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            Prologue

            Rhys ‘Plank’ Thomas, Rhys ‘Plank’ Thomas: Who the fuckin’ ’ell is that? Who the fuckin’ ’ell is that?

         

         Me. I’m Rhys, like it says on the cover.* I was born and raised in Laugharne, Carmarthenshire, West Wales. I went to primary school in Laugharne, and secondary school at Dyffryn Tâf, Whitland. Laugharne and the surrounding area has a population of roughly 1,222. It’s famous for Dylan Thomas who, it is rumoured, based the location of Under Milk Wood (Llareggub, which sounds Welsh, and reads backwards as ‘bugger all’) on the village. Dylan Thomas also happens to be the name of my dad, and tourists from around the world routinely get sent to our house by mistake, because it’s that sort of place. Poetry doesn’t really exist there, but in keeping with the poet’s experience of the place, pints flow in abundance, and so does the chat – which is poetry in its own way. Keeping Faith, a thriller from S4C and BBC One Wales, was filmed there too, but I wouldn’t say Laugharne is ‘famous’ for anything else. It is known in specific circles for cockles, a literary weekend, Kingsley Amis living there for a bit, and for having this very strange archaic thing called a ‘portreeve’, which is a bit like a mayor but different (it also has a mayor).

         If you go back a few hundred years, Laugharne becomes a bit more glamorous. Mary Wollstonecraft lived there as a teenager, and further back again (say 1100–1400) plenty of notable people were about; it was bigger than Cardiff back then. I’m not convinced it’s grown an inch since. In many ways, I’m glad: there’s cricket in the summer, rugby in the winter, beer, natural beauty, and fantastic people all year round. That’s about it really. Up the cocklemen.

         Some of my mates growing up lived two hours away in a forest, while others lived next door to each other in a town. Some spoke Welsh and enjoyed Young Farmers Club, others spoke English and played football. Some did all of the above. Many just did drugs and ‘made music’. After school I became a first-generation university student in England, and I’ve stayed that side of the bridge since. When I go back home ‘the boys’ sometimes call me posh for it; and for leaving; and for my sense of fashion. If I had an ounce of ego, their words would be humbling. My family can’t speak Welsh, but my dad likes to think he can. Some of my grandparents did. I learned Welsh until I was sixteen and I hated every second of it. Now, I spend at least a minute of each day wishing I knew the language. I hope to become fluent one day.

         These days, I live in London. Yes, Rydw i’n byw yn Llundain. So that makes the prospect of writing this book even more nervy. I am awaiting the ‘Why is this saes† writing about Wales. hE dOeSn’T eVeN lIvE hErE aNyMoRe!!’ backlash. But basically, right, if I could do what I want for a living at home (and there was a little more going on) I might well have stayed. There’s a big chance I’ll retire there, too.
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         I have no idea who is going to read this. I suspect mainly Welsh people. But just in case, let’s introduce Wales too. Wales; Cymru. People – well, Neanderthals – were in the area around 230,000 years ago. And there’s been a continued presence of people here since 9000 bc. We have quite a lot of evidence of this time too. A lot of Celtic people were knocking about until the Romans invaded the area around Flintshire. Then you had your Saxons and Danes and Jutes and all of that across England and Scotland, but Wales became mainly just Welsh people – to the point that from around the eleventh century you had the Welsh as we know them. Butt. The language and all. There was an invasion by the Normans, but a retaliation from the Welsh kept them at bay. Then generally Wales was split into areas (Powys, Gwynedd and that) but ruled by people pretty peacefully until Henry II stuck his nose in, eventually leading to war. By 1300, you could argue Wales had become the first colony of England. It stayed that way until the 1500s, when Wales was annexed again. Not that the conditions this time were much better for Wales. Henry III did that under the Laws of Wales Acts, which integrated Wales with England in legal terms (hence why it’s the laws of England and Wales today). In doing so, the Welsh legal system was abolished and the Welsh language banned from any official role or status. But the Acts did officially define the Wales–England border, and allowed Welsh people to be elected into the English parliament.

         To give you a quick sense of how I see the country today: Wales has a north–south divide like England; that’s commonly accepted. It also has a west–east divide, I think, thanks to Bannau Brycheiniog and Snowdonia. West is a bit more Welsh-speaking, as is North; the further south and/or east you go, the more English things become. North Welsh might as well be a different language as far as I’m concerned, though in reality it’s very similar. Culturally (and economically), it’s very different too. The south is more urban, and you could also argue the more north-west, the more ‘proper Welsh’, by way of preservation and that, but I actually don’t know how I feel about ‘proper Welsh’ as a concept …

         Anyway, in Wales, and in the future of Wales, I see a few major talking points. Of course, most are tied to independence, but we’ll tackle them separately. They include how the land is used, how energy is generated, how the economy will work, the mess that is public transport, and what will happen with the Welsh language. Others are cultural and community-based. From sport – and which sport is the national sport – through to looking at towns and cities, and smaller places whose very life and soul seems under threat (mainly due to holiday homes). There is also some chat about people like me, who leave the area to work elsewhere, and what exactly the future of Wales means for us. I see these as the issues at the heart of Wales – both in its identity, and its ability to function in the short and long term.
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         So, that’s where I’m from, and where to I’m coming from. Let’s get into it, then.

         
            * ‘Plank’ is my nickname. I was given it because I annoyed my mate once and he screamed, ‘Fuck off, you fucking plank,’ at me; also I was/am generally clumsy, and get myself into situations. Which made the name stick.

            † An abbreviation of the Welsh word for ‘English’.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Land of My Fathers

         

         If we’re considering the future of Wales, or any country in fact, it makes a lot of sense to think about the actual land that place is built on. Welsh land is pretty varied: there’s mountains and valleys with rivers flowing down them into the estuaries and the beaches. There’s fields and forests, bogs and swamps, and obviously quite a bit of concrete these days too. Lots going on. We’re also a very agricultural country: 90 per cent of the land is used for agriculture.1 Far more than England (69 per cent),2 Scotland (75 per cent),3 Northern Ireland (75 per cent)4 and the Republic of Ireland (66.1 per cent).5 Up until very recently, you might have said: That beautiful landscape, those rolling hills, the coast, the castles. We’re so lucky to live around this natural and historical scenery. Why spoil it with big white windmills and things in the sea that we can’t even really see, but know exist, like tidal lagoons? Maybe you still say that. Here’s one reason: climate change. And it is long past time to think about how we can stop global warming finishing us all off.

         Actually, when it comes to sustainability, Wales has often been ahead of the curve. In the past, that was partly due to necessity – the sparseness of the land made us pretty self-sufficient. But in more modern times, Wales was the first country in the UK to charge for plastic bags, bringing the 5p rule into the country back in October 2011. As far back as 1998, Wales made sustainability pledges, being one of the first countries in the world to do so. Pockets of Welsh people also live in eco-friendly communes, like the Lammas Ecovillage,6 near Whitland. But as with every country, far more work needs to be done. Fortunately for Wales, should it be allowed to do so, the land has huge potential to improve those two big old basic necessities: food and fuel.

         BDE (Big Devolution Energy)

         When it comes to energy, Wales punches above its weight. In 2019, it was the fifth largest exporter of electricity in the world,7 making twice the amount of energy it needed to power itself. Nothing’s changed. Most of the excess energy Wales produces goes to the UK and then the rest of Europe. Wales also currently produces a quarter of all its electricity via renewable energy, which is roughly half of the electricity Wales itself needs. Wales aims to make 100 per cent of its electricity from renewable sources by 2035.8

         Granted, this means a huge amount of the energy generated at present comes from gas stations like those in Pembroke Dock – which isn’t great given the planet is in dire straits. CO2 is at its highest rate in two million years,9 the past decade is likely to have been the hottest period in the last 125,000 years, and we have less than fifty years to change things before we’re really in a mess. But there’s at least some cause for optimism here, because Wales not only has the potential to grow the (already strong) renewable programmes it has, progress is also already being made – despite Westminster seeming not to care.* There’s a viable case for Wales to become far more reliant on renewables in the near future, especially if it is given more authority. In the future future, it’ll have to, or we’re all a bit fucked. As things stand, the aim is for the United Kingdom’s energy to become 70 per cent renewable by 2030.10

         
            [image: ]

         

         When you consider we create our own energy and then sell the leftovers, you’d think our energy bills would be relatively cheap. However, not all is bendigedig – at least, not for those of us paying bills (and taxes). In fact, they’re some of the most expensive in the United Kingdom. South Wales ranked fifth most expensive for electricity and fourth most expensive for gas in the country, according to an article in The Independent in August 2022. And the UK in the early 2020s is a kingdom full of very expensive energy bills. North Wales (which was lumped in with Merseyside because, I guess, the distance between Uwchmynydd and Liverpool is only 115 miles) was the most expensive for electric bills, and seventh for gas. Middle Wales didn’t feature, so maybe its energy is cheaper and made exclusively with nuclear daffodils? We’ll never know! Point is the bills are insane, and the situation is broken. In the future, this will simply have to change. Ideally, what will happen is the government decides to stop being completely devoid of sense and makes things fair. If not, maybe there’s a strong case that Welsh independence will enable the country to benefit from more control over their own policy (assuming of course, the people in charge there also aren’t devoid of sense, but more on that later).

         Either way, I think we all know, right now, that energy companies are charging through the roof11 for a non-renewable product12 which is bad for the environment and will run out relatively soon. By selling it to us for absurd prices13 because everyone has to use it to keep their houses warm and, as is obvious, there’s no alternative. It’s a seller’s wet dream: ‘supply and demand’ hooks up with ‘buy low, sell high’. Profit.14 And a shit tonne of it. Ooft. And the cherry on top is, the companies aren’t paying fair tax15 on the profits, which means people who rely on public services (most of us) are being done out of money twice. This will probably repeat for a few years; energy will get more expensive as the supply gets scarcer and alternatives are withheld (especially if there are threats to tax companies more)16 until those companies feel they’ve wrung the cloth as much as they can.

         And it isn’t just households suffering. It’s pubs, restaurants, shops, schools, libraries and pharmacies. It’s the gas hobs that make school dinners, and the fridges that keep medication cool. If it uses electricity, then it’s probably at risk of financial ruin right now. And for what? For oil and gas giants to make record profits from simply using resources in the land that are ultimately harmful.† Surely there must be a better way.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Some countries already have better approaches to all of this stuff. From shifting to renewables to actually making bills relatively affordable. Sweden’s a good one: ABBA, meatballs, flatpacks and renewables. That should be the ‘Visit Sweden’ slogan, I reckon. In 2012 – remember 2012? End of the world, that Olympics? Well, that same year Sweden reached their target of 50 per cent renewable energy, a whole eight years ahead of schedule.17 Largely in response to the country’s ambition to have a fossil fuel-free economy. Which is the most obviously productive approach. Elsewhere, Italy and Spain are taxing the energy companies properly; Greece has spent about €7 billion in power subsidies, which will absorb up to 90 per cent of the rise in monthly power bills for households and 80 per cent of the rise for small and medium-sized firms.

         Outside of policy, there are people: they can force change when they do it properly. We’re talking countries with a history of riots as opposed to our pathetic, polite (and in my opinion, usually ineffective) peaceful protest. Name me an objectively successful large Welsh protest. It’s not that easy. Even the fiercer ones like the Rebecca Riots of the 1800s, and more recently the Ely Bread riots in Cardiff in 1991, have historically had as many cons as pros. France, on the other hand, loves a proper protest. I’m not saying we should choose violence, I’m saying we should at least make society think we will get serious about things, like the French do with their tendency to set fire to bins and stuff. Does that explain the 54 per cent rise18 in UK energy prices, compared to France?19 In part, it does. France is forcing the state-owned energy provider EDF to limit electricity wholesale price rises to 4 per cent for a year. The French would not tolerate the ridiculous price rises, let alone not smash windows when quarterly profit updates roll in.‡

         So how might the future of Wales be super green? We’re already witnessing the beginnings of some huge projects. Swansea’s been toying with a tidal lagoon in the Severn Estuary for a while now,§ and it got close to happening in 2018 but fell through because the UK government scrapped the plans, citing the high cost of the energy produced as a reason to make the project not worthwhile. You’d think the cost of energy is high enough these days to push things forward, with or without government involvement. Thankfully, some people somewhere (namely Bridgend: a private operation from DST Innovations) have had the sense to revisit the idea. Coming soon is a £1.7 billion (yes, billion) renewable energy project in Swansea, centred on the revived tidal lagoon. It’ll bring thousands of jobs to the area, and no doubt be a bit of a godsend for Swansea University students looking to make tea for a few weeks by way of an internship. The project is called Blue Eden.

         Swansea might also be getting a huge solar farm too (90 hectares of land, generating the equivalent of the electricity used by 11,500 households). If both projects get up and running, the city might well become the home of Welsh energy, and at the cutting edge of global renewable energy innovation – which is great for investment too. Assuming the application is approved (autumn 2022 saw reports of more solar farm applications being refused than ever before), it is something that’s in theory still happening. Which is better than it not even possibly happening. Right now, Swansea’s future looks more like a clean green machine than a pretty shitty city, or an ugly lovely town.
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         These are the solutions most prominently in play at present. Maybe one day we could even charge England more to make profits and subsidise our own, right? We could ‘pull a France’, as it were. Listen to former Llanelli and Wales fly-half Phil Bennett’s rousing speech before Wales played against England in 1977, during which he utters the immortal line, ‘Look at what these bastards have done to Wales. They’ve taken our coal, our water, our steel. They buy our houses and live in them for a fortnight every year. And what have they given us? Absolutely nothing,’ and you might even think it’s fair for Wales to do this.

         When it comes to the green, green gas (and electric) of home, perhaps others could pay a little bit of a premium. It’ll still be cheaper than fossil fuels, provided we also ensure legislation is in place to stop them rinsing us like they have been. Why? Scale. Build the windmills and all that, and it becomes very cheap to run. Wales already has the biggest onshore wind farm in Wales and England: Pen y Cymoedd, which is between Neath and Aberdare. Plans are underway to build the world’s largest floating wind farm just off the coast of Wales too, Gwynt Glas. So, Wales is primed to become a windy powerhouse, but there’s a lot of coast and rural land lying there just waiting for even more windmills, I reckon. And if you’re not into the idea, a reminder: fossil fuels will go up in price until we run out of them. Net zero could save the world trillions of dollars in the coming decades.20
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         Look at, or think about, that massive coastline again. All those mountains and valleys and beaches  and cliffs. Add to that how, realistically, the entire planet needed to switch away from fossil fuels like, a couple of decades ago, and it looks like Wales could find itself playing a pretty important role in helping to keep this planet habitable for us humans. I really hope it does. You’ll get used to the windmills; they look a bit like massive flowers anyway. Pretty, mun.

         Can I get a regen?

         Not too far from renewable energy is regenerative agriculture. It might take a book of this length, or probably longer, to really explain the ins and outs of #regen, but the way I see it (and have been taught about it), regenerative agriculture is the future, period – let alone the future of Wales. Put simply, it’s a type of agricultural practice which aims to prioritise things like biodiversity and soil health, meaning we can work with the land to grow crops that are more resilient, without fertilisers like pesticides, herbicides, or any of that other nasty stuff.¶ This also means farmers don’t have to smash a load of money on fertiliser each year. In addition to that, the soil will be healthier, meaning it will be able to help biodiversity and even prevent floods from being as bad as they’ve recently been (at the moment, soil can’t retain water very well; it all just slides off. Healthy soil is more like a sponge).

         Low intervention farming21 is a common feature of this practice, and has the added benefit of sequestering carbon, as opposed to releasing it into the atmosphere when the ground is dug up, like it does with conventional farming. This means you can actually grow carbon negative crops (which is a positive!). There are endless variants on what one might do to regeneratively farm the land, but the principles of a regen farmer are more or less fixed: better soil, better biodiversity, banging food, farms fixed, planet saved.

         Outside of the agricultural world, regenerative farming is currently niche as hell. We barely know what ‘organic’ means – back in 2014 only 20 per cent of Americans were able to define the word. Less than ten years on, regenerative agriculture is in a similar place. Even within farming, while many people know what it is, and almost three-quarters of people agree with the benefits of it, not many farms are completely based around the ideas of regenerative agriculture. But it’s also very important and interesting, so stay with me for just a few more seconds. In Wales, only 7 per cent of the land falls into ‘good’ to ‘excellent’ categories. As of 2016, 88 per cent of land in Wales is ‘utilised agricultural land’.22 So most of the soil in Wales is shite, basically. There are also not a lot of people doing regenerative agriculture in Wales right now. This means that there is a lot of land that can be regenerated, and that many more farmers can get behind the cause. Ways to do so are fairly simple (if a little bit daunting), but they can be as basic as ‘encouraging more wildlife into the farm’ all the way up to full-scale ‘let’s become reborn farmers who focus on growing things more holistically as opposed to killing millions of bugs for a few leeks and runner beans.’ For those in the business of growing grains especially, there are organisations out there like Wildfarmed who take on farmers and provide them with a guaranteed price for their crops, in exchange for having them grown regeneratively. Others exist too, they’re just the one I know most about. So yeah, regenerative agriculture, being mindful of sustainability by using our land to generate clean, green energy wherever we can – all very good for the future of Wales.
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