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Among the evils that have beset economic life since the Great War, 
unemployment takes its place with those which have given rise in the 
various countries to serious anxiety. During the past four or five years 
in particular, even Finland, where unemployment as a grave social phen
omenon was previously unknown, has not escaped her own experience 
of this evil. Thus, during the years 1930—31, Finland, with a total 
population of 3.600.000, had over 70.000 unemployed in receipt of unem
ployment relief, and in the winter of 1931—32, when unemployment was 
at its height, the number was nearly 100.000. The main cause of the 
emergence and rapid growth of unemployment was the stagnation spread 
in Finland’s agriculture and export industries, especially the lumber 
and woodworking industries, by the world depression. The decisive im
portance of agriculture and the latter industries as providers of employ
ment and levelling influences on the labour market is evident from the 
fact that about 75 per cent of all wage-earners and their dependants rely 
for a livelihood on earnings in these branches of enterprise. Of the total 
area of Finland, 388.217 sq. kilometres (inland waters 44.800 sq. km.), 
52 per cent is covered by productive forest, and of the total Finnish 
exports, over 80 per cent consists of wood products.

Unemployment was rifest in the richly-afforested eastern, north
eastern and northern sections and in certain towns and industrial centres. 
The combatting of unemployment and the alleviation of the distress 
occasioned by it not only demanded carefully planned measures on the



part of the Government and local government bodies, but called also 
for voluntary help by better-situated citizens. In the circumstances 
the Finnish Red Cross regarded it as its duty to assist the official relief 
measures by organising an action for the relief of unemployed families 
based on the voluntary co-operation of citizens. The nature and extent 
of this action are dealt with briefly below.

Relief activity by the Red Cross began in the autumn of 1931 and 
ceased at the end of 1933, when the worst phase of the economic depression 
was obviously past. To organize and lead its relief activities the Red 
Cross appointed a special Central Relief Committee, which authoritative 
representatives of different spheres of life were invited to join as members. 
The Red Cross District Boards helped the Central Committee and acted 
as local relief organs. For the distribution of relief and control purposes 
numerous local relief committees were also founded in unemployment 
areas. While relief activity was at its height the organization comprised 
the Central Relief Committee, 6 County or Province Committees and 
155 local committees. For two years over 1.500 people laboured devotedly 
without pay in the name and spirit of the Red Cross for the succour of 
their distressed fellow-citizens. Further, the governmental and local 
authorities and many citizens’ and charitable organizations effectively 
helped in the organization of the Red Cross action and its functioning 
in practice. It can be established that work for the relief of the unem
ployed in Finland outside of the official unemployment relief wras carried 
out during the period in question almost entirely under Red Cross organi
zation, leadership and control.

The means for its relief activities were acquired by the Red Cross 
by collections, grants and donations. Collections were organized both 
in the biggest towns and rural districts. They were carried out on days 
publicly announced beforehand by the Red Cross relief organs, aided 
in the towns by the University student organizations and in rural districts 
by agricultural organizations. Money, grain, flour and other provisions, 
and clothing were collected. Many big commercial and industrial enter
prises made considerable donations in money and various goods. Alto
gether, between 1931 and 1933, the Finnish Red Cross received in the form 
of collections and gifts Fmks. 4.000.000 in money, and food and clothing 
to an estimated value of Fmks. 3.300.000. In addition the Government 
granted a total of nearly Fmks. 5.000.000 towards this relief action during 
the same period.
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The general principles followed in the Finnish Red Cross unemployment 
relief action can be summarised as follows:

1. Relief was distributed only in those areas where adequate work 
or other unemployment relief could not be provided by the Government 
or local authorities. The aim thus was to assist and supplement Govern
ment and municipal action.

2. Among those in need of relief, preference was given to large families, 
especially if there was sickness or disablement in the family.

3. No financial assistance was given; relief was distributed solely in 
the form of clothing and food. In the distribution of clothing special 
attention was paid to the provision of clothing for children and mothers.

4. As the direct assistance of individuals can easily lead, or at least 
contribute, to a weakening of the assisted individual’s sense of respon
sibility and initiative, one of the most important directives followed in 
the Finnish Red Cross relief work was that the distributing organs were 
to demand of the assisted, insofar as the circumstances allowed, some 
return in labour for the assistance given. As work of this nature, to be 
carried out at home or at specially organized courses, or in the towns 
in special workrooms, depending on circumstances and the opportunities 
open to the assisted family, home industry work with raw materials pur
chased out of the relief funds was demanded. In rural districts the assisted 
were most frequently required to do something for the benefit of their 
own homes, such as house repairs, the improvement of the domestic 
management, the clearing of arable land and the cultivation of suitable 
edible plants, for which the seeds were provided gratis where necessary.

To ensure that the work demanded in return for relief would be of 
permanent benefit to the assisted and teach him how better to safeguard 
his livelihood in the future by the individual efforts of the members of 
his family in the home circle, direct advice was also organized for the 
guidance of the work demanded, especially that relating to domestic 
economy and husbandry. With the aid of means granted by the Central 
Relief Committee, agricultural and domestic economy advisory experts 
were engaged in numerous localities, the duty of which was to help the 
local relief committees by guiding and superintending the performance 
of »labour compensation» and the utilisation of the relief granted.

For the children of the assisted families agricultural club work was 
also organized on a large scale. Such clubs assisted by the Finnish Red 
Cross existed in 57 localities, and the number of children from unem
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ployed families entered in these totalled nearly 6.000. The value of the 
produce from these colony holdings was, in round figures, Fmks. 1.000.000. 
The advisers engaged further arranged courses in preserving, baking, etc., 
for members, excursions and exhibitions of colony produce.

The experiences gained of making a return in labour a condition of 
relief were of a positive nature. In most cases the assisted families were 
extremely willing to carry out the tasks imposed on them and accepted 
the advice offered them with pleasure.

Relief was distributed through the Finnish Red Cross during 1931— 
1933 in altogether 161 localities and was participated in by:

1931— 1932 26.154 families, with altogether 173.158 members
1932— 1933 18.332 » » » 90.126 »

The members of these families comprised:

1931— 1932 71,489 adults and 101.669 children
1932—  1933 35.523 » » 54.603 »

Assistance was distributed in the form of flour, potatoes and other 
provisions, repaired and new men’s, women’s and children’s clothing and 
footwear to a total value of Fmks. 10.400.000. In addition a sum of 
roughly Fmks. 800.000 was used to procure professional guidance for the 
home industry courses and agricultural club work.

The action undertaken by the Finnish Red Cross for relieving distress in 
the homes of the unemployed developed into a work of wide extent and 
great variety. The Society had the pleasure of establishing that this 
work achieved the unqualified support and sympathy of both the Govern
ment and wide circles of the population, while tens of thousands of 
distressed citizens enjoyed the care and economic assistance sorely needed 
by them.
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