
No. 1608HOUSE

REPORT OF THE SPECIAL COMMISSION ON THE
NECESSARIES OF LIFE RELATIVE TO THE
RECENT INCREASE IN THE RETAIL PRICE OF
ANTHRACITE COAL IN THIS COMMUNITY.

Boston, April 14, 1920.

To the Honorable, the General Court of Massachusetts

In conformity with the ion rder of the General Court
dated April 8, 1920, the Special Commission on the Necessaries
of Life -has made an investigation in regard to the recent in-
crease in the retail price of anthracite coal in this community,
and begs leave to report as follows:

(1) The retail price in Boston of anthracite stove coal will be
taken throughout this report as the basis. Other varieties of
anthracite coal are lower in price according to size, and there is
a fixed differential above or below the Boston price in other
localities, depending principally upon freight rates. This dif-
ferential is given in full in House Document 1500, page 150.
One year ago the retail price of stove coal in Boston was $ll
per net ton. This price was $1 less than the Fuel Administra-
tion price, and was abnormal owing to a complete cessation of
demand for coal at that time. In August, 1919, the price had
risen to $12.50 a ton, which at the time was considered a
reasonable price; in January, 1920, to $12.75; February 1,
1920, $13.50; April 1, 1920, $14.50.
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(2) Coal is produced beyond the borders of Massachusetts inall cases. Three-quarters of the coal used in Massachusettscomes from the so-called company mines, mines now orformerly affiliated with the railroads such as the Philadelphia
& Reading, Lehigh Valley, Delaware & Hudson, etc. The re-maining one-quarter comes from so-called independent mines, -
mines which have no railroad affiliation. Prior to the war inde-
pendent coal ordinarily sold at the price of company coal or a
little below. Due to the lack of production and the increase of
demand, the Fuel Administration during the war allowed the
independent to receive 75 cents per ton more than the company
coal. Since the termination of the Fuel Administration the
price of independent coal has depended entirely upon the de-
mand, during the past year having risen to $7.50 per ton, and
to-day, owing to the shortage, to $B.lO, and in one or two
instances being quoted at $9.25.

About one-third of all the coal shipped to New England is
shipped by water in coal barges or steamers, the other two-
thirds coming by rail. As the rates for rail and water ship-
ments are different, and as the price at the mines for company
and independent coal is founded on a different basis, it is nec-
essary to consider the four classes of coal: namely, company
coal, shipped (a) by rail, (b) by water; independent coal,
(a) by rail, (6) by -water.

(3) The cost of handling, delivery and operating expense,
including miscellaneous items, to the retailer has increased
during the past year. In April, 1919, there was a general re-
duction of hours of labor from nine to eight, with an average
advance per man of $2 per week. Recently, during March,
1920, there has been a wage increase of 20 per cent, an average
of $5 per week per man. During the severe winter of 1920 the
cost of delivery advanced greatly, and it -was considered in
February of 1920 that an additional charge of 50 cents per ton
for delivery during the winter was not unreasonable. This
charge was a temporary one only, however. The average over-
head and handling expense, exclusive of profit, from retailer to
consumer is to-day approximately $3 per ton.

(4) The following table show's the approximate cost of the
four classes of coal from mine to consumer, and the retailers
profit thereon at current prices, $14.50 per ton, Boston:
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The proportion of the various classes of coal is approximately
as follows:

PER CENT
Company coal, 75 per cent

Rail, ....

Water,
50
2b

Independent coal, 25 per cent
Rail, ....

Water,
162/
8t

(5) Answering the inquiry of the honorable General Court, it
would appear that the present price of coal was not justifiable
in the case of 75 per cent of the coal.

(6) A hearing upon the situation was held on April 9. It
was the universal testimony on the part of all the retail coal
dealers that their prices advanced in approximately the same
amount on exactly the same day (April 1). Collusion or com-
bination was denied. The evidence of the hearing has been

Company Anthracite Coal.
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taken stenographically, and is being transmitted to the Attor-ney-General for such action as he may. deem advisable. Thesituation in Massachusetts is that the largest coal company, theMetropolitan Coal Company of Boston, ordinarily fixes the'rateof coal for the whole State, as most dealers follow the Metro-
politan Company in any change of rate, especially upward.
The Metropolitan Coal Company is largely dependent upon
barge delivery. The barge rates formerly were less than the
rail rates, but during the past year it has become a more ex-
pensive way of shipping coal. It is believed that the present
rate of $14.50 per ton is not justified for the Metropolitan
Company, even with its increased cost. There is certainly no
justification in following such an increase on the part of other
dealers whose costs have not advanced in any such degree.

The justification for the increase of price, in so far as there is
a justification, appears to be fear on the part of the coal dealers
of future increase of rail rates and increase of price at mine due
to the readjustment of the coal miners’ wages which is now in
process of settlement. If the law of supply and demand is a
justification this might also be pleaded, as the present supply of
coal in Massachusetts, owing to interference in the normal ma-
chinery of transportation, is low. It is not felt that either of
the foregoing reasons is sufficient to justify the advance in price.
It may be that when the new wage scale of the miners is fixed,
and when the new railroad rates go into effect in September, the
cost of coal will make a retail price of $14.50 reasonable. But
at the present time neither the mine cost nor rail transportation
has advanced. That there is a relative shortage of coal at the
present time seems no justification. The demand for anthracite
is very light, and the dealer is able to protect his customer and
himself in other ways than by an advance in price. It is pos-
sible that in a few isolated instances dealers who are extremely
short in their supply have been obliged to purchase independent
coal at speculative prices, but this justification is one much
made use of by retail coal dealers, who base the price of all of
their supply upon a very small fraction purchased from a
speculative source.

For further information in regard to the whole coal situation,

reference is made to page 101 of House Document 1500.
Replying to the query of the honorable General Court rela-
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the to what steps, if any, should be taken to bring about a
reduction in the retail price of coal, this Commission has no
power in the premises, only being able to investigate and report
upon the circumstances affecting the prices of necessaries of
life. If the Attorney-General finds that chapter 298 of the
General Acts of 1919 has been violated, there is criminal re-
sponsibility. If the retail coal dealers continue practices of this
nature in future it is suggested that the Legislature consider
whether or not the plan of licensing coal dealers (see chapter
484, General Acts of 1903, and chapter 434, Acts of 1906),
which was in effect in this State many years prior to 1915,
should not be reinstituted.

(7) A Table of the retail price of anthracite stove coal in
various typical communities of the Commonwealth, and the
price changes as reported to the Commission, follows:

VU'CU August, January, March 31, April 8,
February 1919 ’ Price- 1920) Price - 1920 - 192°-

1919, Price.

Arlington, .... $l2 00 $l2 50 - $l3 75 $l4 75
Boston,

.... 12 00 12 50 $l2 75 13 50 14 50
Danvers 12 50 12 75 12 50 13 50 14 50
Franklin, .... 12 00 12 50 13 00 13 00 15 00
Greenfield 11 90 11 90 12 00 12 50 13 50
Harwich, .... 12 60 13 00 12 10 12 10 13 25
Holyoke,

.... 11 75 12 00 12 50 13 00 14 00
Ipswich,

.... 12 20 12 50 13 00 13 00 13 50
Lowell,

.... 12 65 13 05 13 60 14 25 15 25
Ludlow,

.... 11 80 12 10 12 60 12 60 13 50
Lynn,

..... 12 75 12 75 13 50 14 00 14 50
Melrose,

.... 12 00 12 75 13 00 13 75 14 75
New Bedford, ... 12 45 12 45 13 00 13 75 14 50
Salem,

.... 12 45 12 75 12 75 13 50 14 50
Springfield, . . . 11 75 12 10 12 60 13 00 14 00

Wakefield, .... 12 65 12 75 13 00 14 00 | 15 00

Respectfully submitted,
JOHN H. SHERBURNE,

Chairman

CHARLES 11. ADAMS,
Commissioner.




