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Conference Report: Can Welfare Work for Wales?  

with Owen Smith MP   

The second in the ‘Can Welfare Work for Wales?’ series of discussions was held in 

the Japan Room at the Wales Millennium Centre. The Bevan Foundation’s Chair, Viv 

Sugar, welcomed delegates and introduced Owen Smith, MP for Pontypridd and 

Shadow Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, who delivered the keynote 

address.  

 

Owen Smith MP 

Owen Smith began by saying that we 

are in a period of revolution for the 

welfare state and social security, in that 

our understanding of the welfare state 

as it has existed for generations is 

being transformed. In the past people 

across the board were proud of our 

social security system, but now it is reviled. Quoting Disraeli, Owen said that the 

current government’s rhetoric is far removed from ‘One Nation’ conservatism’s aim of 

securing the social welfare of people. Owen argued that social security is a totem of 

collective insurance and mutual support, comparable to the NHS. 

Owen said that by 2020, total spending on social security will have fallen from 12% 

of GDP to 9.5%, equating to a £50 billion cut. He emphasised that this decrease is 

set to occur in a period where total GDP is expected to rise by approximately 2.5% 

each year, and against a backdrop of an ageing population, lower job security, rising 

costs, lower wages and an increasing number of households in relative poverty as 

well as an increasing number of children living in absolute poverty.  

Owen highlighted further ‘radical’ shifts taking place in terms of spending priorities. 

He pointed out that spending on people receiving disability and sickness benefits has 

fallen by £26 billion and that spending on child benefit and other benefits for children 

will be halved over this period. Housing benefit and other support for people’s 

housing costs will be cut by 20%. He emphasised that practically every single piece 

of welfare spending relating to working-age adults and children has been or will be 

cut over the period 2010-2020.  Pensioner benefits were the only element of welfare 

spending expected to rise, although the number of pensioners living in relative 

poverty has still slightly increased in recent years.  
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The effects of the first phase of welfare reform have already been felt by millions of 

households, and in Wales in particular. Owen said child poverty started to climb in 

2011 for the first time in 20 years, and now one in three children live in relative 

poverty in Britain. He said that the trajectory is very clearly rising up to 2020, and so 

it is no surprise that the UK government plans to scrap the existing measure of child 

poverty and instead measure worklessness and educational achievement.  

Owen then shifted his focus to destitution. He highlighted the ‘staggering’ increase in 

the number of people who have insecure or no housing. He said he was tempted to 

say that ‘we haven’t seen anything yet,’ referring to the potential impact of the latest 

Welfare Reform and Work Bill which will introduce further changes. He warned that 

Wales will inevitably be hit particularly hard as we have a higher proportion of benefit 

claimants.  

Plans to remove the Work Related Activity 

component of Employment and Support 

Allowance was cited as an example of the 

proposed cuts to welfare. He said one of the 

most fundamental tenets of the social 

security system is that when people are 

unlikely to be able to work, the system 

should pay them a premium compared with 

those able to seek work. Yet proposals to 

cut  payments to people in this group by £30 

per week (to the same rate as Job Seekers’ 

Allowance) comes on top of the losses 

incurred by disabled people in Wales, such 

as by the ‘bedroom tax’. He commended 

Paul and Susan Rutherford from 

Pembrokeshire for taking their case against the loss of the ‘spare room subsidy’ to 

the Court of Appeal and proving that it discriminates against disabled children.  

On housing benefit, Owen Smith addressed how cuts appeared to be specifically 

aimed at younger people, noting plans to withdraw the benefit from 18-21 year olds. 

He said the changes to housing benefit in respect of social housing have gone under 

the radar but will have an enormous impact on people in supported and adapted 

accommodation in particular, which is usually more expensive than standard 

privately-rented accommodation.  For example, in Rhondda Cynon Taf, Local 

Housing Allowance is £67 per week while the rate to stay in supported 

accommodation with a concierge is currently £102 per week, affecting some of the 

most vulnerable people in the UK.  

On a more positive note, Owen welcomed the principles underpinning Universal 

Credit (UC). However he pointed out that UC has been cut eight times, and that the 

two big ‘moving parts’ of the system – the work allowance and the taper rate – have 
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been ‘butchered’. He argued that halving of the work allowance and changes to the 

taper will mean families being thousands of pounds worse off. The response that 

claimants should ‘work harder’ to offset the changes were simply unrealistic.  

The focus shifted to the wide economic impact on welfare reform, with Owen stating 

that it has taken around £1billion out of Wales’ economy, and it is thought to have 

had an especially big impact on the Valleys. He highlighted that the average drop in 

income for working age adults reaches £1,000 per year in some parts of Wales. 

While the long term effects cannot yet be known, the short term effects on families 

are clear. Yet for all the changes, welfare reform has not succeeded in boosting and 

rebalancing the UK economy. He noted that the budget deficit remains, the UK’s 

manufacturing industry is currently in recession, industrial output is in deficit, the 

pound is the worst performing currency in the western world, and wages have not 

grown so slowly since the 1920s.  

Looking ahead, Owen Smith said some of the underpinning flaws in the UK’s 

economy must be addressed. Social security cannot just be looked at in isolation, 

and both the tax and benefits system need to be overhauled. He said that some of 

Labour’s proposals, such as getting rid of zero hours contracts, boosting 

housebuilding, and controlling private sector rents would have made a difference but 

that they will need to go further, including looking at strategies for industry, 

employment and wages.  

On devolution, Owen Smith said that devolution of some elements of social security 

spending may be worthwhile. The Labour party had agreed the devolution of some 

benefits to Scotland. This could be possible for Wales, but there were significant 

risks – ‘be careful what you wish for’ he warned. It could be expensive, as the 

experience of devolving council tax benefit had shown, and the same problems could 

arise with the proposed devolution of attendance allowance.  He said that if 

attendance allowance spending were ‘Barnettised’ Wales would receive around 5%, 

although we have 7% of claimants.  

Owen concluded by stressing the importance of Wales remaining part of the UK, and 

the role social security has in this. Referring to Leanne Wood’s talk on the same 

subject, he said Wales must export its values beyond its borders, and claimed that 

Aneurin Bevan would have looked ‘up and out’ to improve the lives of everyone 

across the UK. Owen said that this is the only way we can build a ‘just and moral’ 

welfare system that works for everyone in the UK.  

 

The Panel 

Owen Smith’s speech was followed by a discussion with panellists Deri Ap Hywel 

(Director Wales, Working Links); Jennie Bibbings (Campaigns Manager, Shelter 

Cymru); and Ian Thomas (Chief Executive, Age Cymru).  
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Jennie Bibbings 

 

 
Ian Thomas 

 

There was agreement amongst all three panellists that the impact of welfare reform 

on Wales cannot be underestimated, although each had different ideas about 

possible reforms.  

Deri ap Hywel said that the most important change would be to grow the Welsh 

economy and create jobs. He also expressed concern about plans to introduce 

conditionality for in-work benefits, but he was generally supportive of the introduction 

of Universal Credit.  

Jennie Bibbings thought that there should be a more intelligent use of public 

spending which would result in less dependence on welfare. She also advocated the 

full devolution of housing policy, including the £1 billion housing benefit budget.  

Ian Thomas highlighted the importance of everyone claiming their maximum 

entitlement to benefits, noting the particular problem of under-claiming for pension 

credit, and how this could contribute to Wales’ economy. He also stressed that to 

achieve a fairer society, our taxation system must be reformed.  

____________ 

This event was part of a series of discussions under the theme ‘can welfare work for 

Wales?’. For more information about these events and our work on making welfare 

work for Wales please visit our website.  

 

 

http://www.bevanfoundation.org/current-projects/making-welfare-work-for-wales/
http://www.bevanfoundation.org/current-projects/making-welfare-work-for-wales/

