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It is no surprise that churches and unions are among the voices calling for a Living Wage.  In the 
nineteenth century churches and unions were vocal in their call for a Living Wage.  Even business 
owners in England argued that efficiency depended on a Living Wage so workers could be active 
citizens.

l In 1891 Pope Leo X11 said the State should guarantee a Living Wage; and, in 1931 Pius XI   
      said wages had to be sufficient to support both workers and their families. 

l In the 1870s Sidney and Beatrice Webb argued for trade unions to push for a Living Wage that  
      would provide food, shelter and clothing for the family. The union movement’s fight for a family 
      wage in the early 20th century was to ensure the needs of workers and their families were met.

l In 1894 United Kingdom MP and industrialist Mark Oldroyd argued that a Living Wage had   
      to be “sufficient to maintain the worker in the highest state of industrial efficiency, with decent  
      surroundings and sufficient leisure.” 

The first legislation on a minimum wage covering all employees in New Zealand was enacted in 
1945.  The Government conducts a review of the statutory minimum wage annually.  The object of 
this review is to “balance the protection of the lowest paid with employment impacts.”   What does 
this mean? In 1946 the minimum wage was 83% of the average wage but in 2012 it was only 53%.  
The statutory minimum wage is not a Living Wage.

The first modern Living Wage victory was in 1994 when a campaign by faith groups in Baltimore, 
United States, won a new law requiring that workers paid through publicly-supported funds earn 
wages above the poverty level and that private contractors pay their workers a Living Wage. 
The movement has now spread to Canada, Britain, Australia and beyond.

More than 20% of the 174 principal local authorities in England and Wales now pay the Living Wage, 
10% of councils have taken steps to reduce chief executive pay, and a further 10% have also taken 
steps to limit the pay ratio between the highest and lowest paid employees.

Living Wage movements share common features. They:

l Aim to reduce poverty
l Target groups of low paid workers 
l Work best when communities and unions work together 
l Say wages should be based on need and not left to the market 
l Win wages that are higher than the statutory minimum wage 
l Influence the use of public money to support living wages 
l Also call for employers to voluntarily pay a Living Wage
  

A Living Wage:  
Where did it all begin?


