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PROTECTION OF MIGRANTS OH BG:r :n ::;~~L 1 

When I saw the outline of lectures for this cours e , 

I was very p l eased to find that time was to be al lotted 

to a discussion of Hpr'.Jtcction ')f ;·i;;rfa,-• ts 0 .:1 7.:io.rd Ship . n 

During the last year I have been working on hyg iene 

and sanitation at sea and I feel that it is of great 

importance to safeguard the heal th and comfort of those 

who tra vel on ships • .After all , the sea voyage serves 

as the connecting link between emigra t ion and immigration . 

we hear much about the initial phase of the migration move­

ment - -that is about departure and its J repa ration • •• and 

much. about the final state of the ~nov enent , that is reach-

ing th,~, des tination • • • but very littl e a bout the voyage 

its el f' , without which the re could be neither departure 

nor arrival . 

Just as the migrant seeks and nee cls protection and 

guidance at the start and finish of the migration process, 

so does h e need it at sea . He has ventured on a voyage 

that may take a week or a month or even longer . During 

this time he is in steerage or in a third class compart ­

ment which implies close association with fellow migrants 

who may be total strangers to him . 
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They may have different customs, may be of different 

nationalities and religion . If he gets along with them, 

FINE'~ If these differences do not upset him, O.K. But 

if they DO, they make his situation even more aggravating. 

AS is, he is under stress , .having left behind thos e thing s 

that are dearest to him ••. his home and possibly rel.atives 

and he is fearful and anxious about the future . 

Then there is the language difficulty . He may not 

understand the passengers , the crew, the signs which give 

i nformation and directions . It is embarrassing sometimes 

to have to inquire about the locc.tion of the toilet or the 

be th. 

~hen there is the physical helple s sness of seasick­

n e~;s fc. r most of the voyage . The maj ority can ' t ta:.,;:e it , 

and fr e quently compartments resemble a hospital of sea­

sic.k people . I still feel bad WhfJn I remind myself that 

coming to this country I bad to miss the ice - crea.i.'11 dessert 

because the food wouldn ' t stay down . 

Also , rarely , if ever , is the immigrant acquainted 

with the intricate network of laws which govern his trans ­

portation . He is usually carried by a foreign- own~d ship 

which is subject to legislation of several other countries , 

as we will see later on . 
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Finally, until recently the migrant was at the mercy 

of the shipowner. Little did the shipowners care for the 

health and welfare of the passengers and the crew. It 

was not so long ago that the steerage of ships was charac­

terized as a "foul smelling dungeon.n on ·many ships the 

steerage decks were so crowded with bunks that, as one 

writer put it, 11 The space between the decks had something 

of the appearance of dog kennels ••• t:1e steerage frightful 

with filth ." 

Fortunately, the need of regulation and inspection 

of vess els has long been recognized so that to day every 

country in the world has made some provision · ror this. 

The motives behind this legislation werG not humanitarian 

a lone. The Gov ernments were privately guided by practical 

consia.era tions. The immigrant was arriving at his destina­

tion to settle down. Therefore, the country desired to 

receive healthy and vigorous elements into its population; 

elements that were equipped to obtain employment ar:.d be 

self-supporting. 

Then, also, the countries wanted to keep up good 

health standards on ships in order to avoid receiving 

carriers of disease among the immigrants who might endanger 

the health and prosperity of the country. It is an old 
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nautical axiom that 11 a foul ship is a carrier of disease" 

and again and again cholera,diphtheria : typhus and other 

diseases have been introduced by filthy passenger vessels. 

Consequently, there has been ever-increasing legis-

1 ati ve activity to improve conditions on ships. For 

example, in the United states the earliest law applying 

the principle of sanitary science to ships was passed in 

1819. Since then there have been many revisions and 

supplcmen ts continuously improving the standards on ships. 

It is true th&t in many parts of the world the enforce­

ment of these laws is not complied with. In fact, we can 

all recall instances of either experiencing or reading 

about ships, so overcrowded that the mere mention of any 

sanit a:.--y regulations V\Ould be a travesty. But since these 

laws do exist, and do set minimum conditions of hygiene 

and cor:lfort that can be expected, the welfare agency, by 

its prestige, and the welfare representative, by his con­

tact with the Government and the steamship companies, can 

use their influence to correct the abuses and direct more 

effective execution of these laws. 

It bas been shown that these repr'esentatives have 

been instrumental in bringing about more strict compliance 

with these laws, by working clossly with Government and 



• 

- 5 -

steamship owners. Also, as we will see later, knowledge 

of these regulations may help in solving the individual 

difficulties which the imm.igrant encounters. 

Now, let's discuss the contents of these laws on a 

general basis, to have a broad understanding of th.ese 

provisions. While they vary from country to country, the 

principle matters dealt with are the following: 

seawo::cthiness of the Ships.- This is judged by the 

proper construction and working order of the different 

parts, such as the boilers and water-tight compartments, 

by the sufficiency of their equipment, such as life-saving 

apparatus and fire extinguishers, si go_als , wireless ins tal­

J.a tion.s, and by measures for the prevention of accidents 

by the ?rohibi tion of the carrying by passenger s.hipo of 

explosive substances or noxious gases . 

f:3peed of the Ships.- Some countries require a mini­

mum number of knots per hour for emigrant ships. 

Capacity of the Ships. - The numbe l' of anigran ts to 

be carr·ied varies from country to country and is generally 

determined by one of three methods. The most sensible 

and the most commonly 1.1'3 ed is by determining the cubic 

air space of all the habitable compartments, thus arriving 

at the passenger capacity of the ship. The other methods 
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are by setting a ratio of steerG.ge floor space to passengers 

and., finally, in relation to the tormagc::; of the ship. 

I might as well mention another method which was very 

prevalent unt i 1 recently, and tha. t is , to carry as many 

as could be put on board with no regard for the heal th 

or comfort of the passengers or crew. 

Equipment of the Q,uarters.- This occupies the .major 

part of these regulations. '1.1hey are very cl etailed and 

exact . They des.1 v·iith such problems as t.t1e size of berths, 

the composition of b ec1ding, the distance between the· · 

berths; with the process of ventilation and the supply of 

fresh air; with the sanitary equipment, that is wash 

basins and water closets proportionate to the number of 

passenc:;:;rs; and with tb.e provision of' separate accom.rno­

dations for women traveling alone and for young children. 

Mt=' d ical Equipment. - Practically every country requires 

tha. t thc~re should be sick wards on e vr.,r·y emigrant ship, 

furnished with basic medical instruments and medical 

supplies . some countries have eve1: made provisions that 

passenger ships shoulcl be equipped with iso.la ti on wards 

for contagious and mental patients. 

Other Sanitary Precautions.- Theae include refrigera­

tion for keeping food, coolers for drinking water, eto . 
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Protection of Ernlgrants during the Voyag__~.- Much 

space in the statutes is given to this topic. 

These lav~s of ten contain detailed, exact and extensive 

requil'ements . In the first place they deal with treatment 

on boa rd . They specify the provisions , medi cations and 

disinfectants th.at have to be carried . If a ship passes 

through a tropical region , there are additional precau ­

tions taken to ensure that the emigrant has the necessary 

exercise , the proper bed clothes , and to s e e that the 

r oom is kept at a certain temperature . 

Anothe r regulation concerns meals . .• their mun.ber, 

composition, and special diets to be provided for young 

children , nursing mothers , and the sick . 

~ :e re are also certain constraint s imposed on the 

emigraEts themselves . For inst1?.J1ce , they are not allowed 

to car:cy or drink liquor . Some countries restrain emi­

grants from gambling on ships and otlls rs require that 

passengers remain in a particular section of the ship at 

certain times. 

Now , hov1 are these rec;ulc-:tions E,upervi s ed? Provision 

for super vision varies widely from country to country . 

Some Governments consider thst inspection at the port of 

embarkation of the arrange~nents made for the voyage is 
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a sufficient guarantee . Other Governments require subse­

quent inspection at the transit ports . rrhere they make 

sure that further ;::a.ssengers are not taken on board and 

they check on the stores still r6:D.aining . Generally it 

is the Consuls who carry out this ins pee ti on . 

On the other hand , some countries consider it morG 

satisfactory to organize continuous supervision through­

out the voyage. At first this supervision was entrusted 

to the ship ' s doctors . The Act of 1870 of Denmark charged 

ship ' s doctors vJith care of emigrants . Recent enactments 

require the appointment of special of .ficials , entitled 

EMIGRATION INSPECTORS , to travel on the shi_ps to see that 

the migrants are properly treated and that the laws are 

compli-::; cl with during the voya. ge . 

They a:r.e al so required to settle any disputes that 

may arise between emigrants and the ship ' s officers and 

to draw up a report of their activities . Often thesG 

inspectors are selected from among the naval medical offi ­

cers and give medical attention to the migrants in addi ­

tion to their main function . Such is the case in Spain 

and Italy. 

Inc id en tally , al 1 complain ts and disputes a re entered 

in a special log book on the ship . 
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Another requirement concerning protection on board 

relates to the special staff which the companies must 

engage for the special benefit of the emigrants. There 

must be a special medical staf'f and in addition to a doctor 

for the emigrants, very often .hospital attendants and 

nm0 ses h:J.ve to be carried. Some countries require that 

interpreters be carried. ProV.i.sions ar6 also made by some 

countries that a special kitchen staff be engaged together 

with a sufficient number of domestics. 

Of course, we can go on generalizing further about 

the laws of all the countries of the vrnrld ••. or, on the 

other hand, we can go into all the manifold details of 

the laws of each country of the world. In either case 

it wou :_d take too long. so I think the practical thing 

to do is to dis cuss one country, by ·way of example. Great 

Britain would se11 ve this purpose since so many migrants 

are transported on ships flying the British Union Jack. 

Regulation of the transportation of migrents of 

Britain is governed by the :MERCH.~N'I'S SHIPPING ACT of 1894, 

amended by the Act of 1906. For convenience, let us break 

it up into several phases. 

DZFINrrION: A ship is considered an emigrant ship
1 

1. '1.'here is divergence of views and each country defines 
an emigrant ship differently. 
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when it carries more than 50 steerage passengers, It 

also defines such a ship in r elation to the tori..nage. 

PRINCIPLE REQUIREMENTS: Ah emigrant ship must be 

surveyed prior to its sailing under the direction of th e 

IMMIGRATION OFFICER appointed by the Govern,_'11ent, but at 

the expense of the owner of the ship . These surveyors 

are appointed by the Government. 

A ship shaJ. l not carry passenger s, whether cabin or 

steera ge, on more than one deck below the water line . 

Each berth shall be conspicuously numbered. There 

shall not be more than two tiers of b s rths on any one deck . 

There must be an interval of not les s than 30 inches 

between them. 

Ne.· more than one steerage passengsr s hall occupy the 

same b e rth. 

The regulations also deal vdth the protection of 

single women and girls and women unaccompanied by their 

husbands while on boa rd ship . They provide th at they 

shall have s leeping quarters in self-contained comµ:i.rt ­

ments , divided off from spaces appropriated to the other 

passengers and that a matron shall be appointed for every 

twenty- five women . 

s:r;ace is to be set apart for the exclusive use of 

hospital accornr:iodations and separate divisions are to be 
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provided for male and femal e passengers. This hospital 

ward shall be in or aoove the uppermost passenger deck 

and shall be fitted with b e d places and supplied with beds, 

bedding and utensils. A full-size bath, with nn ample 

supply of hot and cold running water shall be provided 

in case of an infectious hospital. 

In addition, a dispensary shall be available for the 

examination of patients. Concerning wash -basins, there are 

to be at least five for every hundred steerage passengers. 

Every ship should have at l east one full -sized bathtub 

for every 100 passengers. There should b e at least 4 

water closets for every 100 passengers up to 300 passen­

gers, end 2 water closets for each additional 100 passen­

gers. Urinals shall be provided at the rate of 2 for each 

100 r:assengers. 

There are also provisions for giving adequate light 

and air to the passenger decks. 

The steerage passenger's luggage is not to be 

carried on the r:assenger decks, unless it does not inter­

fere with the comfort of the passengers . 

No ship is to sail if there is on board, ns cargo, 

any explosive or any articl e s which may endange r the health 

or lives of passengers or the safety of th e ship. 
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A doctor shall be carried where the number of steerage 

passengers on board exceeds 50 and where the number of per­

sons exceeds 300. The ship cannot sail until the physician 

.has inspected all the steerage passengers and crew ana. has 

certified to the emigration officer that they are in good 

health, mentally and physically, end are likely not to en­

danger the heal th or safety of the other persons about to 

proc e ed on the ship. 

Concerning food, the Master of e very ship shall issue 

to each steerage passenger an allowance of pm~e water and 

wholesome food provisions of good quality in accordance 

with the dietary scales. Any steerae;,e passenger, on re­

qu ~a t, may peruse a copy of the scale, Proposals to vary 

this o .. :::.le, in special cases to suit foreigners, may be 

made a f ter this request is submitted to the Board of Trade 

or to t he Irnmigration Inspector. I should mention here 

t.ha t Passover kitchens are commonly aecepted, On some 

ships Kosher kitchens are provided. If there are more 

than 100 steerage passengers, the special staff must in­

clude a steerage passenger steward and another as a cook. 

If there a.re more than 300 adults, there must be two cooks. 

As fa.r as interpreters are concerned, these are stipu­

lated only for foreign emigration ships on which at least 
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half of the steerage pa s sengers are British subj e ats . 

If the number of steerage passengers is 250, an inter­

preter must be assigned. 

Very IUe ager provisions are mde for s e e ing th a t t hese 

laws are carried out. A ship intended for carrying s t eer­

age passengers as an emigrant ship must not proc eed to 

sea until the Immigration Inspector gives a certificate of 

cle aran ce to the Maste r, dee la ring t h. at the requirements 

of th e law have been complied wlth, tt~i t th e ship is sea­

worthy, and that the steerage passengers ar e in a fi t 

state t o proce ed. Aft e r that, it is up to the discr e tion 

o r' the Master, and no Immigration Inspector is a s signed 

t c• the ship . In addition, every pas senger ship is sur­

veyed •- ;_; .Lea.s t once a year. 

S1..,.ch is the Mari time Law of Great Britain cone erning 

the tra nsport of emigrant s by s ea. A ... 0 I have already .a1en-

tione d , the laws of the other countri es fo l low this out­

line, in general. However, the r e are some ramifications 

of laws of other countries that I think you would be in­

terested in. 

For instance, the Canadia n Law governed by the Immi­

gration Act of 1910-1924 has two nov el cl auses. one, 

~hat no Lrnm.igrant can land in Canada unles s he has arrived 
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from the country of i.;vhich he is a native or naturalized 

citizen by continuous journey, and only with a ticket 

purchased in that country or prepaid in Canada. 

The other novel feature is that no person on bos:::·d 

a ship, while the vessel is in Canadian waters, entice 

or admit any femalG immigrant into his compartment. 

Neither can he visit or frequent any part of the ship 

r:i.ss i gne d to f'emal o passengers except with t.t.e permission 

of th e ship's Ma.ster . A written or pr inted notice to 

this effect in English, French, Swedish, Danish, German, 

Russia11, and Yiddish must be posted . '11he Immigrution 

Officer at the port of arrival must ascertain if this 

pr-l:i•:ision has been duly observed on each ship transport­

ing i 1rLi _,__ 6 ran ts. It may be a hygienic lileasur e, or one 

enacte c-: by pressure. 

Aii. Italian Law of 1925, and the .Polish .Law of 192?, 

places on the General Emigration Department the responsi­

bility for constructing and adminis tsring shelters for 

emigrants in embarkation ports and transit stations . At 

these ports and embarkation stations Emigration Inspectors 

meet the emigrants on arrival at the railway station and 

make arrangenents for sending them t'.J one of the rGquisi­

tioned lodging houses or hotels. Each emigrant is tagged 
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with the date of his arrival, the ship on which he expects 

to sail and the name of his lodging house. 

Before embarkation the emigrants are taken in batches 

to a spec i al building where they are disinfected, bathed, 

and vaccinated. There is also provision for other bac­

teriological examinations, if they are indicated. All in 

perfect health receive health identity papers which they 

present to the final inspection com.'TI.L:::;sion. Before they 

arrive at this f ~_nal inspection co..:nr.i L:i sion, they are 

passed through a dis infecting room which disinfects their 

luggage. This entire disinfection process is begun two 

d,0t ys before departure . 

rrhe Argentine Law defines an immigrant ship as "any 

sailjLC e r steamship transporting 40 or more 2nd or 3rd 

class :r., assengers . 11 This is one of the few countries that 

includ e s 2nd class passengers as emigrants. This law is 

interesting bee au.s e it is so much mor e progressive than 

the British law. 

A section of the Immigration . .i\ct of 1917, authorizes 

the Secretary of Labor to negoti a te with countries whose 

ships carry aliens to the U.S. with a view to detailing 

inspectors o.nd matrons , for duty, who are to ob serve the 

passengers and determine the admissibility on its steamers 

of women b e yond the seve n th month . Accor ding to the 



u;s. Law, women who c.re pregnant in their :,rnventh month couJ d 

not. migrate.. This law we.s enacted possibly to avoid compli­

cations as to the citizenship of.the offspring. 

I hope by this time I have given you some understand­

ing of what the immigration laws deal with. However, that 

is not the whole story. For one thing, the laws of every 

country vary. In addition, there is frequently an over­

lapping of inspection systems . For instance, a ship under 

an En.::;,1ish flag .r.ri.t:i..y have to comply with the English regu­

lations, but since it departs from a port in Sweden, it 

is under the jurisdiction of the Swedish I:.nmigration In-

'.:n i~s way to .Ar"J.erica it may stop in Portugal, and 

for a -~,ort time it is responsible to the Portugue::1e port 

author:i.ties. Finally, when it arrives in Nevv York, it 

must satisfy legal conditions different from those de­

manded in ths other :;iorts. It should be obvious, there­

fore, that a ship may be covered by two or more sets of 

legislation at once: in all cases, that of the country 

of origin of the immigrant, and that of the country to 

which he is going. Also, in many cases, that of the coun­

try whose flag the ship flies, and the countries traversed 

in transit. 
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This complex situation often le ads to conflicts be­

tween the provisions issued by each country. Although 

certain precautions are some times taken to avoid such 

disputes, they are frequently unavoidable. r:rhese conflicts 

may affect the irfl.m.igrant directly, as he becomes the 

scapegoat and because of these differences, adequate super­

vision is frequently not possible . 

:3'or this reason, two or more countries which have mi­

gratL,n traf fie ,;;i th each other, have tried to standardize 

the regulations by .mee.ns of bilateral and multilateral 

agreements. For example, in 1923 Great Britain assumed 

the obligation toward Poland to grant to Polish immigrants 

t:ne: rame. protGction as that accorded by existing legis­

latio _.:. 0
·0 .b2:·i tish emigrants. There were similar agree­

men ts -r etween Spain and Italy . This trend to simplify 

the administrative formalities connected wi t;h ship in­

spection has inspired the International Labor Office of 

the League of Nations to send out a questionnaire to 

Governments in an attempt to discover their attitude. 

In 1926 it issu0d a Report end at its Eighth session 

came to a decision concerning this. It found that al 1 

Governments agreed that simplification of existing methods 

by which the inspection of migrants ·o.n board ship is ···assur-ed, 

is desirable . It felt tho.t inspection on board ship should 
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be undortnken by not more than one Govorrunont, nnd that tho 

official· Inspector should be . ::.i.ppointod, o.s n gonoral rulo by 

the Government of the country whoso :rlo.g tho vesse l flies . 

This Inspector should not in anJ way be connected with 

or dependent upon the shipowner or the shipping company. 

The official Inspector should insure the observance 

of the rights which migrants possess under the laws of 

the country whose flag the vessel flies. He should pro­

tect and a ssist all migrants with the terms of the law 

and should insure equality of treatment. He should in no 

way encroach upon the Captain's autl1ority on board and 

should concern himself solely ·with enfo:,:-cement of the 

laws, regulations , agreements or contracts directly con­

cerni :r,f ·::.;1c protection and welfare of the m.igrdnts on 

board. 

The International Labor Office also recommended 

that where 15 or more women or g:i.rls, unaccompanied by 

a responsible person, are carried as emigrants , a properly 

qualified woman who has no other duty to fulfill on board, 

should be appointed to give such emigrants any material 

or moral assistance of which tho·y may 'qo in nood . 

This is the model plan proposed to avoid duplication 

and dispute regarding inspection. Although the trend 
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toward adoption of the ILO recommendations was interrupted 

by the War, it will be wortl1 whil0 watching further develop­

ments after the war. 

Another post-War trend will probably relate to a 

renewal of the discussion as to the possibility of oblj_ga­

tor.r insurance of migrants against the risk of transporta­

tion by sea. This subject was studied just prior to the 

war} and on several occasions the Int E.:rna tj_onal Shipping 

Conference has consulted private orga n izations and agen­

cies for their advice. 

Another trend is to enforce the 1egh~.lation more 

rigidly and to :tai se standards . 

In a recent communication which I received from the 

Intern : ..... ::..o i1al Labor Office they statec1 that most of the 

decrees, laws and treaties rel.a ting to migration are 

still in force. we can expect that after the War, regard­

less of other factors such as the almost certain increase 

of aerial passenger traffic, migretion by ships will 

continue, and these laws will continue to be effective. 

Until now we only discussed the protection of migrants 

on board ship from the legal angle. We have seen that 

these laws are complex, divergent, and many times limited. 

What r6le do the private agcmcies play in this setup • 



& 

- 20 -

The ILO stated recently that the private agenci.es have 

an undoubted influence on the development and prepa ratory 

study of migration problems. By means of preliminary 

study, they have been able to make suggestions which led 

to solutions; they organized Conferences; and they made 

concrete proposals on many problems such as protection 

of women and obligatory insurance. No small function of 

_we lfare workers is to assist the migrant in his individual 

diffi c ulties. The se may arL:; e both c=:s a result of the 

social difficulties as well as a result of the legal com­

plexities. We have mentioned that s om6 time 2 the mi{!,rant 

cannot undsrstand his fellow travelers. Neither can he 

understand the signs. We can suggest to the authorities 

that s :t2-:16 c!.nd directions be printed in several langua ges. 

We can ,11 s0 arrange for nationals of one country to be 

given a J joining accommodations, or provide for a whole 

deck if there are a sufficient number of passengers . In 

some cases where there is no provision for an interpreter, 

we may furnish our own guide. 

Frequently the diet on board ship creates many hard­

ships for the migrant families. The ship's menu may offer 

the best French meal from hors d'oeuvres to demi-tasse . 

Yet the Polish Jew s ti 11 craves for his he rring and tea. 
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In fact, he will blame the French cooking for his sea­

sickness. Sometimes the inability to secure kosher food 

on board ship may cause the family much unhappiness. 

Another problem is the one of relaxation. Many 

vessels have libraries. A French vessel will have a 

library of French books. An English ship will have a 

library of English. But the migrant may read only Polish, 

G•3 :r:-man, or Yiddish. The companies would b e glad to accept 

such Looks if they are provided for a t the start of the 

voyage . 

Migration implies stress, change, unc ertainty. The 

migrant is usually occupied with thoughts of what he left 

behind, of what lies ahead, and may not pay too much atten­

tion tJ ln ::1 rights and privileges as a mig rant on ship­

board. We can point out these rights and privileges to 

him so ":hat he may negotiate the voyage more successfully. 

Thus, by closer co~pe ration between th e steam.ship 

companies, the Governments concerned with migration prob­

lems, and the private agencies, the life of the migrant 

can be much happier. 
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