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            “The future of the union is one of the big political stories of our time, with the focus all too often on Scotland. Will Hayward offers a brilliant, insightful primer on the future of Wales’s place in the UK. A must-read for anyone interested in the future of this country, whatever their view.” 

            Matt Chorley

            “We are seeing an unprecedented amount of debate about Wales’s future. There are those of us who wish to see a UK that is different but not dismantled. Others see it differently. This book is a thorough investigation of the issues that will form part of that debate.” 

            Carwyn Jones, First Minister of Wales 2009–2018

            “Will Hayward is asking the right questions about independence in this book. A journalist who moved to Wales and was not in favour of independence, he is well placed to look objectively and honestly at a complex subject. The conversational style and the structure of the book make it an accessible and refreshing read, whichever side of the debate you are on.” 

            Leanne Wood, leader of Plaid Cymru 2012–2018

            “Whether an independent Wales is either desirable or viable are questions which are becoming more urgent as a post-Brexit Britain puts strains on the union. This is a comprehensive, intelligent and much-needed guide to the issues from one of Wales’s leading journalists. It argues persuasively that, whichever side of the debate you support, Wales must discard its insecurities and step up to the challenges of this century.” 

            Richard Sambrook, emeritus professor at Cardiff University, former director of BBC News

            “One of the strengths of Will Hayward’s book is that he comes to the subject without any personal baggage. He analyses the subject from all angles and doesn’t pull punches. He confronts the practical issues that would accompany any move to independence. Even if you don’t agree with all the points he makes, he challenges you to think about your own response. He also has the knack of a good journalist in being able to convey sometimes complex ideas in accessible language, without being simplistic or patronising. This book is a major contribution to the debate about Welsh independence. Highly recommended.” 

            Martin Shipton, political editor-at-large, Western Mail

            “Lucid and compelling. Required reading not only on the transformative possibilities and potential pitfalls of independence but also on the perils of remaining as we are.” 

            Professor Richard Wyn Jones, director of Cardiff University’s Wales Governance Centre

            “Will Hayward came to weigh up Welsh independence the same way I came to Scottish independence: not through any romantic attachment but from a recognition that the UK’s current growth model is unsustainable in its own terms and unresponsive to the needs of the rest of the union. Hayward gives you an engaging and clear-eyed analysis of what is at stake when we talk about independence for Wales. If you want to think this through, Will has already done the heavy lifting.” 

            Mark Blyth, director of the William R. Rhodes Center for International Economics and Finance, Brown University
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            FOREWORD

         

         The people of Wales visited the polling stations on St David’s Day in 1979 and proceeded to junk the Labour government’s piddling proposals for a national elected body in Cardiff. I was a schoolboy in Llanelli at that time and remember the toxic campaign only too well. Opponents of the plans – some Welsh Labour MPs among them – had spent the campaign ridiculing the very idea of a Welsh Assembly and of challenging the revered supremacy of Westminster.

         The economic and social lot of Wales in the decades that followed transformed the terms of debate about national governance. Even then, such was the depth of Welsh inhibition about any degree of self-determination that Tony Blair – riding high in the polls – only just managed to convince the people of Wales that this would be a beneficial move.

         Fast forward to 2022 and we have indisputable evidence that the Senedd (no longer a puny ‘National Assembly’) is supported by a settled majority of Welsh voters. This really has been a change of revolutionary scale. A steadily strengthening sense of Welsh identity over that same period cannot be considered a coincidence. xii

         And yet of the United Kingdom’s four nations Wales is by far the most difficult to understand and interpret. The independent Welsh Election Study produced by Cardiff University in 2021 indicated that while most people in Scotland and England considered themselves ‘strongly Scottish’ or ‘strongly English’, the more complex demographics of Wales – where over a quarter of voters have English roots – call for extreme care before reaching any conclusions. The ‘strongly Welsh’ contingent was only slightly larger than the ‘Welsh and British’ grouping. The Welsh vote in favour of Brexit – which few predicted – has to be seen against a wider background of prolonged economic inertia and extensive pockets of poverty and deprivation, as well as rapid demographic change. The economic effects of Brexit have yet to be fully felt and measured.

         This, then, is the hazardous but thrilling landscape into which Will Hayward has bravely stepped. Will’s formidable analytical and journalistic skills are already known to a wide audience. His reporting on the pandemic – characterised by his rigorous approach to examining the performance of government and public bodies – has impressed many who recognise the disappointing track record of much of the Welsh media in this area. My immediate response is to thank him for investing so much time and intellectual energy in a study of crucial importance to Wales – and the United Kingdom – at this turbulent time.

         Just saying the words ‘independent Wales’ has been a guaranteed sidesplitter for centuries. ‘Preposterous’, ‘demented’, ‘deranged’, ‘laughable’, ‘delusional’ – these have been the reflex verdicts of political sages in both Wales and England over the years. There is still no shortage of sages offering tired responses, but even they acknowledge that the terms of the debate have changed in every way. xiiiComparable surveys of Welsh opinion have tracked a marked rise in support for independence, not least after a pandemic which saw a Welsh government widely praised for adopting an independent approach. That approach was far from flawless, but the more cautious policy decisions were contrasted with those of Westminster. And there was no Partygate in Cardiff Bay.

         What has not happened is a rigorous debate – on the economics, the constitution, the social and education policy – on the way ahead. The work of the constitutional commission led by Laura McAllister and Rowan Williams will be invaluable. But in this book, Will Hayward sets out to make this debate accessible to a much wider audience. This is, without doubt, a significant contribution to the democratic debate on the future of Wales.

         In an age of echo-chamber agitation – conducted on social media platforms where truth and fiction are seemingly indivisible – this book by Will is to be welcomed by all who value fact-based, rational debate.

         
             

         

         
      Huw Edwards

London

July 2022 
    

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

         

         
            ‘We live in a world our questions create.’ 

            David Cooperrider

         

         To consider whether Wales should be an independent country is really thinking the unthinkable – or it was until recently, anyway.

         Before Brexit, the idea of Wales going its own way was, in the eyes of many, laughable. But since the vote to leave the European Union, the debate about an independent Wales has become far more mainstream. No longer just within the purview of a few blokes in a Carmarthenshire pub on a Six Nations match day, support for independence is now polling at around 30 per cent, and significantly higher in those aged under thirty. In a recent YouGov poll for WalesOnline, opposition to independence was the lowest ever recorded, with 50 per cent of people saying they would ‘definitely oppose’ it in a national vote on the issue. Support for indy is likely to increase based on the current trajectory. Of 16–24-year-olds, 40 per cent said they would vote ‘Yes’ if there was a referendum on Welsh independence tomorrow (as opposed to 33 per cent who would vote ‘No’). This falls to just 15 per cent in over-65s. xvi

         In Welsh political circles, the issue has become more mainstream. The pro-union Labour leader of the Welsh government, Mark Drakeford, has announced a constitutional commission examining Wales’s future relationship with the rest of the UK, which is set to consider independence as part of its findings.

         Now, all this together doesn’t mean that a referendum on independence is imminent. However, it is enough to make the topic worthy of notice, discussion and, depending on your point of view, hope or concern. After all, Scotland was on 30 per cent once. In fact, in 2012 Scotland was polling similar numbers, and just two years later at the 2014 referendum the polls were so close that the leaders of the main unionist parties (Cameron, Miliband and Clegg) all signed a pledge to give Scotland extra tax and legal powers to try to keep the Scots in the union. Things move very fast in British politics nowadays; it is easy for events to overtake you.

         This is precisely why this book needs to be written. Welsh independence will be discussed in the coming years and in many parts of Wales is already being debated. The only thing to decide is the quality of that conversation. Whichever side you fell on in the Brexit argument, the campaign demonstrated what happens when you argue an issue of monumental importance from an uninformed perspective. The entire dialogue descends into the gutter. We end up making huge decisions on the back of inaccuracies, unfounded fears and untruths. Rather than settling an issue for a generation, the result is a country so divided and exhausted that even if you win, you ultimately lose. If the debate over whether Wales should be an independent country is going to be had, let’s have it from as informed a position as we possibly can.

         Central to this book is the word ‘should’, not ‘could’. Of course xviiWales could be an independent country. There are countries far poorer and smaller than Wales that run their own affairs. The idea that there is something unique about Wales and the Welsh which means the country couldn’t be independent is ridiculous. When we debate the ‘could’, we are immediately locked into a juvenile debate which gets no one anywhere.

         Things get far more interesting and productive when you start looking at the ‘should’. To ask ‘Should Wales be an independent country?’ is to treat the people of Wales and the wider UK as adults. It is to ask them to take an objective look at the country in which they live and question if there is a better way to tackle the myriad problems facing them.

         Depending on an individual’s personal circumstances, outlook, feelings of identity, innate biases, attitude towards risk and financial situation, they may come out of this conversation with a different conclusion. Presented with the same information, different human beings come to different conclusions all the time. But at least they will be making their decisions with as much information as possible at their fingertips. At least they will be asking the right questions.

         This doesn’t mean that the answers to the questions tackled in this book will always be detailed and clear. Often, the questions are asking about a hypothetical on top of a hypothetical. ‘Can Wales afford to be independent?’ Well, to answer that we need to know what the relationship will be like with the UK/England and what the border situation will be. But to answer what the border looks like, we need to explore whether an independent Wales would be in the EU. Will Wales be economically competitive? Well, that depends on what currency it will be using, international treaties and xviiithe focus of an independent Welsh economy. Can an independent Wales balance the books? To work that out, you need to decide on who and what is going to be taxed, what form the country’s armed forces will take – will it even have armed forces at all? – and what sort of welfare it will provide.

         The rabbit holes you can go down exploring these issues are immense and made all the more complicated by the fact that time does not stop while you discuss them. Every change in the world further alters the calculation. What if Scotland leaves? What if the EU changes? What if Wales gets poorer or richer relative to England? What about the impacts the climate crisis will have on flooding, sea level rise and the availability of water on the island of Britain?

         I say this not to put you off having the conversation (or to get myself off the hook) but to make it clear that quite often the answer to these questions will be ‘we don’t know’ or ‘it depends’. This is by no means a bad thing. We have seen from the 2016 EU referendum the snake-oil merchants who refused to say those phrases. Will this be a hard negotiation? Easiest in history, we hold all the cards. What about the border on the island of Ireland? Tech will solve it.

         ‘We don’t know’ or ‘it depends’ are inevitable and invaluable answers when discussing something as complex and multifaceted as breaking up a relationship of 700 years. They reflect the inherent intricacy of the topic we are discussing. Advocates for Welsh independence are asking the people of Wales to take a very large leap to a destination that is shrouded in doubt. Not making clear that they are in fact taking a risk for themselves, their families and their livelihoods is quite frankly disingenuous. If the people of Wales are going to have this conversation and perhaps, one day, take the plunge, they need to do it with their eyes open.xix

         Spend any time immersed in the conversation about a potentially independent Wales, and you will be likely to hear two phrases repeated regularly in various forms:

         
	‘That is for an independent Wales to decide.’

            	‘Welsh independence will be easier because Scotland will have already left by then.’

         

It can’t be understated how many times these answers come up when people are attempting to have meaningful conversations about Wales’s potential future. These points have some merits, but I have serious issues with both which need to be addressed before we delve further into the question of a prospective independent Wales.

         ‘That is for an independent Wales to decide’ is a perfectly reasonable point of view. Many of the big questions regarding indy Wales would only be finalised after a ‘Yes’ vote. However, if advocates for indy are campaigning for people in Wales to take the leap into the unknown with them, they have a duty to be as clear as possible about what the country could face. For example, many, many people in Wales (and Scotland) support independence primarily because they see it as a vehicle to regain their EU citizenship. That is what is driving them. In the interests of honesty, transparency and good faith, it is therefore vital to discuss the practicality and likelihood of an independent Wales joining the EU. Blithely saying: ‘That is for an independent Wales to decide’ shuts down the discussion and risks bringing people along for a ride to a destination they may never reach. A campaign for Welsh independence needs to sell a clear vision and plan to the people of Wales; it must not offer them a door they must jump through before they know what is on the other side. xx

         ‘Welsh independence will be easier because Scotland will have already left by then’ is also an understandable position to take. At this point in time, it seems likely that Scotland would leave the UK before Wales did. If this is the case, it also seems likely that many of the unknowns may have gone and Scotland will have provided Wales with a potential blueprint for going its own way. However, there are three substantial issues with this position.

         The first is that it completely prejudges any future decision by the people of Scotland. They voted in 2014, fairly comfortably in the end, against independence. At time of writing, polling suggests that the SNP would again lose an independence vote (though it is far closer than the previous one). The break-up of the UK is not inevitable. In the same way that it is vital the people of Wales are allowed a conversation about their future, this book will not make assumptions about what decisions the people of Scotland will make. Of course the book will address the potential implications of an independent Scotland on Wales, both inside and outside the union; it would be churlish not to. But when presented with tough questions about a potential indy Wales, the inclination of some parts of the independence movement to say: ‘This will be simple because Scotland will have shown us the way’ is a lazy approach and fails to provide the answers the people of Wales deserve when they are asked to make the leap.

         The second issue is that Scotland and Wales are simply and quite obviously not the same country. As this book will demonstrate time and again, the facts of independence for Wales and Scotland are very different. Whether it is the realities of the borders, the share of natural resources, their geopolitical positions in the world, their current places within the union or the development of their xxinational psyches (this list is very long), Wales and Scotland are very different countries. An independent Scotland would not provide a blueprint for Welsh independence so much as a roughly drawn sketch on the back of a packet of shortbread.

         The biggest issue with the ‘Scotland will show us the way’ argument is how lame it is. If you are grounding the case for Welsh independence in the idea that Wales needs to break free of being the junior/repressed/neglected partner in the union and finally stand on its own two feet, then approaching the seriously difficult decisions and conversations facing it with the argument that another country will have done it first is totally backwards. One of my big takeaways from the process of writing this book is that Wales needs, whether it is independent or not, to have a more self-assured and clear sense of its worth. Beginning a debate about the future with the viewpoint that another country will help answer these questions for us is a mentality that Wales needs to shed regardless of whether it is in the UK or not.

         It is because of all this that this book will not be treating Wales or the people in it as if they are children, fools who can be won over simply by paying tribute to their country’s nice scenery or a male voice choir. As part of my research, I have read many so-called defences of the union, and a disappointing number of them treat Wales like some quirky uncle of whom everybody is very fond but who is a bit hapless. It is only a matter of time before the authors of such pieces make references to ‘stunning scenery, dragons and mythology’ or act as though Wales is a quaint mediaeval folk museum. Within paragraphs they realise they had better say something nice about the language and will declare that they have ‘great respect’ for this ‘living, breathing language’. But this all feeds into xxiithe patronising way Wales is viewed by large parts of the union. It is not an equal partner in a family of nations. It is not an adult, choosing to sit at the table and converse with other adults, making collective decisions about the future. It is in every way a junior partner. And this filters through to the way Wales sees itself and how it makes decisions about its future too. Yes, it is an ancient and proud nation, yet it remains wracked with insecurities.

         This book will endeavour not to follow that path. It will seek to provide a platform for an enlightened debate on Wales’s future to enable the people of that country to make an informed decision on their future. But this isn’t just a book for the people living on the western side of Offa’s Dyke. The UK is currently a single political entity. Despite a decline in numbers in recent years, many, many people both inside and outside of Wales see themselves as being proudly British. Wales is part of their country, and the future Wales will be of direct interest to people in the wider UK and beyond. Because of this, I will not be making assumptions that the people reading the book have an in-depth knowledge of Wales, its politics or its history. Clearly, many of those reading will have a vast understanding of such things, but this book isn’t simply for die-hard independence nationalists and political geeks (though I am eternally grateful to you for buying it and hope you enjoy reading). This will mean there may be a very different level of base knowledge of Welsh politics and history across those reading this book. As such there may be times where there are explanations of concepts already well known to those versed in Welsh affairs. Equally, if you are not familiar with certain elements covered within these pages, this is not a reflection of your knowledge but rather the chronic xxiiilack of attention given to the Welsh political system and history, not just in the wider UK but also within Wales itself.

         The book is divided into ten broad chapters related to whether Wales should be independent. Some chapters, such as the one looking at constitutional issues and the monarchy, are fairly succinct due to the nature of the topic being discussed. Others, however, such as the chapter looking at the financial situation underpinning an independent Wales, are so complex they have been broken down into smaller sections within the chapter to make it more manageable.

         This brings us to some key definitions. First, how are we to define an independent Wales? There are a huge number of ways to define independence, ranging from home rule within a federal and reformed UK to having a Welsh seat at the UN. For the purposes of this exploration (and in the interest of simplicity), we are simply going to define independence as ‘a Wales which is no longer part of the UK’.

         The second definition to establish may seem an odd clarification to make, but it is important. How will Welsh people be defined within the book? When I refer to ‘Welsh people’ or ‘the people of Wales’, I am referring to people who live in Wales. This doesn’t mean I am discounting the massive (and in my experience highly passionate) Welsh diaspora, but when talking about the impact of decision X or Y on the people of Wales, I am, unless stated otherwise, referring to those people living within the physical bounds of Wales, regardless of background. If you live in Wales, for my purposes you are welcome to be Welsh. The overwhelming majority of visions put forward for an independent Wales are inclusive, where xxivresidency qualifies you for citizenship. There are tiny pockets of the independence movement that will quote their direct Celtic ancestors and call for a narrower definition of Welshness. I will not be going down that route, although I will be looking at Wales’s turbulent history. Whether your family hails from Harlech or Henley, if you have chosen to make Wales your home, you can be considered Welsh – indeed, this is also the definition proposed by the Welsh indy movement YesCymru. Though not renowned for his sense of humour, the first MP for Plaid Cymru (the Party of Wales), Gwynfor Evans, once quipped: ‘Anyone can be Welsh, they just have to be willing to accept the consequences.’

         I signed the contract to write this book in the spring of 2021, just weeks before the elections to the Welsh Parliament – the Senedd. In the preceding year, Wales had gone through a fairly monumental shift. The fact that the Mark Drakeford-led Welsh government went its own way during the pandemic awoke Wales’s devolved consciousness. Since 1999, Wales has had its own Assembly (changing to Welsh Parliament in 2020), but it never really captured the minds of the majority of Welsh people. Despite running their schools and hospitals directly, the body based down in Cardiff Bay was significantly disconnected from the impact people in Wales perceived it had on their lives. But overnight the First Minister of Wales, Mark Drakeford, could decide whether people could leave their homes, drink in a pub or visit their mam in a care home. Suddenly, devolution mattered in a very real way – though that doesn’t mean everyone was happy with what they saw.

         Just weeks after the book deal, the Welsh elections returned a result which could only be seen as a ringing endorsement of devolution, with no seats for parties advocating for abolishing the Senedd xxv(or the Assembly, as they incorrectly continued to call it). The people of Wales had tasted what it was like to go their own way, and they liked it. It was against this backdrop that I began my research.

         At the beginning of this process, I would probably have described myself as being opposed to independence. However, I would be the first to admit that, like most people in Wales, I hadn’t given the matter any real concerted thought or attention. Since then, I have immersed myself in the topic to try to answer the question ‘Should Wales be an independent country?’ I have tried to educate myself into an informed opinion. To do this, I have interviewed experts in a whole range of fields, from economists to politicians, business people to professional athletes. I have had more pints and socially distanced walks with campaigners, activists and random people talking independence than I can remember (literally in some cases; some Welsh ale is very moreish). Unfortunately, because of Covid, far too many of these conversations were conducted via a screen, but such are the times we live in. It has been a wonderful journey, and I have met some absolutely fascinating people.

         I could have spent five years reading around this subject and still feel there was more to learn, read and understand. When I suggested writing this book, I rather naively thought there would be more developed arguments on both sides of the debate that I could simply assess the validity of. Once I started, it became clear that the indy side was pretty short of detail. There were people who had dedicated huge amounts of time and thought to the topic, but the bulk of debate, especially when it came to practicalities, was far from a developed argument that I could simply critique. It was perhaps worse on the unionist side, because there wasn’t a side at all. Unlike in Scotland, there is no real, coherent ‘opposition’ to Welsh xxviindy outside of a few trolls on social media. There are simply those who support indy and then everyone else who hasn’t really engaged with the issue and will only address it in passing. It is not my job to make the argument for either side but rather to address the key questions people in Wales are likely to have about an independent Wales. This I have tried to do.

         For full disclosure, I am not Welsh by birth. I grew up in England, spending different parts of my childhood in West Bromwich, Northampton, Leicester and Coventry (apparently, I have a penchant for severely deprived, formerly industrial areas). I have lived my entire adult life in Cymru, first as a student, then running my own business and most recently as a journalist at WalesOnline (Wales’s largest news website) and the Western Mail newspaper. Through the first year of the pandemic, I was the acting political editor and was therefore in both the UK and Welsh government political lobbies. During this time, I also wrote my first book assessing how the pandemic had played out in Wales. I am now Welsh affairs editor, which essentially lets me look at political decisions and how they affect the people governed, as well as conducting investigative journalism into issues affecting Wales. I love Wales; it is my home. Through residency, I have represented Wales in sport at international level. I support England in most sports, though I want Wales to win as well. When they play against one another, I take the cowardly option and hide in my house.

         I give you this view behind the curtain so you can understand where I am coming from as I investigate whether Wales should go it alone. For many, the decision on Welsh independence will come down to a fairly dry cost–benefit analysis: will I be better off in an indy Wales? But for others this is a decision of the soul, of the gut, xxviiof feeling. This is different for every person, and I have tried my utmost to give this side of the debate a damn good listening-to in order to illustrate whether independence is the best way to express Welsh culture and nationhood. The hardest part of producing this book was not answering the questions but knowing which questions to ask.

         This book is not the final word on the value, merits, costs, risks and total misapprehensions of Welsh independence. The idea of an independent Wales is a young and developing process in mainstream Welsh society. I hope this book will underpin a thoughtful, introspective and measured debate over the coming years, and that this will be seen as a vital step on a journey towards knowing the right questions and searching for the correct answers.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER 1

            WHY THE CURRENT SYSTEM IS NOT WORKING FOR WALES

         

         
            ‘I do not come to the House of Commons looking to the past, although I am conscious of it. I do not come here nursing grievances or imagining injustices. I do not subscribe to the myth that the English are bent malevolently on the destruction of Wales. 

            
                

            

            ‘What I fear far more is their sympathetic but inactive benevolence. There is … a great measure of sympathy and kindly feeling towards Wales, but there is not … the committed interest, the single-mindedness, the overwhelming concern to ensure that the economic, social and cultural life of the Welsh nation is properly safeguarded. 

            
                

            

            ‘I firmly believe that the natural energies of the people of this United Kingdom and the nations of which it is comprised are strangled by our constitution. The plain fact is that it does not work in many regards.’ 

            
                

            

            Part of a speech given by Liberal MP Emlyn Hooson in 1967 when introducing a Bill to bring domestic self-government of Wales

            
                

            

            2‘Approximately 600,000 children live in Wales: of those, one in three, or 200,000, are in poverty (in households at or below 60 per cent of median income). 90,000 are living in severe poverty (in households at or below 50 per cent of median income). The highest levels in the UK.’ 

            From Poverty and Social Exclusion research project, funded by the Economic and Social Research Council

         

         If you stand outside Perthcelyn Community Primary School, you are confronted by a building which looks like something out of Grand Designs. It is Scandinavian in style, with huge timber beams and a glass frontage which overlooks a stunning valley. If you are very, very lucky, it won’t be raining. Inside are dozens of Apple computers, interactive whiteboards and an electronic book-tracking system for the library. On my first visit here, head teacher Andrew James saw me taking in this view and simply said, ‘You wouldn’t know you were walking and talking in the most deprived ward in Wales.’ And he was right.

         Set below the school in the Cynon Valley is the village of Penrhiwceiber. I have been to this village several times in my career and it has a real place in my heart. To borrow a few words from the locals, the people from this place are ‘lush’ and ‘tidy’. It is a proper community. There is an outdoor swimming pool in the centre of the village which until a few years ago was totally run down and unusable. But the people of the area have completely regenerated it, and it is pretty amazing to walk through the area in the summer and see this massive swimming pool on the high street with people of all ages going for a dip. Even in winter when it is closed, you can still see people aged twelve to eighty pottering around, maintaining ‘our pool’. 3

         I knock on one woman’s door to conduct a quick interview with her, and by the time I have finished and walked five minutes to the next interview just up the road, I am greeted by the next woman who says: ‘I knew you were on your way because Gaynor called me to say you had just left her.’ There are no secrets here. You don’t knock on a door and wait for it to open in Penrhiwceiber; you knock twice and walk in. During the time it took me to walk from Penrhiwceiber Workmen’s Hall (built in 1888 by miners) to the station about 200 metres down the road, I had more meaningful interactions than I do in a month of walking to work in Cardiff. I tell you this because this warmth is what ‘Ceiber’ is, its soul, its identity. But it is also something else: Penrhiwceiber is the area of Wales with the highest rates of child poverty.

         Poverty is one of a huge range of ingrained issues facing Wales. A tapestry of challenges which, at present, face no realistic proposition of actually being properly tackled. At the start of the process of immersing myself in the independence debate, I assumed that for most indy advocates their support was based primarily around identity, that their push for independence was in pursuit of some abstract vision of Welsh nationhood. These people do exist, but the vast majority of people I spoke to – especially those who have come to independence in recent years – see it primarily as the most effective vehicle for solving Wales’s problems.

         So, before we can truly look at whether Wales should become an independent country, we first need to look at the purpose of such autonomy. What problems are we trying to fix? There are going to be benefits, costs, opportunities and threats if Wales ever does go its own way; the only way to fully assess the merits of independence is to understand the hardships we hope it will solve. 4

         Unfortunately for the people of Wales, these problems are as varied as they are complex. The challenge comes not from identifying the enormous issues facing the country but from knowing how to put them into a coherent and succinct narrative. It isn’t just that Wales faces myriad issues including poverty (we have the highest rates of child poverty in the UK), creaking infrastructure (about 2 per cent of Wales’s railways are electrified compared to just over 38 per cent in Britain as a whole) and ill health (Wales has the UK’s highest rates of long-term limiting illness). The real issue underpinning these problems is the fact that the current set-up of the UK makes it almost impossible to tackle them in a meaningful way. Facing lots of serious problems is hard, but facing problems without the means to solve them leads to hopelessness.

         So, we need to dig down into both what Wales’s problems are and why it is not in a position to fix them at present. I am not necessarily saying that independence is the answer. These issues are multifaceted and complex, and in politics anyone who gives you a simple answer to a complicated problem is usually being disingenuous at best. Nor is it to say that all the problems are unique to Wales. Huge swathes of England, Scotland and Northern Ireland can point to challenges with poverty, infrastructure and access to services. However, there are a substantial number of issues that are either distinctly Welsh or considerably worse in Wales. The argument that ‘other parts of the UK have the same problem’ is also fairly redundant when it comes to answering the question of whether independence would make it easier for Wales to solve these difficulties. Establishing why the current system doesn’t work will take some time, but we need to do this before we can assess the merits of leaving the UK in solving the problem. 5

         HOW WE GOT HERE

         Before we delve into this, we need to take a look back at what Wales was facing before the current devolution settlement. This will not be a deep-dive into modern Welsh history but to understand where we are, we need to understand where we have been; only then can we plan where we are going.

         Unlike with the Scots, there was no decision made by the Welsh to join the union. Whereas Scotland had shared a monarch and entered the union for financial reasons, Wales was conquered. It was assimilated into England rather than joining a union of two equal partners. The impact of this over the centuries on how England perceives Wales and, perhaps more importantly, on how the Welsh perceive themselves can’t be understated.

         Heading into the 1880s Wales was, in a legal sense, just an area of England. It was 1881 when for the first time in almost 400 years Wales was recognised as a separate entity to England with the introduction of Dry Sundays. In what seems unthinkable now, especially as we have just endured two years of intermittent pub closures, all pubs in Wales were to be closed on Sundays (God’s day) by the popular demand of the Welsh! This didn’t lead to an immediate permanent distinction between England and Wales in any meaningful sense, but it is noteworthy that this was the first time in centuries that Wales was legally different.

         Not that things were going to be changing any time soon. In their excellent book Whose Wales, Gwynoro Jones and Alun Gibbard quote from a Conservative Party election guide that remained unchanged between 1892 and 1914. It gave little indication that there was any desire within the party for Wales to be different, reading: 6

         
            The laws, institutions and customs of Wales are the laws, institutions and customs of England. The crown of England is the crown of Wales. The flag of Wales is the flag of England. To deal with one corner of the country separately in relation to large constitutional questions … would be to introduce a system of parochialism in national affairs which would soon lead to [the] most remarkable anomalies and undermine the fabric of uniform and orderly government throughout the country.

         

         By the early 1950s there was hope that perhaps Wales would soon be getting a stronger voice in the management of its own affairs. Speaking in Cardiff in 1951, deputy Conservative leader Anthony Eden said: ‘Unity is not uniformity. Wales is a nation. She has her own way of life and her own language. She has preserved and nourished over the centuries her own valuable and distinct culture. She has her own special needs and conditions, and these must be fully recognised and met.’

         At the same time, many people were calling for the creation of a new Cabinet role in the UK government: Secretary of State for Wales. The idea was that the man in this role (because, let’s face it, at that time it was always going to be a bloke) would represent Wales within the UK government and be responsible for matters like the country’s education, health and agriculture. Scotland had always had a better deal in this regard (and this is absolutely not be the last time that phrase is written in this book). The post of Secretary for Scotland had been created way back in 1707, although it was subsequently abolished just four decades later and then recreated in 1885 before being upgraded in 1926 to Secretary of State for Scotland. 7

         In the 1950s, Prime Minister Harold Macmillan was rumoured to be considering creating a Secretary of State for Wales, but instead he created a far less prestigious and powerful Minister of State for Welsh Affairs. ‘Oh well,’ you might think, ‘at least this is progress.’ But you can see the contempt in which the role was held by the first person appointed to it. You might hope that, given that Wales had its ‘own valuable and distinct culture’, as well as ‘needs and conditions [that] must be fully recognised and met’, a politician of some distinction and profile might have been brought into the role. Your hopes would be misplaced. The first person in the role was a Mr D. V. P. Lewis. Haven’t heard of him? Don’t worry, even at the time almost no one had. A county councillor from Brecon, he was visiting London in his tweed suit for a rugby match when he was called to Downing Street out of the blue and made a baron and Minister of State for Welsh Affairs. One newspaper called it ‘one of the most curious political appointments since Caligula made his horse a consul’. In Parliament, people were equally shocked that, as one MP put it: ‘An unoffending, unobtrusive county councillor has been catapulted like a Russian Sputnik from the recesses of Breconshire.’

         And the Welsh really did need someone of clout and influence fighting for them. In 1965 came the culmination of an affair which was to become one of the key milestones not just in the Welsh independence and devolution movements but also in shaping the narrative in many parts of Wales for how they perceived their place in the union: the drowning of Capel Celyn.

         Capel Celyn (meaning ‘holly chapel’ in English) was a village in the county of Gwynedd (though the area was called Meirionnydd at the time), which is in the rural north of Wales. In 1960, a Bill 8sponsored by Liverpool City Council was put before Parliament in Westminster to create a reservoir by damming the Tryweryn River. The idea was that it would provide water to the industrial city of Liverpool. This would involve flooding Capel Celyn, causing the people there to lose their homes and community. On top of this, the area was one of the last Welsh-speaking communities in the immediate area, which added extra heat to this perceived injustice. The reason why this was going to Parliament (as opposed to the usual process) was because it meant Liverpool Council would not require consent from Welsh local authorities and there would not be a planning inquiry in which people from the area could air their objections to the plans. To cut the story of a bitter campaign short, the Bill was passed in 1962 despite not a single Welsh MP voting for it, and in 1965 the village was flooded. The optics were awful. A Welsh-speaking rural community had been unilaterally drowned so an English city could extract the natural resources of the area.

         For many in Wales, this incident demonstrated their total lack of influence within the union of which they were supposedly a valued member. In 2005, Liverpool City Council issued a formal apology for the flooding, which even now is often cited in debates around Welsh independence and devolution. A memorial bearing the words ‘Cofiwch Dryweryn’ (‘Remember Tryweryn’) stands near Aberystwyth in west Wales, though it is commonly vandalised and subsequently repainted. The latest damage triggered a string of similar murals to be painted all over Wales, and the words, now widely adopted within the Welsh independence movement, are commonly seen on bumper stickers, T-shirts and hats.

         Perhaps nothing indicates the nonentity that Wales was within the union better than the wording of legislation. It wasn’t until the 91950s that ‘England and Wales’ was added to such texts. Before that they simply said ‘England’. This is a reminder of the famous entry in the Encyclopaedia Britannica in the nineteenth century, where under ‘Wales’ it simply had the line ‘See England’. The move to list legislation as ‘England and Wales’ could be seen as a step forward – at least Wales now exists and is not simply a part of England. But on the other hand, the acknowledgement of Wales’s existence is still inextricably tied to England. Within my job I spend a great deal of time working with stats and data regarding Wales. Time and again I come across information labelled ‘England and Wales’. This makes it hard to draw any Welsh-specific conclusions or to spot trends and issues specific to Wales, because it is just amalgamated into the wider data. How can you compare how Wales is performing internationally with other nations when the data is completely integrated with that of England? What you can measure you can manage, and if you can’t measure, how can you properly manage?

         In 1964, it was deemed appropriate for Wales to have its own Secretary of State (a mere 250 years after Scotland was accorded the same privilege), and the Welsh Office was created. Unlike the previous Minister of State for Welsh Affairs role, this job wasn’t given to a random county councillor but was taken up by Labour MP Jim Griffiths. With strong credentials in the Labour movement and links to mining unions, in addition to being well respected in the party and a Welsh speaker, Griffiths at least had the clout and profile to make the job credible. The second Secretary of State, Cledwyn Hughes, had similar credentials. The new role drove some important changes, such as the Welsh Language Act 1967, which gave some rights to use the Welsh language in legal proceedings in Wales. 10

         Unfortunately, the next Secretary of State, George Thomas, was a massively divisive figure. He was anti-Welsh language and described the setting up of the Welsh Office as the ‘greatest mistake’. However, the thing he is perhaps most remembered for is his role in the Aberfan disaster. The collapse of a coal tip which crashed into a school in 1966, killing 116 children and twenty-eight adults, was a tragedy that remains strong in the hearts and memories of people in the South Wales Valleys and beyond to this day. It was made all the more awful by the fact that the villagers of Aberfan had repeatedly raised concerns about the safety of the tips. Subsequent inquiries found that the National Coal Board was squarely responsible for these deaths after refusing to pay for the removal of the tips.

         The grief that followed the disaster led to nearly 88,000 individual contributions to the victim fund, totalling £1.75 million. Appallingly, the Labour UK government decided to take money from that fund in order to clear the remaining tips. The idea of taking charitable money donated for the victims to clear tips which were ultimately the responsibility of the state and the coal board is reprehensible. Historian Martin Johnes says Thomas ‘did initially protest at the decision’, but ‘his lone voice in the Cabinet was not sufficient and in the end he acquiesced in the plan and placed strong moral pressure on the disaster fund to ensure it too gave in’.

         This sums up what Wales was facing before devolution. Even when it finally managed to get a voice for its interests within the Cabinet, it wasn’t able to convince a UK administration not to raid a charitable fund for families who had lost loved ones at the hand of state negligence. As the years went by, many of the men who held the Secretary of State role were not Welsh or even based in a Welsh constituency. This is unlike Scotland, where there would 11have been uproar at the idea of not having a Scotland-based MP. Yet again, this is an example of where Wales is just a little less important within the union and, frankly, considered a little less of a country.

         The contempt for Wales is perhaps no better summarised than by the appointment of Conservative John Redwood to the secretaryship in 1993. Now best known for having terribly mimed the Welsh national anthem on television when it was clear he had no idea of the words, Redwood was born in Kent and was MP for Wokingham in Berkshire. He would refuse to sign Welsh-language documents and didn’t like to stay overnight in Wales, instead driving back to his constituency in England. Given that he was supposed to be going out to bat for a country with substantial levels of poverty, it can only be considered a dereliction of duty that he took great pride in returning over £100 million of Wales’s block grant to the Treasury unspent.

         Of course, any job can be filled by someone incompetent, unsuitable or disinterested. This is true across all walks of life. But in politics, the point of a democracy is that you can remove these people. This wasn’t the case with the Secretary of State for Wales. The people of Wales were at the whim of someone whom, ultimately, they could not hold accountable. The man who ran their schools and hospitals, who was responsible for building their roads and managing their agriculture, could be utterly disinterested, and there was nothing they could do about it. What made this worse was that most of the running of these services was actually done by unelected quangos, which were convoluted and detached to such a degree that true accountability to the people they supposedly served was impossible. 12

         Ultimately, the person who could remove and appoint a Secretary of State for Wales was the Prime Minister. But here again we see how short-changed the people of Wales were. Several well-placed journalists working within Westminster at the time have told me privately that John Redwood was appointed by PM John Major as an insult. It is clear that Major hated him but needed to retain him in Cabinet to keep him quiet. Really think about that. The Prime Minister of the United Kingdom, of which Wales is apparently a valued member, selected the man who was responsible for Wales as an insult. There wasn’t the consideration of ‘Will this be best for the people of Wales?’ or ‘What are the challenges in Wales and who is best placed to tackle them?’ No, instead the role was given because running Wales was considered the lowest of the low. But this was not a joke for the people living here. It was their hospitals and schools which were at stake, and given that Westminster politicians were, at the time, the only vehicle for improving them, the fact Wales was an afterthought or booby prize is all the more appalling.

         Look back at the quote from Hooson at the start of this chapter. What he feared most was not a malevolent plot to destroy Wales; it was inactivity. The fact that Westminster didn’t have ‘the committed interest, the single-mindedness, the over-whelming concern to ensure that the economic, social and cultural life of the Welsh nation is properly safeguarded’ doesn’t mean there weren’t Secretaries of State for Wales who were focused on the role. There are examples of dedicated role-holders from both the Conservatives and Labour. Tory Peter Walker was one who threw himself into the position, though even in his case he was put in the job to keep him quiet.

         Perhaps the situation for Wales before devolution is best summed 13up by Welsh journalist Huw Edwards, one of the best-known names in British journalism as the face of the BBC News at Ten and election coverage, as well as working as the chief parliamentary reporter in Westminster before devolution. Enjoying an espresso in a café outside London’s Victoria, he told me:

         
            I don’t have to be told what it was like; I know what it was like. Basically, Wales was a bit of a joke. It was openly laughed at in terms of, ‘Oh it’s Welsh Questions today, let’s go and have a drink.’ Or, for example, there would be the annual St David’s Day debate. It would often be cancelled because there was ‘more important business’. If anybody got up at Prime Minister’s Questions to ask a question about Wales, there would be if not boos open laughter or derisory noises. Because that was the vibe.

         

         So, what you have before devolution is Wales, a nation with rich culture, traditions and even its own language but also real challenges and issues that needed tackling with proper dedication and vigour. But the very people charged with ultimately fixing those issues considered Wales a joke. It was simply one of many competing priorities and was often relegated when the ‘important business’ came along.

         In 1979, the Welsh had a chance to create a Welsh Assembly when a referendum was held. This idea was roundly rejected by the people of Wales, with 80 per cent of those voting rejecting devolution (see Chapter 4 for more on this). Then, in another referendum in 1997, they voted for devolution by the narrowest of margins, with fewer than 7,000 votes in it. Following this, in 2011 the Welsh seem to have come round to having more control of their own affairs, 14voting in favour 63 per cent versus 37 per cent to give more powers to the Assembly. The 2021 election to the renamed Welsh Parliament saw anti-devolution parties wiped out. Wales is starting to embrace running its own affairs, but this doesn’t mean that devolution in its current form is necessarily working for Wales.

         WHERE WE ARE NOW, AND WHY IT’S FAILING

         Though the current system of devolution is better than what came before, it is, frankly, a mess. Simply being better than a system that was terrible is not good enough when you are dealing with people’s lives. It is hard to encapsulate how the current system doesn’t function well in one chapter when several volumes could be filled on how our hodgepodge devolution settlement leaves Wales simultaneously neglected, constrained and condemned to poor dysfunctional governance. To try to illustrate it succinctly in a way that demonstrates the need to change while preventing us from getting bogged down, we will take a quick look at the current set-up through three issues: trains, poverty and Covid. We will then consider how even the gains made under devolution are under considerable attack from a Westminster establishment suffering severe devolvers’ remorse.

         Let’s start with how the current system works, or rather fails to work, in practice. Every five years, Members of the Senedd (MSs) are elected to the Welsh Parliament, which is based in Cardiff Bay. Unlike in Westminster elections, where MPs are elected by the first-past-the-post system, in Wales the approach is more proportional (though far from perfect), meaning that the composition of the MSs in the Senedd is roughly reflective of what people in Wales as a whole voted for. The largest party (or parties) then seek 15to form the new Welsh government. This government is responsible for everything that is devolved in Wales, including some really important areas like health, education, economic development, local government and agriculture. Things like policing, immigration, foreign policy and most taxation are not devolved and are the responsibility of the UK government.

         Though this sounds simple, in practice it can be complicated and confusing for people (oh, we will come to this). The entire devolution settlement is designed with the same logic as you and your mates have when you are drunk at 3 a.m. and planning to open your own pub. Except in this case they never sobered up.

         Take, for example, the fact that Scotland and Northern Ireland have control over justice and policing, but Wales doesn’t. Imagine you are a youth justice worker in Wales dealing with challenging children and young people. They may have committed serious crimes and/or have mental health issues, and you’re trying to keep them on the straight and narrow. Almost everything you do in the course of your job involves dealing with something that is the responsibility of the Welsh government. If you’re looking for somewhere for them to live, housing is devolved. If you’re looking for a course for them to go on, education is devolved. If you’re looking for a mental health or substance misuse service, both are devolved. But then the justice system they are potentially running afoul of and the police whom you often have to work with are not. This makes joined-up thinking, planning and strategy, not to mention funding priorities, really difficult. Most frustratingly, it doesn’t have to be this way, as aptly demonstrated by the fact that Scotland and NI both have control over this area. This is just one of many examples. 16

         The issue of accountability that we had before devolution hasn’t been fully dealt with, either. Yes, the Welsh government now has direct responsibility for running health and education in Wales, but ultimately the money the Welsh government has to spend comes directly from the UK government Treasury in London. Funding for Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland is complicated, but to put it simply the Welsh government receives a percentage of what is spent on devolved areas in England through the Barnett Formula. So, if England spends £1 billion more on hospitals, Wales will get an amount of cash equivalent to a percentage of that based roughly on population. By now, you won’t be surprised to hear that Scotland and Northern Ireland actually get higher amounts per head than Wales does.

         Every year, my colleagues and I cover the Budget announcement live. The Chancellor walks out of his house in Downing Street (at time of writing the Chancellor is a man), showing the assembled photographers his little red briefcase (it would make more sense for him to hold up a USB stick) and heads to the House of Commons where he will announce the changes to spending in the UK. Perhaps he will say a line such as: ‘We will train and hire 20,000 nurses, which is the equivalent of £750 million of extra funding,’ which will lead to all his colleagues bellowing like hungry walruses. Now, what he likely won’t say is that this just applies to England, because the UK government has no control over healthcare in the other nations. This obviously creates confusion for people in Wales. They see the Chancellor of the UK, for whom they may actually have voted, announce a policy without pointing out it doesn’t apply to them.

         Hearing that there will be 20,000 new nurses worth £750 million 17would seem to suggest that Wales would be getting a share (known as a Barnett consequential). After all, if England is spending more on health, Wales should get a percentage, right? Well, this is where the confusion steps up. Wales will only get more money if the cash from the Chancellor is new money. If he is simply paying for the new nurses by moving money from another part of the health budget, then the overall spend hasn’t changed, and therefore Wales gets nothing more than it currently has. If he actually increased the health budget but took it from another department which is also devolved (such as education), then the overall spend won’t change, and Wales will not see any additional funds.

         On Budget Day, every time there is a new announcement Welsh journalists ring up both the Welsh government and the Treasury to find out what this means for Welsh spending. More often than not, the Welsh government has no idea, because it has no involvement in the planning or conversations and basically sees the Budget for the first time when the rest of us do. When you call the Treasury to try to get clarification on whether this will lead to more spending for Wales, they can rarely give you an immediate answer. Wales, and the implications of decision-making on it, is a total afterthought.

         This means it is impossible to plan the vital services of health-care and education strategically or in the long term. The amount of money Wales receives can be changed on the whim of a UK government Chancellor based in London. When he is deciding how much cash to put into health, education, roads etc., he bases all his considerations on what is required to address problems facing England’s hospitals, schools and roads. In one respect this is totally understandable; this is the area for which he is responsible. The money is then sent to Wales through the Barnett formula, but 18the amount of money received is ultimately calculated to address priorities within England. Let’s take a really simplistic example of this. Imagine if all the motorways in England were in immaculate condition, but all those in Wales were potholed messes. When planning where to allocate funding, the Chancellor would look at the pristine motorways in England (which are the ones he is responsible for because that responsibility is devolved to the Welsh government) and understandably allocate no extra money to road maintenance, thereby meaning Wales gets no Barnett consequential. But those roads in Wales still need fixing. The Welsh government can either leave them as they are, or they can take that money out of other services. Ultimately, the assessment of funding (and the raising of those funds) is done through the lens of what England needs.

         From all four nations’ perspectives, this is a totally illogical way to govern. From a Welsh point of view it is juvenile and subservient having to simply wait to be told how much money the country will receive while having no direct input into the allocation of resources. There are many issues arising from this but a few in particular are really worthy of consideration. The first is that devolution in its current form has allowed the UK government to essentially wash its hands of responsibility for many areas of Welsh life. Now, you might say, ‘Surely this is the point of devolution?’ And that would be a completely fair assessment except for the fact the UK government, through funding and taxation, still has considerable control over the levers of power that are vital in managing the devolved areas. Take economic development. The Welsh government is in charge of this policy area but doesn’t have control over employment rights and duties, many areas of taxation, industrial relations 19or fiscal and monetary policy. This is not to say that every devolved nation should have individual control of things like printing money – that opens up a can of worms we will address when we talk about what a reformed UK would look like in Chapter 8 – but these are vital levers in promoting economic development, and historically the body controlling them (the UK government) has not necessarily seen successful policy-making in devolved areas as its responsibility.

         Going back to the youth worker example, tackling youth unemployment and crime is really complicated. Keeping young people engaged with services is an immense challenge. I worked in this area for several years and can attest to the difficulties, even with all the available tools at your disposal. However, the job is nigh-on impossible when the key aids for making change are controlled by a national government that has no real impetus to make said changes because it doesn’t actually see it as its responsibility any more.

         The second problem with the current system comes back to the issue of accountability. Though far, far better than the system of quangos that it replaced, devolution as it is currently set up fails to hold the Welsh government truly accountable for some pretty serious failings. When the Welsh government is challenged about its record on hospitals and schools, it can, and does, point across the Severn Bridge at Westminster and say: ‘They have cut our funding.’ And this isn’t to say that Wales, like all of the UK, hasn’t faced some truly brutal spending cuts in the past twelve years, but in several Welsh public services there are examples of mismanagement where the finger of blame deserves to fall at the feet of the Welsh government (which has been headed by the Labour Party since devolution). However, it always has its get-out-of-jail-free card of blaming 20Westminster. This is compounded by an inclination among some in Wales to see criticism of the Welsh government as criticism of Wales itself, meaning the decision-makers in Cardiff Bay are often given an easy ride by those who should be demanding better governance.

         So, what we have is a confused and convoluted system, a half-finished dog’s dinner where the creators of devolution have given no thought to its implications on not just the separate nations but also the existing institutions of the UK. When Labour introduced devolution in 1999, there were Labour leaders in Cardiff, Edinburgh and London. This meant there were cordial relations and a desire for all the respective administrations to succeed, as well as easy lines of communication. Even if there were disagreements, there was a vested interest in them not spilling out into the public arena.

         But at time of writing, in Cardiff we have Labour, who are pro-union but want more powers for Wales; in Edinburgh the Scottish National Party (SNP) want Scotland to leave the union; and in London the Conservatives are, for want of a better phrase, aggressively unionist. Even in the best of times this isn’t going to lead to a cordial relationship, but throw in a global pandemic and the fundamental flaws of this system are stark. The fact that the Prime Minister of England also doubles up as the Prime Minister of the whole of the UK is clearly a real problem. It is the equivalent of the Governor of Texas also being the President of the United States. There are clearly conflicting priorities. This doesn’t mean that a union of nations can’t work, just that in its current form it is doomed to fail all the people of these islands.

         Before we take a deep-dive into Wales-specific problems, it is worth taking a brief side-step to address the continued existence 21of the Secretary of State for Wales. Since devolution, the role has become largely redundant, with most of the responsibilities previously invested in the job now held by the Welsh government. It simply has no power. Whereas the original idea of the position was to provide a strong voice for Wales in Cabinet, it now mainly functions as a representative for the UK government in Wales. There are significant calls for the role to be abolished, including from people who previously held it.

         One of these is John Morris (or Lord Morris, as he is now known). He was in the post from 1974 to 1979, stepping down after the failed referendum on devolution. ‘I failed to persuade my nation at that time,’ he said. ‘It was the worst day of my life.’ I am embarrassed to say that during our hour-long Zoom conversation about independence, Welsh identity and devolution, I had far more issues with the technology than did the ninety-year-old Mr Morris (who became an MP in 1959 and served as Attorney General under Tony Blair). I actually looked up Lord Morris’s maiden speech in Parliament in 1959, and it detailed the issues of traffic congestion through South Wales – some things never change.

         Speaking now about how devolution has changed the role he once occupied, Mr Morris said:

         
            As Secretary of State for Wales, I had 3,000 people working for me. I don’t think there are thirty people now; it’s a non-office. Of course, the voice of Wales must be heard in Cabinet one way or the other, but to have a full-blown Secretary of State whose main job is to be a propagandist for the government? He can only seek to persuade. I’m sure he does his best, but there’s no function there. He has got no staff, he’s got no executive power, none 22whatsoever. Other means can be found to ensure that the voice of Wales is properly represented in Cabinet. Whitehall has been very lethargic in recognising that there are four governments in the United Kingdom.

         

         Though it’s hardly a shock to hear a Labour politician criticising a Tory-led UK government, there is real merit in the observation that the Secretary of State for Wales is now a largely pointless waste of public money. By way of example, one of the key ‘achievements’ of the Secretary of State in recent years was to announce the renaming of the Severn Bridge to the Prince of Wales Bridge – an act of supreme brown-nosing that a YouGov poll suggested only 17 per cent of people in Wales supported.

         NOT WORKING FOR WALES – POVERTY, TRAINS AND PANDEMICS

         To help illustrate why the current system isn’t working for Wales, let’s take a look at some real-life examples. To do this, we will examine what is the most cited rationale within the independence movement for supporting the break-up of the UK: poverty.

         POVERTY

         We opened this chapter talking about Perthcelyn Primary in Penrhiwceiber. Every other child you see there is living in poverty. At 49 per cent, nowhere in Wales has more children living in households whose income is less than 60 per cent of median income. As of April 2018, median gross weekly earnings for adults in full-time work in Wales were £509. The reason I wanted to describe the place before giving you the statistic is because the second we start talking 23about child poverty and stats, it is easy to disconnect the numbers from the human beings suffering behind them. When you speak to the kids at Perthcelyn Primary (ironically built with EU funding), they are lively, engaged and curious. When you speak to parents, it is clear that life is a daily struggle to feed and clothe their children. But what is also abundantly clear is that it is only the support of the community that enables the people to survive. I have heard heartbreaking stories which I have attempted to cover extensively through my journalism.

         But these are not isolated stories, and they are not new. Wales has higher levels of poverty than any other part of the UK, and it has never been rich throughout its history. Even during the industrial revolution, when Welsh coal was powering the world, the wealth did not stay. It flowed down canals (later to become train tracks) and out through Cardiff and Newport, with the money from the sale also leaving. This is not to say that independence is the answer to Wales’s poverty problem, though the brutal cuts of the past decade have absolutely crippled many communities. But poverty, particularly for children, is one of the greatest problems facing Wales. It has never improved, and there is no sign of this being remedied any time soon within the current system. Therefore, any assessment of the merits of independence has to be measured against its ability to tackle Wales’s most entrenched problem – indeed, would it perhaps even make it worse?

         The stats really are damning. Just under one in four people in Wales live in poverty, according to Oxfam Cymru. That is about 700,000 of Wales’s 3.1 million population, with the level of relative poverty remaining unchanged for a decade. Wales has lower pay for people in every sector than the rest of the UK, and at the start of 24the pandemic more than a third of jobs were furloughed. This was in part because we have a higher proportion of manufacturing jobs which are not conducive to home working (production lines tend not to run through living rooms). Approximately 600,000 children live in Wales, and of those one in three, or 200,000, are in poverty, with 90,000 (14 per cent) living in severe poverty (in households at or below 50 per cent of median income).

         It can be easy to view poverty in Wales as an issue mainly associated with the former coal fields of the South Wales Valleys, and though the issue is significant there, it is by no means the only affected area. Rural parts of the country have large pockets of deprivation, with many North Walian coastal towns having populations facing real hardship.

         The Welsh capital is by no means immune. If you stand on Bute Street in the Butetown ward of the city, you are in the most diverse part of Wales. The diversity here is not a recent phenomenon. Due to the importance of Cardiff Docks for coal exports, from the mid-1800s it became one of the UK’s oldest multicultural communities, with over fifty nationalities, including Norwegian, Somali, Yemeni, Spanish, Italian, Caribbean and Irish. To this day it remains hugely diverse. Indeed, the roughly 10,000 Somalis currently living there make it one of the largest Somali populations in the UK. Bute Street is straight and just under a mile long. It connects Cardiff city centre in the north with the newly developed Cardiff Bay in the south. The bay, which has undergone an enormous restoration in the past few decades, is where the Welsh Parliament sits.

         Butetown used to be part of an area known as Tiger Bay (the local name for the area of Cardiff which covered Butetown and Cardiff Docks). However, while the city centre and bay area that 25sandwich it have seen huge investment, transforming Cardiff into a modern capital, Butetown has become forgotten in Cardiff’s relentless expansion in the past twenty years.

         Before Covid, the Butetown ward had the highest rate of child poverty in Cardiff at 46 per cent, but this figure fails to capture the situation properly. Running parallel to Bute Street, to the east, is the recently built boulevard of Lloyd George Avenue (named after the only Welshman in the history of the union to become Prime Minister). Flanked by well-presented flats, it is a stark contrast to Bute Street just 20 metres to the west, an affluent area of young professionals and Cardiff Bay politicos. Few of these people are living in poverty, and their residence in the ward acts to mask how bad the situation is on the Bute Street side.

         Not that you can see Bute Street from Lloyd George Avenue. Running between the two streets is an enormous stone wall which obscures the other from view. If you ever needed a visual representation of how deplorably many of Cardiff’s residents have been left behind by the city’s relentless growth, this is it. A few good kicks of a football would take you from Bute Street to the doors of the Welsh Parliament in the south or the newly built, swanky Ivy restaurant to the north. But Butetown is sandwiched in the middle, out of mind, one of Wales’s poorest places.

         I give you the examples of city-centre Butetown and valley-based Penrhiwceiber to illustrate how widespread and multifaceted Wales’s poverty issue is. Penrhiwceiber suffers from major deindus-trialisation, multi-generational unemployment and abysmal infrastructure. The distance from well-paid work and the lack of infrastructure to allow people to travel to it creates a really tough environment. Contrast that with Butetown, where the residents 26are a five-minute walk away from the economic engine of Wales and yet still below the poverty line. This is not a simple problem with simple solutions. It is multiple challenges interacting with and compounding on top of one another to create a devastating result: poverty and the social issues, health problems and misery associated with it.

         Bringing it back to independence, there are three questions we need to answer:

         
	Can much of the poverty in Wales be traced back to policy decisions taken outside the country?

            	Are there solutions to Wales’s poverty epidemic?

            	Is there any prospect of these solutions being put in place with the union as it is currently constituted?

         

The short answers to these are yes, yes and probably not.

         Let’s take question one. Breaking down the roots of all poverty in Wales is beyond the scope of this book. I am not going to produce a comprehensive assessment of how Wales’s geography has always limited population density or how Wales has very few medium- and large-sized companies because whenever they reach a certain scale they usually sell out. If you do wish to find out more about this, I suggest looking up economist Gerry Holtham, who has done brilliant work in this area. We could talk about mine closures and natural resource extraction over a century, but for the sake of this analysis let’s just look at the issue in Wales over the past decade.

         In his recent report on destitution in the UK, Philip Alston, UN special rapporteur on extreme poverty, said that despite being one of the world’s richest countries, a ‘mean-spirited’ UK government 27has inflicted ‘great misery’ on its own citizens with its policies, with the ‘systematic immiseration of a significant part of the British population’. The figures back this up, with the Trussell Trust showing food bank use in Wales has gone from 86,000 in 2015/16 to 131,000 in 2021/22 (it was even higher during the peak of the pandemic). For the past five years, a huge part of my job has been reporting on the impact of austerity cuts and a brutal benefits system on Welsh communities. Spend any time in any of Wales’s poor areas (and even in many of the better-off ones), and it is as plain as the nose on your face the impact that UK government decision-making such as austerity has had. It has eroded the very fabric of societal support, and it is only because of the strong community ties in places like Butetown and Penrhiwceiber that many people have survived at all, as bonds of family and friendship attempt to cover the increasing chasm of support created by austerity.
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