lord Balfour should meet the deputation.
Balfour realized that Cabinet support for the full funding of the research
programme could be made a condition of his meeting the deputation.

Sir Frank Heath found, from preliminary discussions, that the Treasury
was likely to be sympathetic. Baldwin suggested that Lord Balfour might
give an undertaking to urge on his colleagues the importance of making
provision for research. As a Treasury internal minute pointed out, no defi
nite figure could be given for supporting the new programme, but savings
could be anticipated elsewhere in the DSIR budget. It had been rumoured

)0 PRO, DSIR 13, I. )1 PRO, DSIR 13,4.
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that research on commercial forms of smokeless coal was a 'washout'. Sav
ings might be made in building research. The DSIR gave assurances that
economies might be expected, largely in the National Physical Laboratory,
and from discontinuing research on alcohol oils and fats, and some grants to
research workers and studentsY

In a telephone conversation with the Prime Minister's Office, the DSIR
reported that Lord Balfour had reached an understanding with the Treasury,
and would take the deputation. Whilst he would not encourage hope for a
central administrative authority, he would state that the Government in
tended to start on comprehensive research. The work was to be carried out
under the aegis of a Water Pollution Research Board.

Conclusions

The management of water bodies, and in particular the conservation of
fisheries, have received much attention in historical research on what has
come to be known as 'the tragedy of the commons'. Models have been
sought to explain the use and misuse of common-property resources}} One
of the most important agendas to be explored are the interactions between
the different forms of ownership, and the steps taken, if any, to acquire and
utilize information relevant to the stewardship of that resource.

In his paper of 1958, MacDonagh discerned a paradox. On the one hand,
the process of fighting a perceived evil depended on public and parliamen
tary opinion. On the other hand, the closer a subject engaged the attention
of public opinion, politicians and civil servants, the more obvious was their
commitment to the status quo in law, and misgivings as to whether the
Government's limits of 'interference' should be extended. For Maurice, it
seemed paradoxical that, at a time when the use and management of the river
banks became ever more prescribed, the rivers themselves suffered from
constant neglect. As he wrote, in his report for 1924 'they are nobody's
children because they are everybody's children'. Whilst the Fisheries De
partment could hardly claim 'a monopoly of parental rights or functions',
Maurice believed it was scarcely an exaggeration to say that the Department,
and those who supported its goals, were alone in attempting to improve the
state of the rivers. For as long as that remained the case, they would invite
the gibe, 'What do a few fish matter ?' Fishing interests would be accused of
seeking to hold back the revival and development of manufacturing indus
try, upon which the nation depended. There was an obvious need for other

JZ PRO, T 161, p. 272, 5}0808.
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interest groups to join in pressing for improvements in river management.3 4

In that respect, the appointment by the Minister of Health, and Minister of
Agriculture and Fisheries, of a Joint Advisory Committee on River Pollu
tion in 1927 (representative of a much wider range of interests) was at least
a symbolic move in the right direction.35

Whether primacy was given to legislative safeguards or voluntary action,
Maurice wrote of how

It is our hope and belief that pollution can in great measure be control
led, checked and ultimately banished without prejudice to industrial
developments.

Whether such aspirations were justified would depend mainly on what
'science can teach us'. There was no reason for despair if the scientific effort
could be mobilized effectively. The country was, however, so tightly in the
grips of economic recession that, as Maurice conceded, it was difficult to

secure the funds needed for the many experiments.36 In that context, the
appointment of the Water Pollution Research Board in 1927 was a signal
achievementY But even then, the implementation of the findings of science
was by no means assured. Writing in the late 1920S, Maurice commented on
how the Ministry had hoped to secure a reasonable measure of protection
without recourse to legal proceedings. Whilst it was too soon to despair of
co-operation, members of SCORP had found on some occasions that noth
ing short of resort to the law, and the prospect of further costs, brought
home to the polluting parties the need for a proper and more informed
response.38

Elements of the five stages of MacDonagh's model, developed to explain
a nineteenth-century situation, can be discerned by the late 1920S in the steps
taken to protect inland fisheries from pollution. Whilst still the outcome of
compromise, legislation had been strengthened. A body of expertise had
been developed. In the Fisheries Department, the Minister could call upon
the advice of his own scientific staff and the collective wisdom and knowl
edge of the relevant voluntary and professional bodies, as represented on the
SCORP. Through the initiative of Maurice, other sectors of Government,
and most notably the DSIR, had become involved in the search for ways of
preventing, as well as curing, the effects of pollution.39

The emergence of such 'communities of expertise' within Government

)4 Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries (MAF Report), Report of proceedings under the
Salmon and Freshwater Fisheries Acts, London, 19Z6, pp. 3-4; MAF, Report (1930), pp. zr-6.
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constitute an important agenda for further research on the machinery of
Government, both for their positive and negative attributes. The interest
groups and professional bodies concerned with fisheries were among the
first to enter into a dialogue with Government, as attempts were made more
generally to recover the momentum of pre-war campaigns, whether by indi
vidual lobbying or by association (as most outstandingly demonstrated in
the creation of the Council for the Preservation of Rural England in 1926).40
There were obvious attractions for representatives of those interest groups
and professions in being able to tender advice and hear at first hand the
preoccupations of Government. It was a dialogue of both political and prac
tical value to the respective Government departments. There were, however,
as those on the SCORP found in 1926, severe limits as to what they could
be told of the thinking and initiatives of Ministers - the ultimate decision
makers. The need for confidentiality on the part of Ministers and their
officials could so easily be misconstrued by 'outsiders' as a lack of interest or
understanding on the part of Government.

A growing sense of frustration at their apparent inability to put the mes
sage across, no matter how well argued, caused many pressure groups (both
during and since the inter-war period) to debate whether a more public,
adversarial stance should be adopted. There was a strong temptation to

abandon patient, behind-the-scenes dialogue for a more strident approach to

campaigning for the environment.

4° J. Sheail, Rural conservation in inter-war Britain, Oxford, 1981.
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