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I
t’s a tough job being a leader. 
And that applies whatever the 
sector. Political leadership takes 
a variety of forms: the most 

obvious being our political party 
leaders. They are highly visible yet, 
as research indicates, many people 
in Wales can scarcely identify some 
of our main party bosses. There are 
a lot of other forms of political 
leadership too – within the civil 
service, in parliamentary 
infrastructures and in civic society 
more widely. 

I’ve worked with or within most of 
these types of organisations. I’ve 
actively “done” leadership too and 
observed the styles and operation  
of political leaders at close quarters. 
These are the things I’ve learnt. 

Those who analyse and pontificate 
about leadership usually turn out to 
be the worst leaders. Anyone can 
regurgitate a glossy text book on 
leadership, but reading is not the 
same as doing. One can know the 
words and tune but be unable to 
sing the song.

The best leaders are those who 
have human qualities like empathy, 
respect, sociability and bravery; in 
other words, basic human 
intelligence and decency. The least 
important part of leadership is an 
ability to make speeches although, 
ironically, communication skills are 
paramount in the leadership “beauty 
contests”. Instead, it is deeds and 
action that should define a good 
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leader. Unsurprisingly, the best 
leaders do not see the need to talk 
about these qualities, they “just” live 
them in their working interactions. 
Now, this might sound fantastically 
simplistic but it seems to me that 
trusting and respecting colleagues, 
listening to and understanding the 
people we serve, form the basis  
of good collegiate leadership.  
Of course, that does not mean 
always doing what is suggested  
to us by those in our teams. 
Nevertheless, there is a basic 
requirement to listen, value and 
respect other people’s viewpoints. 

Political parties are bizarre 
organisations. To be fair, they are 
comprised of people with diverse 
views and multiple objectives, plus 
many party members have plenty of 
time on their hands, sometimes to 
contribute, sometimes to create 
mischief. All of this means that the 
“broad church” metaphor rather 
underplays how messy a party 

organisation can be and how 
difficult its leadership can prove.

So, on to Welsh Labour, since it is 
the party currently in the market for 
a new leader, although other parties 
may soon be following suit. Based 
on the lessons I have learnt, here are 
some suggestions for the qualities 
needed for Carwyn Jones’s 
successor to work in a way that 
benefits the Labour party, our 
government, our parliament and the 
wider nation.

First, s/he needs to display some 

The new Welsh 
Labour leader needs 
to display some real 
passion and energy 
and an independent 

spirit.
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real passion and energy and an 
independent spirit. Many politicians 
have been media-coached into a 
condition of bland uniformity. One 
could be forgiven for suspecting that 
they have a set of buttons 
programmed to give stock answers 
and phraseology – “stakeholders, 
going forward, long-term 
sustainability” etc. There are real 
problems if the key to success is 
simply to follow the party line and 
avoid rocking the boat. If challenge 
is frowned upon, the outcomes  
will be stained the staleness  
of uniformity. 

We need more authenticity in 
political leaders, not manufactured 
anger - some proper, genuine 
emotion. An increasingly alienated 
and distant public will likely respond 
better to an evangelist than a 
technocrat. Most of us want 
someone we trust, can believe  
in, who will stand up for Wales. 
Someone who is “in it” for us  
and the nation, not for his or  
her own career journey and  
personal aggrandisement. 

The new First Minister will need to 
be different to the three previous 
office holders, yet build on each’s 
best bits. How about a bit of Alun 
Michael’s technocratic focus, 
Rhodri’s relaxed populism and 
Carwyn’s cheery unflappability? 

Second, s/he will need to be know 
how to make themselves heard. 
Welsh leaders are far too polite - 
Wales needs a leader who isn’t 
frightened to get angry and to raise 
her/his voice. How else will they be 
listened to at the decision-making 
tables of London, Europe and the 
world? At this moment, we probably 
need a motivational but pragmatic 
leader - someone who is sufficiently 
self-assured, confident and 
personable to speak for a nation 
which inspires more disregard and 

indifference than anything else. 
It is a seminal moment as we 

(likely) leave the EU and attempt to 
chart a new position for Wales in the 
world. This will probably involve 
using our soft power (as we have 
precious little of the hard variety) 
utilising assets to sell Wales - sport, 
our landscape, green tourism, the 
arts, our two languages. But it will 
also mean finding new or 
reinventing some other selling 
points. A “feminist government” for 
Wales anyone? This is no more than 
a slogan currently, but what’s 
stopping us having aspirations to be 
a world leader in equality? Equality 
with a purpose might offer a chance 
to reframe ourselves as a nation 
where equality underpins  
everything and actively drives 
economic growth.

Third, “a fo ben, bid bont” - if you 
want to be a leader, be a bridge - 
from the Mabinogion and a slogan 
widely used in my home town of 
Bridgend too. The electoral 
arithmetic of National Assembly 
elections necessitates political 
compromise and alliances. To 
remain as First Minister after the 
2021 election, the new Labour 
leader will need a cocktail of 
restrained ego, thick skin and a 
friendly demeanour. 

Whatever one’s views on their 
parties’ effectiveness, there are some 
big personalities in the opposition 
parties and they are now armed with 
the “open secret” of a potential 
non-Labour deal sticking out of their 
sleeves. What’s more, a leadership 
contest invariably leaves a legacy. 
Noses will be put out of joint 

amongst politicians and staff, and 
there is likely to be a painful clear 
out after the contest.

Finally, rather than issuing another 
raft of “exciting new policy 
ambitions”, how about focusing on 
some serious delivery plans? At a 
summit organised a few years ago 
by the former Minister for Public 
Services, Leighton Andrews, I 
suggested that to improve, 
leadership had to be far less 
speech, and far more action-
oriented. I also said that we need  
to elevate the “how to” 
implementation stage - the tough, 
sleeves-rolled-up, getting-it-done 
part. Being a leader means focusing 
on the gritty, painful, difficult 
implementation, not just the shiny, 
fun baubles of ideas, missions 
 and strategies.

No one said leadership was easy 
and, if it is easy, the organisation is 
probably not worth leading. 
Political party leaders face scrutiny 
like never before, much of it 
personal, brutal and unfair. That’s 
unlikely to change any time soon. 
Maybe leadership is not for 
everyone; it’s certainly not for the 
faint-hearted. 

One final thought: we mostly get 
the leaders we deserve. The chasm 
between us and those in public life 
means that any degree of 
authenticity and populism - Trump, 
Farage, Corbyn - is celebrated for 
its honesty and embraced far 
beyond its real value. Until there is a 
willingness to accept politicians for 
who they are and treat them as 
humans, they will not behave 
naturally and with complete honesty. 
So, until a better connection 
between the public and politics in 
Wales is established, the depressing 
truth is that we are unlikely to see 
leaders who attract widespread 
public respect, support and gratitude 
for the sacrifice of serving us.

The new Labour leader will need 
a cocktail of restrained ego, thick 

skin and a friendly demeanour

Wales needs a leader who isn’t frightened to 
get angry and to raise her/his voice
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