Celebrating 150 Years
of Campaigning for Social Justice

“I plead for the well-being and everlasting happiness of thousands
of our fellow citizens”
Dr Alexander Wood

This booklet has been written to celebrate EVOC’s 150th Anniversary
and to record its origins in 1868 and some of its key achievements
since then.
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Introduction
Edinburgh in the second half of the 19th century was a bustling
and apparently prosperous city. The Scottish Enlightenment
over the previous 100 or so years had brought intellectual and
scientific achievements. Edinburgh was a centre for medicine
(almost one fifth of the doctors in Scotland lived in the City) and
was also the home of many lawyers and figures in public life.
By the beginning of the 19th Century, the Old Town was
bursting at the seams and the decision was taken to expand the
city to the north. The New Town was completed by 1830 and
those who could afford to move there from the Old Town did so.
Some familiar landmarks appeared around this time: the Scott
Monument was completed in 1844, and in 1859 the Scottish
National Gallery building took its place alongside the then Royal
Institution building which had opened on The Mound in 1828.
The General Railway Station was built in 1847 and replaced
by Edinburgh Waverley in 1866. Alongside this growth of
modernity, the last public hanging took place in the Lawnmarket
in 1864.
For the population left in the Old Town, life was very different
from that of their more affluent neighbours in the New Town.
The buildings continued to deteriorate, families lived in
overcrowded conditions and lacked sanitation. The Census for
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1861 recorded that in Edinburgh over 13,000 families, around
66,000 people – one third of the population, were living in
houses of a small single room. Some of these rooms were
occupied by up to 15 people. Some of these “houses” had no
windows or were damp cellars. Entire tenements had no sinks,
water or sanitation and, in many cases, no lighting.
In large part due to these appalling living conditions, the health
of those in the old town was poor and disease rife. The first
great cholera epidemic was in 1832 followed by another in 1849
and a further outbreak in 1866. Smallpox, typhus, enteric fever
(typhoid), diphtheria, scarlet fever, measles and tuberculosis all
took their toll. One in ten children died before they were 5 years
old.
The dreadful conditions in the Old Town led to several reports,
mostly authored by doctors, which sought radical improvements
in sanitary conditions.
Professor William Pulteney Alison was a Scottish physician,
social reformer and philanthropist. He was a distinguished
professor of medicine at the University of Edinburgh,
President of the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh
and Vice President of the British Medical Association. He
was noted for his view that disease was linked to poverty and
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advocated that poor relief in
Scotland be extended from the
sick and infirm to include the
healthy impoverished. This
was a radical suggestion as the
ethos of the age was for poor
relief to be withheld from the
able-bodied destitute, who were
presumed to be indolent and
sinful. Alison also promoted
preventive social medicine and
initiated a programme to
‘William Pulteney Alison. Photograph.’
vaccinate children against
Credit: Wellcome Collection. CC BY
smallpox. He established
Edinburgh’s Fever Board to combat epidemics. He chaired a
committee which presented two reports to the Royal College
of Physicians, in 1848 and 18491, recommending a number of
improvements in sanitary conditions, including the provision
of water and control of human waste disposal. In strongly
advocating government intervention to alleviate poverty as a
means to combat disease, Alison was ahead of his time, but he
lived to see public opinion move closer to his views.
Dr Alexander Wood, later President of the Royal College of
Physicians of Edinburgh and said to be the inventor of the
hypodermic syringe, was a member of the committee which
6

produced Alison’s second report
and he became a key figure in
campaigning for better public
health provision and measures
to alleviate poverty. Legislation
had led to some improvements in
the arrangements for drainage in
Edinburgh but the Town Council
took very little further action
until the collapse of a house in the
High Street in 1861 killing
35 people. This led to a
deputation (which included
Dr Wood) to the Council to
demand improvements in
housing and the appointment of a
medical officer for health.
Sir Henry Littlejohn was a
Scottish surgeon, forensic
scientist and public health
pioneer. From 1862 until 1908
he was Edinburgh’s first Medical
Officer of Health. He was
also co-founder of the Royal
Hospital for Sick Children in

Dr Alexander Wood
Credit: US National Library of Medicine

‘Sir Henry Duncan Littlejohn. Photograph.’
Credit: Wellcome Collection. CC BY
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Edinburgh. Dr Littlejohn’s Report of the Sanitary Condition of
the City of Edinburgh2 was published in 1865. This led to some
improvements and many of the slums were cleared. However,
the lack of replacement housing created overcrowding in other
poor districts which themselves degenerated into slums.
Concern about the conditions of the poor continued and in
1867 the Lord Provost convened a large gathering of doctors,
churchmen (from a range of denominations) and others to
consider two issues. First, the number of charities giving
support to the poor and, second, the state of the poorer classes
in Edinburgh and the causes of their condition. This led to the
establishment of a committee and then two sub-committees,
each to consider one of the two issues. Dr Wood chaired the
sub-committee looking into the conditions of the poor and his
Report on The Conditions of the Poorer Classes of Edinburgh3 was
adopted and published in 1868.
A further public meeting was held on 30 March 1868 at which
it was agreed to establish a house-to-house visitation system
in the poorer parts of the city. The system would be overseen
by a general committee. This model was first pioneered in
Elberfeld in Germany in the early 19th Century. A similar visiting
scheme approach was advocated by Thomas Chalmers, the first
Moderator of the Free Church of Scotland. However, a significant
difference was that Chalmers took the view that the church
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should organise the visiting and be responsible for administering
assistance and deciding between what was seen as the deserving
and undeserving poor. He believed that there should be no state
intervention, was opposed to the Poor Laws and, in particular,
he was against any support for able-bodied men irrespective of
the availability of employment. By contrast, the action proposed
in Edinburgh was driven by concerns about public health and
“the lamentable condition of the poorer classes in Edinburgh”4.
The work was to be led by a charitable organisation which, as it
developed, took a much less judgemental approach to addressing
the underlying problems of poverty. This was the very beginning
of the predecessor organisation to Edinburgh Voluntary
Organisations’ Council (EVOC).
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Timeline
1868 - 1898
1868 Establishment of the Edinburgh Association for Improving the
Condition of the Poor
Under the Chairmanship of Dr Wood, the Association was
established very quickly and made rapid progress with the
appointment of voluntary visitors. Their role was envisaged as
what we might regard today as a befriender. Visitors were to
give advice on cooking, childcare and other household tasks.
They were not there to evangelise (but were to encourage
church attendance) or to give out money. Where families were
in need of financial support, a referral would be made back to
the Association. At the end of the first year 1227 visitors had
volunteered and 1023 had families assigned to them5 but this
original rush of interest began to dwindle. By 1873 there were not
enough visitors to continue systematic visitation. There appear
to be two reasons for this. First, concerns about contracting
infectious diseases and second, the role was found to be quite
difficult. In 1880 the Association established a Relief Committee
to decide upon applications for assistance. It met twice a week for
the next 25 years, dealing with over 1000 cases a year6.
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1869 The Factory
From the beginning, there was demand for the Association to
provide employment both as a labour test (to establish a man’s
ability and willingness to work) and as a means of providing
temporary employment for those out of work. In 1869 the
Association entered into an arrangement with a local firelighter
manufacturer to provide work for the “otherwise destitute”7. But
the wages were low and not sufficient for a man and his family
to live on. So, without further ado, the Association established a
means of providing cheap or free food to those employed in the
factory. The factory expanded to provide firewood as well and
continued in operation for around 35 years.
1871 Opening of the Sewing Room
The Association opened a Sewing Room in 1871 under the
supervision of Flora Stevenson (after whom the school is named)
which provided work for women for a small wage which was paid
in provisions. It operated in the winter months. Until 1892, the
purpose of the work was to make items for sale. But from that
point, the purpose became the making and mending of clothes
for children. This continued until 1896 although in later years a
lot of the work was undertaken by unemployed tailors.
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1893 The Help
In 1893 the Association adopted the title of “The Help” as a
shorter alternative to its formal name and perhaps also to convey
more of a sense of the practical methods that they were using to
relieve poverty. That name continued in use for about 20 years.

1898-1928
1901 The First Edition of the Red Book is published
The first edition of the Red Book was a directory of practical
information about charitable organisations for “Ministers,
Missionaries, District Visitors and others who are engaged in
philanthropic work or are interested in cases of suffering and
distress”8.
1906 The Edinburgh Charity Organisation Society
The Edinburgh Association had always had a distinctive and,
for the time, compassionate approach to assisting the poor.
It had devised practical solutions and was not over burdened
with philosophising. But at the turn of the century it became
involved with the London based Charity Organisation Society
movement and by 1906, the Association had changed its name to
the Edinburgh Charity Organisation Society (ECOS). This was
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largely due to the influence of Charles Loch, Edinburgh born but
educated at Glenalmond and Oxford. He was National Secretary
of the movement and a supporter of the ideas of Thomas
Chalmers. The C.O.S. movement was also founded on voluntary
visiting and so in Edinburgh they returned to this approach.
1907 Health Visiting
Among the many practical schemes that ECOS introduced
was the role of Voluntary Health Visitors in an effort to reduce
the high levels of infant mortality. ECOS started this around
1907. In 1908 the Town Council appointed an official “Lady
Health Visitor” and ECOS set about recruiting more voluntary
health visitors to operate under her supervision. The Town
Council then adopted the voluntary health visitors and agreed
to meet their working expenses. Dr Elsie Inglis, a pioneer in
maternal care, a prominent suffragist and a member of the ECOS
governing body, arranged a series of lectures for the health
visitors and another set of lectures for mothers.
1918 School of Social Study and Training
Edinburgh University opened its School of Social Study and
Training to provide training, both academic and practical, for
the early social workers. The C.O.S. movement had laid the
foundation stones for social work through its record keeping
and sharing of practice and techniques. This, with its focus on
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the family, and upon a scientific approach, provided the basis
for the development of social work as a profession in Britain. In
Edinburgh Professor James Seth, one of the prime movers in the
establishment of the School, was also a former member of the
governing body of the Edinburgh COS.
1919 Edinburgh Council of Social Service is formed
In 1919, the organisation changed its name again – this time
to the Edinburgh Council of Social Service. The title “Charity
Organisation Society” had become unpopular in Britain and it
was felt that Edinburgh Council of Social Service was a better
description of the emphasis of the organisation on relieving
poverty and distress. The district based visiting approach
continued and supported a range of family casework. ECSS
strengthened its links with Edinburgh University by providing
training places for the students at the School of Social Study.
Mrs George Kerr, for many years the Honorary Secretary of
ECSS, continued to represent ECSS on the School’s oversight
Committee. Alongside this, ECSS continued its longstanding role
of being a central point of reference for the voluntary sector in
Edinburgh.
1926 Edinburgh Social Survey
ECSS commissioned a Social Survey of Edinburgh which was
carried out in 1926. The contributors were many and varied
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and included academics, medics and experts in housing, child
welfare, criminality and poverty. The purpose was to bring
together expert knowledge of the problems facing the City and
their causes, with the intention that it would influence both
public policy and the priorities of ECSS itself.

1928-1958
1932 Allotments
The Depression brought unemployment to record levels. After
lobbying by ECSS and others, Edinburgh Corporation agreed
to offer allotments to unemployed men and, working with the
Edinburgh University Settlement, ECSS took on the role of
selecting successful applicants and managing the process.
1939 Citizens’ Advice Bureau
Citizens’ Advice Bureaux were opened across the UK and one
of the first was in Edinburgh, under the auspices of ECSS. The
purpose was to help people with problems that occurred during
wartime but at the end of the war a continuing need was evident.
The Bureau remained part of ECSS until it became independent
in 1974.
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1940 The War Effort
ECSS worked collaboratively with the Women’s Voluntary
Service (WVS)and other organisations to provide information
and practical help in response to the difficulties and disruptions
caused by the war. Family support work intensified but the need
for financial support lessened as unemployment fell. ECSS also
produced a popular handbook The Edinburgh Wartime Guide.
1941 The Older People’s Welfare Council
In response to concerns about the loneliness and isolation
experienced by older people, ECSS established the Older
People’s Welfare Council to provide care and services for the
elderly through a range of educational activities and social clubs
and activities. That Council became a separate organisation
in 1956 and it continues in operation today as Lifecare
(Edinburgh).
1953 Edinburgh Clothing Store
The Clothing Store had been a feature of the work of ECSS since
the beginning. The very first Annual Report of the Association in
1869 appeals for clothing to be donated. Over time it developed
into a collection and distribution point for new and good used
clothing that continued through both world wars. In 1953
responsibility for this work was transferred to the WVS. The
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work – around 1700 referrals each year – is now undertaken by
The Edinburgh Clothing Store which continues to this day as an
independent charity.

1958-1988
1968 Community Work
ECSS recruited two Community workers to support a variety of
Community Groups and Tenants’ Associations throughout the
City. The issues they covered included employment, housing,
environmental health and transport. The Community Work
Team, later the Community Development Unit, also actively
participated in city wide campaigns on a range of issues. As a
result of reducing resources, the Unit was disbanded in 1997.
1970 Community Transport
ECSS identified a need for an arrangement for voluntary
organisations to share transport resources. It established
Edinburgh Voluntary Transport (EVT) the following year and
found a ready demand. By 1973 over 100 groups were using
the van to transport goods or using the minibuses for outings.
In 1976 Cab Services for the Disabled, the first of its type in
Scotland, was established and quickly became indispensable. In
1982 the Cab Service became an independent organisation as
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Handicabs (Lothian) Ltd. Now HcL, it provides door to door
accessible transport for 85,000 people across Lothian. In 1991
EVT also became an independent organisation and, as Lothian
Community Transport Services (LCTS), provides minibus
transport and training throughout the Lothians for voluntary
and statutory organisations. Over 50,000 passenger trips were
provided in 2017.
1978 Edinburgh Council for the Single Homeless
In 1974 ECSS was supporting the Edinburgh Working Party on
the Single Homeless which was addressing the lack of facilities
for homeless individuals. This led to the establishment of an
independent organisation, The Edinburgh Council for the Single
Homeless, in 1978. In 2003 this became Four Square.
1979 Social Work Training
ECSS established the Field Work Teaching Unit to provide
placements for Social Work Students, and for a time Community
Education students, in voluntary organisations across Edinburgh.
This work continued for the next 30 years despite cuts in funding
but in 2009 the Scottish Social Services Council decided they
would no longer fund voluntary sector practice teaching units
and this work came to an end.
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1988-2018
1992 ECSS becomes EVOC
By the early 1990s, the emphasis of ECSS’s work had shifted from
social casework which had been a major activity since the end of
the Second World War and was focused far more on providing
information and resources to the voluntary sector and on
developing new services, many of which were then launched as
self standing organisations. So in 1992 the organisation formally
changed its name to Edinburgh Voluntary Organisations’
Council.
2000 Volunteering
In 1920 ECSS had set up the first register of citizens wishing
to volunteer their time “to the service of their fellows”9. Social
agencies and public departments in need of help were invited
to make their needs known. In 1973 A Volunteer Bureau was
established in the ECSS office. Rebranded as the Edinburgh
Volunteer Exchange in 1977, it was launched as an independent
organisation – Volunteer Centre Edinburgh – in 2000. Today it
is known as Volunteer Edinburgh and, in addition to matching
volunteers and organisations together, it undertakes a range of
work aimed at supporting people into employment and, with
EVOC and Edinburgh Social Enterprise as partners, delivers
training to equip Board Members to fulfil their duties as charity
trustees.
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2001 Edinburgh Voluntary Organisations Trust
EVOC had been administering grant schemes since it was asked
to administer the Royal Scots Emergency War Fund in 1918.
Over the years it was asked to administer other schemes, many
of which were legacies from individuals who wished to donate
a sum of money for the benefit of individuals in need. In total
seventeen funds were brought under the auspices of the charity
and in 2001 these were formed into a single Trust known as the
Edinburgh Voluntary Organisations’ Trust (EVOT). EVOT
was established as an independent organisation with its own
trustees and governing document. It has since been re-named as
Edinburgh and Lothian Trust Fund but its work on the relief of
poverty continues as before.
2004 Edinburgh Compact
In 1996 City of Edinburgh Council and EVOC, on behalf of
the Voluntary Sector, signed a Partnership Statement which
committed the Council and the Sector to working together on
key areas of shared interest. By 2002, the system was beginning to
creak and the advent of national Community Planning legislation
in 2003 meant it was time to review the arrangements. The result
was the Edinburgh Compact, a city wide partnership between
the public and third sectors which seeks to improve working
relationships, influence public policy and encourage closer
collaborative working between organisations and agencies. The
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values of the Edinburgh Compact Partnership are: transparency;
accountability; good communication; equity; respect and
fairness across partners; and co-operation with partners,
communities and citizens.
2011 The Establishment of the Third Sector Interface (TSI)
From 1 April 2011 Scottish Government established a single
grant programme to support Third Sector development in each
local authority area. A single funding allocation has been made
in each local authority area to ensure delivery of four key areas of
work: volunteering development; social enterprise development;
supporting and developing a strong third sector; and building
the third sector relationship with community planning. The
Edinburgh TSI is a partnership between Volunteer Edinburgh,
Edinburgh Social Enterprise and EVOC. The three partners
work closely together to deliver on a shared plan for sector
development in Edinburgh.
2016 Recovery Essentials
EVOC published the results of a two year financial inclusion
project produced in collaboration with fifteen drug, alcohol and
homelessness agencies in Edinburgh. The project found that, for
people with a history of substance misuse and/or mental health
problems the most effective way to help them get their lives back
on track was to help them deal with their financial problems,
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and give them the knowledge and skills to manage their finances
in the future. The report adds to a growing body of evidence that
prevention of adverse circumstances has a positive impact on
individuals and society.

Looking to the Future
Looking forward to the next 150 years (well why not be
ambitious!) our focus for the immediate future is to work
with colleagues in the third and statutory sectors to tackle the
following issues:
Poverty
Welfare cuts and unstable employment mean that many
families experience hardship. One in five of Edinburgh’s
children live in poverty. We are working actively across
the sector and with statutory partners to reduce the
impact and improve outcomes for families and future
citizens. problems, the most effective way to help them get
their lives back on track was to help them deal with their
financial problems and
Older People’s Health and Wellbeing
Ensuring the provision of both practical support to ensure
that older people can stay at home as long as possible with
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the support that they need as well as ensuring they have
active social lives.
Homelessness
Lobbying to increase the provision of housing and
temporary accommodation for the homeless.
Mental Health
Harnessing the capacity and expertise of the third sector
to intervene early to address mental health problems
experienced by children and young people.
Community Empowerment
Recent legislative changes mean that communities have
more rights than ever before to be involved in decisions
which affect their lives. We will continue to campaign on
behalf of the sector and their communities to ensure that
this becomes a reality.
Procurement
The way in which statutory organisations plan and
resource services affects us all. Sometimes they are
not best placed to deliver services and ensure positive
engagement with service users. This is where the third
sector comes into its own – building positive relationships
and delivering good outcomes for some of the most
marginalised in our City.
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Community Planning
Through our networks and forums, we will continue
to ensure that the sector is fully represented in a wide
range of partnership structures, both city wide and
in localities, making our voice heard and influencing
priorities for Edinburgh.
￼
Supporting the Sector
We will continue to provide training, information,
discussion events, governance guidance and support
to the sector to ensure it is robust, well informed and
equipped to participate in the development of our City.
After that? Well, who knows. The future holds many uncertainties
and challenges. Not the least of these is; first, how the continued
development of digital and data driven technology will affect our
lives and transform the city and, second, the likely huge impact of
leaving the EU. But we can be certain that EVOC will adapt and
rise to these challenges and continue to campaign for better lives
for the poorest and most disadvantaged in our City, just as we
have always done.

24

Conclusion
In writing and researching this history I have come to realise the
enormous impact that EVOC and its predecessors have had on
the lives of people in Edinburgh.
The sweep of its activities is astonishing. At its beginning The
Association visited the poor (an early form of social work),
recruited and trained voluntary Health Visitors, provided school
meals and free spectacles; and ran a soup kitchen, a factory and
a sewing room. With the beginning of the welfare state in 1906,
the social reforms that followed and the establishment of the
NHS in 1948, the role of the organisation changed from one
that provided essential social services to one which helped (and
where necessary pressurised) the State to fulfil its responsibilities. The first register of volunteers was started in 1920. The
two world wars brought increased demand for family support
and a number of new activities, including the establishment
of a Citizens’ Advice Bureau. The 1970s brought high
unemployment, increased poverty and a period of empowering
citizens to campaign for jobs, better housing and services. Single
homelessness and the appalling conditions in the City’s hostels
and lodging houses were brought under the spotlight in the late
70s with the result that, after protracted action by ECSS and
others, improved accommodation was provided. A thirty-year
project training social workers was begun. The 21st century
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has seen more of a focus on strategic partnership working;
reducing budgets have put the relationship between state and
the third sector under strain once more. Nevertheless, EVOC
has continued to campaign and lobby on behalf of and with
the sector as well as to act as a focus for the 2400 organisations
that make up the third sector in Edinburgh and which together
contribute £3bn to the local economy.
In this brief booklet it has not been possible to go into depth
about the work of the organisation or what brought it about
but there are two factors worthy of attention. First, on the
hundredth anniversary of the year when
some women got the vote, it is right
to recognise the contribution of the
many remarkable women who
shaped the early organisation.
Dr Elsie Inglis qualified in 1892,
established a maternity hospital and
midwifery resource centre in Edinburgh,
was a leading light in the Women’s
Suffrage movement in Scotland and
still found time to be a member of the
© Katrine Lyck
Governing Council of ECOS where she took
an active interest in the training of voluntary health visitors.
Helen Kerr (often known as Mrs George Kerr) was an influential
social reformer and contributed to several commissions and
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committees looking into housing and
the poor laws. She was active in the
organisation for many years, becoming
its Honorary Secretary. Flora
Stevenson (after whom the school is
named) was another social reformer
and suffragist. She had a special
interest in education for poor children.
She was one of the first two women to
be elected to a local school board (a
Flora Stevenson
sort of early education authority) and
© Edinburgh City Libraries
was active in the Association for many years,
including overseeing the sewing room from its inception.
The second factor is the role of the medical profession. As
described in the Introduction, it was a string of eminent
physicians who brought about the creation of The Association.
They understood what others did not or would not. The poor
were not poor by choice. They were poor because they were sick,
and they were sick because they were poor. To improve health, it
was necessary to tackle the causes of illness: poor housing, lack
of sanitation, malnutrition and lack of money. This is what they
set about doing. They were innovative and pragmatic, identifying
and meeting needs. That continues to be the ethos of EVOC
today.
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