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Newfoundland’s financial problems, high unemployment, 
and poverty during the Great Depression* were not 
unique. Countries worldwide faced the same difficulties, 
and those that relied on the export of  primary products 
were often the hardest hit.* The end of  the Squires 
scandal-filled administration in 1932 did nothing to 
improve the country’s financial situation. By 1933, 
Newfoundland was on the verge of  bankruptcy. When 
Squires’ successor, Prime Minister Frederick Alderdice, 
announced that Newfoundland would have to partially 
default on its debts, the British government reacted 
with alarm. Driven by larger global concerns, it told 
Alderdice that this was unacceptable. A default would 
have a negative impact on the financial markets and on 
the credit of  Canada and the other British dominions, 
and set a dangerous precedent.

To prevent Newfoundland from defaulting on its debt, 
Britain and Canada paid two-thirds of  the country’s 
interest payment for January 1, 1933. This payment was 
made on condition that the Newfoundland government 
accept the appointment of  a Royal Commission to 
examine the country’s future. Newfoundland also had to 
promise to support the Commission’s recommendations 
in the Legislature.

On February 17, 1933, an Imperial Royal Commission 
was appointed by the British government “to examine 
into the future of  Newfoundland and, in particular, to 
report on the financial situation and prospects therein.” 
This effectively put Newfoundland’s future into the 
hands of  three non-Newfoundlanders – a British peer, 
Lord Amulree, and two Canadian bankers (See fig. 
5.47.) The commissioners held 100 formal hearings 
and conducted 260 interviews in St. John’s and across 
the island.** They also gathered evidence through 
written testimony and informal visits to people in their 

homes and workplaces. In their final report, known as 
the Amulree Report, the commissioners noted: “It was 
our special object at every place we visited to see and talk 
with fishermen and workpeople in their natural setting, 
as well as merchants, doctors, clergymen and others …” 
The commissioners ended their hearings in July 1933 
and published their report three months later.

While the Commission was conducting its research, 
officials in London were having their own discussions on 
the Newfoundland crisis on the other side of  the Atlantic. 

Turning to Britain 

The Newfoundland
Royal Commission 1933 

5.47 Members of the Newfoundland 
Royal Commission, 1933 

TOPIC 5.4

Royal Commissions are appointed by federal or provincial 
governments to investigate specific issues. How does this process 
benefit citizens?
Frequently Royal Commissions are headed by judges. Why might 
this be the case?
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Lord Amulree, c. 1933
Lord Amulree was the British 
representative and chairman of 
the Royal Commission.

Charles A. Magrath, 
c. 1907–13
Magrath, a banker, was the 
Canadian representative on the 
Commission.

Sir William E. Stavert
was the Newfoundland 
representative, although he 
was actually a banker from 
Canada. (No Newfoundlanders 
or Labradorians served on 
the Commission.) Stavert also 
was a financial advisor to the 
Newfoundland government 
in 1932.



This painting entitled We Filled ‘Em To The Gunnells by Sheila Hollander 
shows what life possibly may have been like in XXX circa XXX.
Fig. 3.4
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They produced their own plan for Newfoundland, 
which Lord Amulree was expected to recommend. 
Newfoundland’s public debt would be rescheduled at 
a lower rate of  interest and guaranteed by the British 
government. This was essentially a disguised default, 
but would satisfy bondholders and prevent panic in 
the global markets. However, financial intervention 
and assistance of  this type were incompatible with 
responsible government. Thus Newfoundland would 
have to agree to give up that system of  government 
temporarily, and allow Britain to administer the country 
through an appointed commission.

This became the central recommendation of  the 
Newfoundland Royal Commission, whose report was 
published in October 1933. The Commission’s report 
argued that Newfoundland’s financial crisis was the 
result of  government mismanagement, inefficiency, 
corruption, and financial irresponsibility. It described the 
average Newfoundlander as “simple-minded” and easily 
exploited by corrupt politicians. According to the Report, 
the people had lost faith in their political leaders and in 
the system of  responsible government. They wanted 

assistance from Britain, and they wanted change.

Citing the political corruption of  successive Newfoundland 
governments, the Amulree Report called for the temporary  
suspension of  responsible government and tighter British 
controls through the establishment of  a Commission of  
Government. The Commission of  Government would 
consist of  six commissioners (three from Britain and 
three from Newfoundland) and would be led by a British 
Governor answerable to the Secretary of  State for 
Dominion Affairs in London. If  this was established,  
Britain would guarantee and reschedule Newfoundland’s 
debt, which was still to be paid by the Newfoundland 
government.

The Amulree Report was well-received by the press 
and most members of  the public at the time. At the 
British government’s request, Alderdice did not hold an 
election or a referendum on the issue. Instead it was 
brought to the legislature in November, where an address 
to the Crown was passed asking for the suspension of  
the constitution. In February 1934 the Commission of  
Government took office.
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Questions:Questions:

5.48 Excerpt from The New York Times, Nov. 22, 1933 5.49 Summary from the Amulree Report for a “joint plan of reconstruction”

1.	 Why was a Royal Commission appointed in  
	 Newfoundland in 1933?

2. 	 How did the Commission gather information?  
	 Was this an effective approach?

3.	 What was the main recommendation of  the Amulree  
	 Report? What else could the Royal Commission  
	 have recommended as a solution to Newfoundland’s  
	 problems?
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The Amulree Report of  1933 presented a version of  Newfoundland and 
Labrador’s history that has influenced future generations’ understanding 
of  events. 
The report used Newfoundland’s political history to 
justify the suspension of  responsible government and 
the establishment of  the Commission of  Government. 
It did this by emphasizing widespread corruption and 
inefficiency in Newfoundland politics. Because of  the 
official nature of  the document, its narrative of  our history 
remained relatively unchallenged for decades. However, 
it is important to keep in mind that the report was not 
written as an unbiased text. 

When reading and interpreting a historical document, it is 
crucial to keep in mind the following factors:
 
	 1)	 Authorship: Who wrote the document and for  
			   what audience? Was the author qualified to  
			   comment on what he or she wrote about? What  
			   was the author’s purpose or agenda? Is there a  
			   conflict of  interest that might prejudice the  
			   portrayal of  the content?

	 2)	 Context: What were the social, political, and  
� economic circumstances of  the time in which the  
			   document was written? 

	 3)	 Information: Did the author of  the report have  
			   access to accurate information from a variety of   
			   sources? Is the report consistent with other  
			   accounts of  the time?

Today most historians agree that the Amulree Report’s 
historical analysis and its conclusions about the financial 
crisis in Newfoundland and Labrador were both flawed: its 
criticisms of  politicians and of  the political system here were 
unfair and exaggerated; it did not give enough credit to the 
impact of  the First World War and the Great Depression 
on Newfoundland and Labrador’s financial situation; and 
the creators of  the report had a conflict of  interest in that 
Britain did not want to consider Newfoundland’s default* 
as a serious option. 

Was the Amulree Report objective?  
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5.50 Excerpts from the Amulree Report



This painting entitled We Filled ‘Em To The Gunnells by Sheila Hollander 
shows what life possibly may have been like in XXX circa XXX.
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1. 	 What evidence is there that the Amulree Report was biased? 

2. 	 Why was the Amulree Report so easily accepted?

3.	 What alternatives to the establishment of  Commission of   
	 Government were suggested by Charles Magrath? Which  
	 alternative would most benefit Newfoundland?

Questions: Questions: 

“The characterizations of  our past that the 
Royal Commission members heard from 
Newfoundlanders were accepted as true, 
since they were useful in justifying the 

political recommendations the British had in 
mind. The false objectivity of  outsiders and 
the official nature of  the Royal Commission 
lent credence to these interpretations, raising 
them to the status of  scientific truth – and 
over the next six decades many authors have 

uncritically accepted these conclusions 
about the nature of  Newfoundland’s 

economy and society.”

–  Jeff  Webb, historian 

Did 
Newfoundland 
and Labrador 

have any other 
options?

Newfoundland’s strongest defender on the 
Commission was actually the Canadian  
nominee, Charles A. Magrath. He felt 
there were other options for the 
Newfoundland Government besides giving  
up responsible government. He argued that 
the banks were forcing Newfoundland 
to pay interest at rates that were excessive 
during a global economic depression and 
supported Alderdice’s original proposal 
for default, which would have decreased 
Newfoundland’s interest rates to three per 
cent. However, the British government 
refused to let Newfoundland default on 
its debt.

Magrath criticized the Royal Commission 
for its faulty analysis of Newfoundland’s  
financial crisis and suggested that 
Newfoundland needed practical financial 
assistance which could be provided  
in two ways: 1) Britain could cancel  
Newfoundland’s war debt – something  
that had been done for several European 
nations in the aftermath of  the First  
World War; and 2) Canada could purchase 
Labrador, on condition that Newfoundland 
could re-purchase the territory in the 
future. However, neither of these solutions 
was seriously considered. 

Believing that Newfoundland was eventually 
going to join confederation, Magrath 
also advocated for increased Canadian 
activity in Newfoundland. However, many 
Canadian politicians, including Prime  
Minister R.B. Bennett, were hesitant to 
assist Newfoundland when much of  
Canada was in similar economic distress. 
Although the lack of Canadian financial 
assistance weakened Magrath’s position 
on the Commission, he continued to defend  
the best interests of Newfoundland (with 
a view to confederation) until the end.


