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Signs of hope, but the  
post-Covid challenges 

continue to grow

Victoria Winckler, Director of the Bevan Foundation, looks at the 
contrasting emotions surrounding the production of this issue.

INTRODUCTION: VICTORIA WINCKLER

P
utting together this issue of 
Exchange has been difficult.  
It’s spanned a period of 
optimism, with the 

vaccination programme being 
delivered at an extraordinary pace 
and the number of Covid-19 cases 
going down rapidly. That and some 
spring sunshine has given many of 
us a sense of hope for the future. 
 At the same time, the scale of the 
impact of the pandemic is only just 
becoming clear. The deepening of 
inequality, the long-term 
consequences for our health and 
the health service, the effects on 
children and the damage to the 
economy are all unprecedented. 
And the emergence of the new, 
Delta virus is a further twist. It can 
sometimes be hard not to feel 
overwhelmed by the challenges. 
 With new Senedd members and a 
new Welsh Government, there is an 
opportunity to change direction and 
address fundamental injustices in 
our economy and society as well  
as enabling ‘recovery’. Having been 
through an extremely difficult 15 
months, do we really want to return 
to a world where a quarter of people 
live in poverty and where thousands 
do not have secure home? I hope not.

with an account of the 
experiences of workers at British 
Gas. Anyone who thought that the 
post-Covid world would inevitably 
be one of fairness and compassion 
will be in for a shock. As always, 
we hope that you enjoy this issue 
of Exchange, and that we can 
continue to work together to 
create a better, fairer Wales. 

This issue of 
Exchange brings 
together a range  
of perspectives  

on what the new 
Welsh Government 
and others should  

do in the next  
few years. 

This issue of Exchange brings 
together a range of perspectives on 
what the new Welsh Government 
and others should do in the next  
few years. We cover everything  
from cancer and mental health, to 
learning and housing, to jobs and 
food banks. There should be food 
for thought and pointers for action 
for everyone. 
 Many of these calls for change are 
looking to the future and are less 
about the here and now. To bring us 
back to the reality that some people 
are facing – and a situation that may 
well spread – this issue’s articles end 
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Overcoming the backlog  
and improving cancer care

Jon Antoniazzi, Policy & Public Affairs Manager, Wales,  
for Macmillan Cancer Support proposes how Wales can rebuild its 

cancer care services stronger than ever. 

HEALTH: JON ANTONIAZZI

T
he past year has strained 
public services in a way  
we will not grasp for years 
to come. Early in the first 

wave of the pandemic, health 
boards in Wales had to vastly 
increase critical care capacity.  
It led to some disruption for cancer 
services as health professionals  
were temporarily redeployed  
and retrained to meet the 
anticipated demand.
 As the new mantra of ‘Stay Home, 
Protect the NHS, Save Lives’ 
percolated through news and social 
media channels, health boards did 
well to maintain cancer services as 
much as possible with innovative 
approaches to treatment and care. 
Meanwhile, public behaviours 
started to change. Inbound cancer 
referrals from primary care 
collapsed, and this coupled with a 
pause in screening services meant 
new cancer diagnoses fell to their 
lowest ever recorded. The change in 
primary care referrals appeared to 
originate from people not wanting 
to add to their GP’s workload or 
contribute to overburdening the 
NHS. A Cardiff University study led 
by Professor Kate Brain has 
suggested that, worryingly, 

Late in 2020, the team at 
Macmillan began mapping the 
scale of the cancer backlog across 
the UK, providing a regular 
approach to assessing changes in 
the volume of people missing from 
the system. In our first report, 
published in October, we identified 
2,900 missing people who should 
have had a cancer diagnosis, and 
in February 2021 this figure had 
risen to more than 3,500 people 
without a cancer diagnosis. 

Where do we go next?
At the time of writing , the cancer 
backlog is continuing to grow. While 
there has been a recovery for cancer 
services and people have become 
more confident in coming forward 
with signs and symptoms, there is 
still some way to go. There is a 
strong working hypothesis and 
emerging evidence that some of the 
cancer cases that would ordinarily 
have been diagnosed earlier are 
starting to enter the system with 
more advanced disease, and 
consequently those people are likely 
to need more complex care and 
treatment. Four critical developments 
are needed in the short term: 

1. Start a national conversation 
about cancer symptoms 
Wales needs a sustained and funded 
symptom-awareness campaign. In 
all honesty, we needed it before the 
pandemic. There is a great deal of 
evidence that our communities can 
be more reticent to come forward 
with new or persistent changes to 
their health – worries about 
bothering the doctor can genuinely 
be fatal. The start of the pandemic 
compounded this and has continued 
to do so. The ‘Get Checked’ 
grassroots awareness campaign 
organised by Cancer Research  
Wales and supported by the NHS  
has started to make a difference,  
but we need this driven long into the 
future, and the Welsh Government 
needs to be more active in funding 
these campaigns.

2.  Create diagnostic firepower 
The speed at which you take 
someone from a point of suspicion 
to having a cancer diagnosis or 
being informed they don’t have 
cancer is critical. Most people 
entering the diagnostic part of the 
cancer pathway will be told they 
don’t have cancer, but they may 
detect other conditions as a result.  
 This is a resource-intensive and 
complex stage. Diagnostics in Wales 
and most of the UK can be snarled 
up for the same reasons – staffing, 
physical space, and kit. There has 
been progress and as a result 
high-quality evidence gathering with 
the introduction of a Rapid 
Diagnosis Centre at Neath Port 
Talbot Hospital. By receiving direct 
referrals from primary care and 
ensuring there is enough capacity, 
waiting times for a cancer diagnosis 
can be reduced substantially – 
during its first year the centre cut 
waiting times by up to 92 per cent.  
 This has real impact on the stage 
at which a cancer is diagnosed and 
reduces the wellbeing burden of 
being on a waiting list for an 
extended time. Ideally, all health 
boards should have rapid diagnostic 
capacity that is directly accessible 
from primary care, but we also need 
boards to collaborate across 
boundaries to start building that 
capacity in the first instance. 

3. Ensure care for the whole person 
Cancer is not just a medical 
condition. It has an immediate social 

impact, undermining financial 
wellbeing through prolonged 
periods out of work or from the 
increased costs of heating your 
home and travelling to and from 
multiple appointments. It can strike 
at the foundations of our basic 
human needs and for those with a 
less well-developed support 
network, it can hit doubly hard.  
 The pandemic has made those in 
already precarious financial 
situations even more vulnerable, and 
the addition of a cancer diagnosis to 
someone already in this situation 
can spell disaster. Macmillan has 
long advocated that every person 
with cancer in Wales should have a 
named point of contact throughout 
their care – someone who can be 
easily accessible, has excellent 
interpersonal skills and can signpost 
effectively through any concerns 
that might arise before, during and 
after treatment. This could be for 
specialist benefits advice, 
counselling, home adaptations or 
even spiritual support.

4. Make Wales a compassionate 
place to die and grieve 
The pandemic has set death and 
dying at a higher level in our 
collective public conscience. With 
so many having lost a loved one 
during the pandemic, we desperately 
need to have better conversations 
about planning for the end of our 
lives. Having an advance-care 
planning conversation allows people 
to record what matters most to 
them – ranging from a song or 
piece of music you would like to 
hear as you die to recording whether 
you would prefer to die at home or 
in hospital. We also need longer-
term and more sustainable 
approaches to funding consistent 
end-of-life care across Wales.  
 This will have to include greater 
investment in palliative and end-of-
life care in the community – we 
know that more people have been 
dying at home during the pandemic, 
but a lack of resource and capacity 
has often made it difficult for 
professionals to meet this demand.

individuals with traditional red-flag 
symptoms were opting to avoid 
seeking help.

Figure 1 shows the dramatic fall in 
referrals as the first lockdown began. 
While we can also see a steady 
recovery from May onwards, we 
ended 2020 with the number of 
people entering the Suspected 
Cancer Pathway having levelled off 
at 9 per cent below pre-pandemic 
levels. Unfortunately, every month 
where activity is below the 0 per 
cent line will add more cases of 
undiagnosed cancers to the backlog.
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W
ales has been hit hard 
by the pandemic in 
death rates; BAME 
communities are twice 

as likely to die from Covid-19; and 
unemployment rates have risen to 
4.8 per cent, with young people 
particularly hit hard and 67 per cent 
of people say their wellbeing has 
worsened. This is on the back of 
already significant differentials in life 
expectancy, with people from 
poorer neighbourhoods dying on 
average eight years younger than 
those who are better off. Much has 
been made of building back better 
and, largely, the responsibility for 
this rests with local and national 
governments, but Wales also has 
strong communities and voluntary 
and community sector (VCS) which 
must be at the centre of the 
recovery and renewal approach, to 
avoid ‘top-down’ initiatives – which 
fail to create the blueprint for 
building back fairer. Involving 
communities in setting initiative 
agendas, design, development and 
delivery is critical if we are to make 
any headway. Drawing on our 
experience working in Wales, we 
need to do three key things:
– Privilege the voices of people 
with the worse health outcomes. 
What are their priorities and what  
are their solutions? Working with 
(rather than doing to) communities 
draws on their strengths and 

W
hen we think about 
the mental health 
impact of the pandemic 
and the way forward, 

we need to recognise its impact 
both on the levels of distress in the 
public in general and on those with 
mental health problems in particular. 
 We need to ensure that there is 
the support needed for those in 
mental health crisis, that there is 
early intervention, and also a 
response which mitigates the  
impact of the pandemic across the 
population as a whole. The response 
needs to be long-term with a major 
focus on tackling disadvantage and 
inequality. The pandemic has 
widened inequalities, and this  
must be addressed with urgency  
to mitigate suicide risk.
 Samaritans is seeing the direct 
impact of Covid-19 on people’s 
wellbeing in the UK and Ireland. 
Since the pandemic began, we have 
been conducting research to 
understand more about how 
Coronavirus is affecting people who 
access our services. This has 
involved analysing anonymous data 
we routinely collect about our calls 
and emails, as well as research with 
our listening volunteers since social 
distancing restrictions began, and a 
nationally representative, longitudinal 
survey of people’s wellbeing.   
 We are seeing significant caller 
concerns being expressed around 

People are the key to  
building back fairer

Tackling the pandemic’s  
impact on mental health

HEALTH: JOHN HUME HEALTH: SARAH STONE

wisdom to determine solutions  
for entrenched issues. 
• Ensure that anti-oppression work 
is central to any recovery. Health 
inequalities are borne by people who 
are marginalised, including BAME 
communities, disabled and LGBT+ 
people. It is not enough to be ‘pro’ 
these groups, we need anti-oppressive 
work in systems and practice. 
• Work closely with the voluntary 
and community sector. We can 
learn from local communities 
through highly trusted local VCS 
organisations, and help initiate ideas. 
Mapping pathways, (such as the 
Third Sector Partnership Council 
work - Building Communities Trust) 
which help communities, VCS and 
public services to work together is 
hard but critical.  
 Since 2011, People’s Health Trust 
has invested heavily in addressing 
socio-economic causes of health 
inequalities in Wales. In Penparcau, 
Holyhead and Wrexham, we are 
funding nine-year initiatives which 
address locally determined priorities 
and put power into the hands of 
local people. This approach not only 
builds confidence, skills and 
aspirations of residents but also 
helps surface great ideas to tackle 
persistent inequalities. Through 
Mon-CF in Holyhead, there is a 
focus on young people being in 
control of ideas about their future, 
including skills, training and 

mental health and illness, family and 
relationships, isolation and loneliness. 
Volunteer feedback also showed 
that callers are struggling with basic 
needs such as food, housing and 
employment during the pandemic.
 Of great concern here is the 
economic impact of the pandemic.  
We need effective safety nets to 
support those affected by financial 
hardship as well as active policies to 
address unemployment. Media 
reporting which promotes 
management of good mental health, 
reports stories of hope and recovery 
and encourages those experiencing 
distress to seek help before reaching 
crisis point has also got a part to play.   
 The new curriculum for Wales 
presents a real opportunity to do 
something for young people. The 
whole school approach to mental 
health and wellbeing is very 
welcome. It needs to be properly 
resourced and supported so that 
young people have access to the 
learning they need to understand 
emotional wellbeing. Schools need 
to have the tools available to teach 
emotional literacy and embed this in 
their culture. This new opportunity 
could allow us to reach young 
people downstream; we can embed 
a preventative approach and avoid 
many young people slipping  
through the net.
 Another way we can address the 
impact of adverse childhood 

employment. During lockdown, this 
initiative changed to support young 
people at serious risk of leaving 
school with no qualifications.   
 Ongoing engagement meant easier 
relationships with young people, 
resulting in their gaining 
qualifications in Customer Service, 
Food Hygiene, First Aid and Health 
and Safety – critical for many 
employment opportunities. This has 
led to further conversations with the 
DWP and Job Centre Plus about 
other potential opportunities.  
A pathway to change for young 
people, led by young people, is being 
forged.  Our own independent 
evidence shows that the approach of 
supporting people to determine their 
priorities works by creating stronger 
connections, a greater sense of 
power to change locally and 
improved wellbeing. Eighty-one per 
cent of participants say that when 
people get involved in their local 
community, they can change the way 
the area is run. This is against 51 per 
cent in similarly socio-economically-
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. This 
pandemic has laid bare the impact of 
existing health inequalities – any 
renewal must help to narrow this health 
gap and build preventative solutions. 
We must build relationships and 
models which are likely to endure, 
and support system change to tackle 
entrenched health inequalities – and 
people must be at the heart of this.

experiences (ACEs) and help to 
break a lifelong cycle of socio-
economic disadvantage in particular, 
is to focus on minimising the number 
of children excluded from school. 
Excluding children from education 
can deny them of their life chances. 
There are excellent examples of 
schools achieving this, and these 
need to be learnt from and built on. 
We must recognise and promote 
understanding of the direct link 
between exclusion, inequality  
and ACEs.  
 We have recently published a 
report on improving the availability 
and quality of support after self-
harm in Wales. To make progress, 
we believe thresholds for therapies 
and other sources of help for people 
need to be set at a level which 
means they are available as an early 
intervention, rather than depending 
on the level of self-harm itself.  
Once again, a proactive approach 
which roots itself in early 
intervention is crucial. 
 Covid-19 has both increased and 
exposed many of the pre-existing 
inequalities in our society. There is 
an opportunity and an imperative as 
we emerge from the pandemic to 
address these with increased energy 
and determination. We must be 
prepared for the fall-out. For the 
most vulnerable people in Wales, 
their situation will not necessarily 
improve as restrictions begin to ease.

John Hume, Chief Executive of People’s Health Trust, argues 
that communities must be at the centre of any recovery.

Sarah Stone, Executive Director for Wales for Samaritans, looks at the ways 
Covid-19 has affected people’s mental health and what we can do about it. 
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T
he past 18 months have 
been challenging for all of 
us; nobody has been 
unaffected by the pandemic 

and life has changed in different 
ways for each of us.
 As we begin to see the green 
shoots of normality emerging after 
an incredibly difficult period, it’s 
important to remember that while 
everybody’s lives have been affected 
by Covid-19, its effects have not 
been felt evenly.
 Many people will have been off 
work for a time, while others will 
have lost their jobs. A key challenge 
for the new Welsh Government is 
how it will support those individuals 
in their own personal renewal and 
recovery. Adult education will be 
essential to meeting this challenge.
 As we move forward, we must not 
lose the opportunity to radically alter 
the way we all think about learning. 
We cannot afford to simply go back 
to the way things were.
 If we are going to rebuild our 
economy and help society recover, 
we will need to be able to learn  
new skills and gain new knowledge 
throughout our lives. Flexible 
learning has, perhaps, never been  
so important.
 Over the course of the past year 
we have seen people learning for 
pleasure, retraining while on 
furlough, or upskilling in their own 
time in order to take on a new 

opportunity. We must ensure that 
we continue to develop these 
opportunities as we look towards  
a post-Covid Wales. 
 There’s certainly an appetite for 
them. We know, for example, that 
visitors from Wales to the OU’s free 
online learning site, OpenLearn, 
quadrupled during each of our 
lockdowns. People’s motivations  
to learn were myriad: some learned 
with us to gain new skills, while for 
others learning was a way of 
maintaining good mental health.
 Whatever the imperative – 
economic or wellbeing – the desire 
to learn seems stronger than ever 
and we must do all we can to ensure 
that everyone can benefit from the 
opportunity to do so.
 Wales has the opportunity to 
become a nation where learning 
truly is for life, where a missed 
opportunity at a young age does not 
define your future and where we can 

provide flexible, accessible 
educational opportunities for every 
one of our citizens. 
 Our hope is that the new Welsh 
Government steps up and works 
with us to make that vision a reality. 
Before the election, we set out some 
of our ideas for how to do that in our 
manifesto, titled Brave New Wales.
 For example, it’s essential that  
the reformed student finance system 
remains in place, but crucially, we 
need to see an expansion in the 
number of flexible learning 
opportunities available to people  
in Wales.
 This includes flexible opportunities 
to study undergraduate degrees, but 
we also need to see a move to 
support more modular and bite-
sized learning opportunities, more 
degree apprenticeships in a wider 
range of frameworks, and more 
support for people to study flexibly 
in their communities.
 As a university with a social 
mission, reaching out to all of our 
communities is a core part of what 
the OU in Wales does. It’s part of our 
‘civic mission’.
 And to support this, the new 
government needs to ensure that 
the right kind of infrastructure is in 
place all across Wales to support 
people to learn. That includes things 
like making sure that everyone in 
Wales can access the internet and 
expanding the support available to 

Lifelong learning is the key tool  
in our kit to rebuild and recover  

a better Wales

EDUCATION:  LYNNETTE THOMAS

Lynnette Thomas, Deputy Director, Strategy and Development at 
The Open University in Wales, argues that the pandemic presents 

an opportunity to reimagine what learning looks like in Wales.

people who have additional 
responsibilities, such as raising a 
family or caring.
 Crucially, we want the new 
government to take this work 
forward under a new Right to 
Lifelong Learning. Making learning a 
lifelong journey for everyone means 
we need to look much more in the 
round at our culture and our systems.
 Financial support is incredibly 
important, and we will work 
constructively with the new 
government to make sure that 
financial support to help people 
learn flexibly is available, but that 
isn’t the whole story.
 That’s why we also propose adding 
a new wellbeing goal to the Well-
being of Future Generations (Wales) 
Act 2015: that of a ‘learning  
Wales’. Including such a goal in  
the Act would mean that learning  
is recognised as a key pillar  
of prosperity, wellbeing, and 
sustainable development.
 Of course, the OU has been 
offering flexible education for over 
50 years, and from our experience, 
we know that there is no such thing 
as a ‘typical’ student. Each person 
enters learning with different 

motivations, different hopes and 
different challenges.
 The key is ensuring that the way 
learning is delivered meets the 
needs of each student. In so doing 
you can reach more people and 
change more lives.
 Many people who leave formal 
education as teenagers lack the 
confidence to return to learning. 
Programmes like the OU in Wales’ 

OpenLearn Champions works with 
organisations to support individuals 
to gain confidence in informal 
learning, so that they have the 
self-belief to progress to further 
study that suits them and meets 
their needs.
 Initiatives like this are particularly 
important in Wales’ most 
disadvantaged communities which, 
not by coincidence, are the ones 
that will feel the impacts of the 
pandemic most keenly.
 Over the past year, colleges, 
universities, and for that matter 
workplaces, the length and breadth 
of Wales have adapted quickly to  
the new reality by taking their 
provision online.
 The OU in Wales is proud to have 
played its part in supporting this, for 
example by supporting teachers in 
Cardiff’s schools to take their 
teaching online, helping young 
people transition to the next stage  
of their learning, and offering free 
online learning to furloughed 
workers through our partnership 
with Working Wales.
 The question for us all is:  
what next?
 How can we take the flexibility that 
has been necessary over the past 
year, and make it part of our post-
Covid lives to the benefit of us all 
and our communities? Surely, if we 
can reimagine what learning looks 
like, that will be a positive legacy of 
this past year.
 Enabling everyone to play their 
part requires us to open up 
education to everyone in Wales, 
regardless of background or 
circumstances. Gone are the days  
of having just one chance at 
education – creating a more equal 
and prosperous Wales means 
second, third and fourth chances 
must be the norm.
 Lifelong access to education is 
perhaps the singular most important 
tool that each of us needs in our kit 
because the task of building the 
brave, new Wales we proposed in 
our manifesto belongs to each and 
every one of us – and learning is 
central to it all.

As we move  
forward, we must not 
lose the opportunity 
to radically alter the 

way we all think 
about learning.

If we are going to 
rebuild our economy 

and help society 
recover, we will need 

to be able to learn  
new skills and gain 

new knowledge 
throughout our lives. 
Flexible learning has, 
perhaps, never been  

so important.
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Digital access for learners

Karen Phillips of Coleg y Cymoedd looks at how the college helped students 
embrace online learning when campuses had to close.

EDUCATION: KAREN PHILLIPS

C
oleg y Cymoedd operates 
from four campuses 
across RCT and Caerphilly 
and has 4,500 full-time 

learners (mostly 16-18), 4,500 
part-time learners and 1,000 
apprentices. Digital deprivation has 
always been a concern, but this was 
magnified when the lockdown was 
announced in March 2020. 
 Before Covid-19, nearly all 
teaching and learning took place  
on campus as there was a general 
assumption that remote teaching 
and learning would be much less 
effective than face-to-face, 
particularly for the less engaged 
learners, and for those whose home 
circumstances didn’t afford a quiet 
and distraction-free learning space.
 The pandemic forced a rethink and 
the ‘fifth campus’ – an online forum 
for teachers and learners working 
digitally was created.
 During the first lockdown, which 
involved closing all campuses to 
learners with two days’ notice, staff 
worked hard to identify need and to 
get devices to learners. Sometimes 
this involved staff delivering devices 
to homes, but there were inevitable 
gaps, which we were determined to 
address with a more proactive approach 
once we were back on campus. 
 Since March 2020, we invested 
over £2 million to support digital 
inclusion, including £1.1 million 
additional funding from the Welsh 
Government. This enabled the 

college to purchase approximately 
1,800 laptops, enough to support  
all learners in need.
 So, anticipating further lockdowns, 
our approach from September 2020 
was that all full-time learners 
followed blended learning, spending 
two-thirds on and one-third off-
campus. This enabled us to identify 
early on, how many learners needed 
to borrow laptops, how many 
needed help with connectivity and 
crucially, to ensure learners engaged 
with online learning. 
So, what did we learn?
• Testing all learners’ ability to work 
at home at the beginning of the year 
was key to successfully navigating 
the online delivery that was 
necessary at different points in the 
year. In the lockdowns in November 
2020 and January 2021 learning 
moved seamlessly online;
• A flexible approach was needed 
because when the firebreak 
happened in November and all 
schools moved to online learning, 
we suddenly found that some of our 
learners now had to share home 
devices and bandwidth with siblings 
and / or parents working at home. 
This resulted in a rapid deployment 
of additional devices to ensure 
learning could continue;
• We had to keep reminding learners 
that help and support is available 
because some are reticent to ask  
for help;
• Engagement in online learning was 

good and at least equal to 
attendance on-campus.
What about the future?
• It is important to build on the 
experience to date – the genie is out 
of the bottle and blended learning is 
here to stay. It can help learners 
become more independent and take 
some responsibility for their learning 
– a skill that will certainly help them 
when they progress to employment, 
higher education or an 
apprenticeship;
• We have needed to re-think our 
approach and we appointed digital 
champions last summer (digitally 
savvy teachers) to support and train 
their colleagues to ensure the quality 
of the online experience;
• We want to be ahead of the curve, 
so we recently appointed a Director 
of Digital Strategy & Innovation to 
ensure that our approach to this  
area of work is proactive, forward-
thinking and achieves the best for 
our learners;
• We have also strengthened our 
learning support services by 
appointing a Digital Wellbeing 
Officer – supporting learners as  
they navigate this new way of 
studying and living;
• Funding is also crucial – we can 
only ensure digital inclusion if we can 
support every learner that needs it. 
For this we need regular funding 
aimed at eradicating digital 
deprivation and helping us close  
the gap.

EDUCATION: SARA DRYSDALE

T
he early years are a crucial 
time in a child’s life, these 
first years lay the 
foundations for wellbeing 

and learning, playing a vital role in 
determining future lives. How our 
children grow up and become adults 
determines the kind of society we 
live in, and the future prosperity for 
all of us. 
 But for some children this is also 
the time when they start to 
experience disadvantage and can  
fall behind, impacting on their future 
learning, and many remain at a 
disadvantage throughout their lives.  
There are several reasons for the 
learning gap in the early years, and 
experiencing poverty is a major 
factor. Research has shown that, b 
y the age of five, around a third of 
children living in poverty were 
already falling behind, compared 
with a fifth of those from better-off 
families. This gap can continue  
to increase throughout a child’s 
education.
 Parents play a crucial role in 
supporting their children’s learning, 
and the Covid-19 crisis has 
highlighted the importance of 
supporting parents to enable them 
to help their children at home.  
Access to early years and childcare 
services has been significantly 
affected by the pandemic, placing 
further strain on families and the 
home environment. 

Children growing up in poverty are 
less likely to have access to age-
appropriate books and toys. Families 
that were already struggling to 
provide essentials on a low income 
before the crisis have been hardest 
hit, and it’s highlighted how many 
have not had access to the 
resources and skills to confidently 
support their child’s learning and 
development at home. 
 The switch to online learning has 
meant that children in families with 
no or limited access to digital 
devices risk falling further behind in 
their development, with families 
struggling to access support services 
and increasingly feeling isolated. 
We’ve heard directly from the 
families that received our 
Emergency Grant, “The grant and 
learning pack were incredibly helpful 
at a really challenging time. The play 
items were really enjoyed by my 
children and the written info was 
helpful for me.” 
 Partnership working and building 
strong networks to encourage 
streamlining of local services is 
shown to be the best model for 
future recovery to ensure all forms 
of effective early years support is 
available. As members of the Bettws 
Early Learning Community in 
Newport, we distributed digital 
devices to families so they could 
access services and information. 
Support will continue through an 

initiative for families who have little 
previous experience of IT, helping 
them use the resources available  
and create a suitable home  
learning environment.
  A service partner in Bettws says: 
“Enhanced collaborative working 
across the early years system has 
made a real difference for parents, 
enabling them to access services 
more effectively”. Local authorities, 
families and service providers working 
together has a great impact in 
effecting sustainable change because 
it is locally owned and driven. As we 
are now navigating our way out of  
the pandemic, we must ensure that 
parents, carers and those working  
in early years services have the 
support they need to address the 
learning gap. 
 Investment is needed in supporting 
settings to work closely with parents 
of children in the home and as they 
return to or start attending early years 
settings. Lessons learned about the 
inequality and disadvantage faced by 
the youngest children and families 
should inform future policy, practice, 
and provision. 
 Listening and responding to the 
voices of children and families about 
both the negative and positive 
experiences they have had during 
lockdown is crucial to understanding 
how to make the best use of 
investment and initiatives to support 
their needs. 

Bridging the early 
years education gap 

Sara Drysdale, Policy Advocacy and Campaigns Officer, Wales at 
Save the Children UK, looks at how to help prevent children in 

disadvantaged households from falling behind in their education. 
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Making the right to a good 
home a reality in Wales 

Ross Thomas, Policy and Public Affairs Manager at Tai Pawb,  
argues that now is the time to recognise housing as a legal right in Wales. 

HOUSING: ROSS THOMAS

E
verybody has the right to  
a good home’. That is a 
phrase you may have heard 
in recent months, both in 

the immediate aftermath of the 
worst of the coronavirus pandemic 
and in political discourse in the 
run-up to the recent elections to  
the Senedd. 
 Having a roof over one’s head 
fulfils one of the most basic of 
human needs. On the face of it,  
it is not something many – if any 
– could or would disagree with. 
Most people believe that each of us 
deserves a safe, stable, affordable, 
and accessible place to live. Indeed, 
polling commissioned by CIH Cymru 
last autumn found that more than 
three quarters (77 per cent) of 
people in Wales supported a legal 
right to housing; of those, 40 per 
cent agreed strongly. 
 But what of the gap between the 
principle and a legal right? Though 
the right to adequate housing exists 
as part of international law (Article 11 
of the International Covenant on 
Economic, Social and Cultural 
Rights) – that “state parties will take 
appropriate steps to ensure the 
realisation of this right” – it does  
not feature in domestic legislation  
in either Wales or the UK. It means, 
in practice, that too many people 
can, do and will continue to fall 
through the gaps where 
accommodation is unaffordable, 

unsuitable and/or unsustainable. 
We can look internationally to 
examples where the right to a good 
home is part and parcel of the state 
psyche and its legislative toolbox to 
address key housing and other social 
issues. Finland, for example, where 
homelessness is viewed as a 
fundamental violation of rights. As a 
result, the automatic assumption is 
made that a homeless person is to 
be provided with a home – including 
wrap-around support for mental 
health, to treat addiction, assistance 
with welfare paperwork and to help 
secure employment. It is this ‘Housing 
First’ approach – mirrored across 
many other countries, including here 
in Wales – that saw the number of 
people experiencing long-term 
homelessness in Finland drop by  
35 per cent between 2008 and 2015. 
A similar value is placed on housing 
as a human right in both South 
Africa and, more recently, Canada. 
 Closer to home, even, in Scotland, 
a government-backed review of 
human rights legislation covering all 
areas of devolved responsibility has 
resulted in the Scottish Government 
announcing its intention to move 
forward with incorporating 
economic, social and cultural rights 
(which includes the right to 
adequate housing) into its legislative 
programme. 
 What then, in Wales? Tai Pawb, 
CIH Cymru and Shelter Cymru have 

been calling for the right to a good 
home to be recognised in law, 
backed by a report we launched in 
2019. Authored by Dr Simon 
Hoffman (Swansea University), the 
report highlights some of the biggest 
housing issues in Wales – not least 
the mammoth differential between 
supply and demand, homelessness 
and suitability – and poses a 
fundamental question on the priority 
we place on universal access to a 
safe, secure and affordable place we 
can call home. We argue strongly 
that there is an insufficient legal and 
policy framework in Wales which,  
if it were to be introduced, would 
mean everyone’s right to adequate 
housing would be a central 
consideration in how we plan, 
design and deliver housing and 
prevent homelessness. 
 The report is all the more 
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Having a roof over 
one’s head fulfils one 

of the most basic  
of human needs.  

On the face of it, it is 
not something many 

– if any – could or 
would disagree with.

significant given the past 12 months 
where, amid a global pandemic, the 
concept of a place to call ‘home’ has 
never been more important. The 
public health crisis has shone a 
spotlight on – and worsened – 
deep-seated inequalities that have 
existed in our communities for 
decades. That includes the fact that 
for too many people in Wales, 
‘home’ is not and has not been safe, 
secure, or affordable. Even before 
the pandemic, we knew that poor 
quality housing was not just an issue 
for the individual, it was costly to the 
public purse; the full economic cost 
to society of leaving people in poor 
housing in Wales is estimated at £1 
billion per year. 
 Nonetheless, in the face of 
extreme adversity, we have shown 
that a rights-based and legislative 
approach can work. At the onset of 
the pandemic, government at all 
levels in Wales worked with housing, 
homelessness and support partners 
to ensure the safety of hundreds of 
rough sleepers by offering 
temporary accommodation, be it in 
B&Bs, hostels, refuges or the private 
rented sector. Moreover, any 
evictions into homelessness were 
suspended via legal regulations. 
Aside from the response to 
coronavirus, we have good traction 
in Wales, with a continuing shift in 
culture to early prevention of 
homelessness and the expansion  
of the Housing First model. 
 That, however, does not mask  
the fact that we need to do more.  
In introducing a right to adequate 
housing in Wales, Welsh 
Government would be required to 
make detailed plans and set clear 
objectives on how the right will be 
realised for everyone. This would be 
over a period of time and subject to 
maximum available resources 
– progressive realisation of the right. 
We firmly believe that supply and 
resource – both of which have been 
stumbling blocks to date - would be 
driven simultaneously by the 
introduction of a legislative right. 
Additionally, Wales would need to 
develop a rights-based housing 

strategy – something that is 
currently lacking. 
 The right to adequate housing 
would not mean providing a free 
home for everyone – this is a myth. 
It would, however, lead to a stronger 
rights-based housing culture across 
the government and public sector, 
with better attention paid to people’s 
housing rights when policy, budget 
and legislative decisions are made. 
This in turn would encourage and 
lead to more accountability, 
protection and ambitious goals in 
the future – evidence already shows 
that this was exactly the effect of  
the Children’s (Wales) Measure, 
introduced in 2011. 
 Attention is rightly turning to 
building back from the pandemic, 

with a focus on fairness and 
sustainability. It is vital that housing 
is at the centre of Wales’ recovery  
if we are to see genuine and long-
lasting change: that we look more 
closely at the issues of supply and 
standards; geographical locations 
and communities; affordability.  
That change can come in the form 
of a legislative right to a home.  
 On a political level in Wales, the 
principle of the right to a good 
home is widely recognised and 
championed. As a campaign, we will 
be working in the months ahead to 
continue making the case for the 
principle to be enacted in Welsh law. 
If we are to truly tackle the housing 
crisis and all its associated ills, can 
we afford not to?
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N
ow more than ever, 
following the inequitable 
impact of Covid-19, 
affordable social housing 

is essential. Many tenants in social 
housing live on low incomes and 
providing affordable rents 
contributes to the overall balance 
required to meet the financial 
challenges of day-to-day living.  
 As a sector, we invest in many 
socio-economic activities that 
support the ambition of 
communities and the foundational 
economy. The affordable sector has 
a big appetite to make a difference 
and Linc is no different, investing in 
digital services, creating thousands 
of affordable homes, decreasing 
homelessness, reducing the carbon 
footprint of homes, reducing 
inequalities and supporting people 
to live well. We have a passion to 
make a meaningful impact, but we 
are very conscious of our 
responsibility not to overstretch  
and introduce disproportionate 
costs for our tenants.  
 Neatly defining ‘affordability’ is not 
simple, however its significance is 
such that the social housing sector 
has committed to testing different 
methodologies that reflect peoples’ 
circumstances, local economic 
landscapes, and the broader context 
of value for money.
 The approach we have taken 
comes from the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation Living Rent model.  

Linc among many others use this 
approach to assess affordability and 
determine the proportional impact 
of annual rent increases in 
communities. In 2021/2022, 82 per 
cent of housing associations froze 
or reduced a proportion of their 
rents, and Linc was one of these.
 Beyond rent affordability, for Linc, 
this year majors on value for money 
initiatives to balance cost, quality 
and impact. Changing our approach 
to procuring contracts and more 
deeply understanding our tenants’ 
needs sit alongside reducing our cost 
to serve through new technology, 
automation of manual tasks and 
channel shift. These are all important 
mitigations against increased living 
costs outside of our control as the 
level of rent paid is only one factor.  
 For some the struggle to meet 
payments is very real, leading to rent 
arrears and unregulated debt. Issues 
often arise for single person 
households and for families with 
children, borne from the overall cost 
of living, stagnating wages and 
insecure employment that does not 
offer a route out of poverty. There 
are wider economic forces affecting 
affordability and like many in the 
social housing sector, we work with 
tenants to maximise their income, 
support them to sustain their 
tenancies and reduce homelessness.   
Directly employing a support team, 
allows us to quickly unravel complex 
financial commitments.  

The way we live is fundamentally 
changing. The social housing sector 
is leading the way through its 
commitment to de-carbonising its 
homes thereby helping to safeguard 
the planet and make living more 
affordable. This is a big undertaking, 
and the opportunity it introduces for 
small and medium sized businesses  
in Wales to engage in the delivery 
programme, is significant. Housing 
Association investment ensures that 
90p in every £1 is spent locally in Wales 
and our focus is firmly placed on our 
tenants benefiting from the resultant 
training and employment opportunities 
and affordable living costs.  
 Establishing a financial investment 
model to sit alongside the five-year 
rent settlement with Welsh 
Government will create the platform 
from which we can deliver. A post-
election, financially stable affordable 
housing sector is a must to  
support Welsh Government’s  
housing ambitions.
 Continuing to combat poverty and 
support affordable living is paramount, 
but we cannot do it alone. The 
pandemic has shown the amazing 
strength of communities when 
shared missions align. Together we 
can start to tackle entrenched 
inequality, increase the supply of 
affordable homes, create affordable 
warmth, support local employment 
and training, and ensure that 
affordable housing equals  
affordable living.

Affordable housing  
and affordable living

HOUSING: SCOTT SANDERS

Scott Sanders, CEO of Linc Cymru, looks at how housing 
associations can work with communities and others to 

deliver affordable housing and affordable living.

HOUSING: HOWARD TOPLIS 

T
o misquote Tom Hanks 
from the film Apollo 13, 
“Cardiff, we have a 
problem”. 

For many, the Apollo 13 mission to 
the moon is seen as one of NASA’s 
greatest achievements. A failed 
moon shot, but a triumph of safely 
returning a damaged spaceship from 
the dark side of the moon. This was 
achieved by adapting components 
available on the ship and using the 
collective intellect of the astronauts 
and NASA.
 Our mission is to make the 
affordable rented homes, managed 
by the housing associations in 
Wales, as energy efficient as 
possible. That is to be achieved with 
limited resources but a wealth of 
intellectual support in and around 
the housing sector. 
 There are two strands to this.  
Firstly, to decide what is the best 
way to improve the homes, creating 
their ‘pathway to zero’ carbon 
emissions. There is a great deal 
going on in that space (pardon  
the pun!). Secondly, how do we  
pay for it? 
 So, what is the size of the 
problem? Currently the housing 
associations have £3 billion of 
long-term debt. The additional cost 
of getting to zero carbon emissions 
by 2030 is a further £3 billion.  
Before this new challenge, housing 
associations’ balance sheets were 

structured such that they could 
enable the delivery of much needed 
new affordable homes for Wales.  
Consequently, the pathway to zero 
could deny many in housing need to 
have their own home.  
 In addition, the financial equation 
of building new homes means that 
the housing associations create new 
rental income which helps cover the 
additional debt. Just improving 
homes to make them more fuel 
efficient doesn’t. And finally, because 
rent increases are regulated to 
ensure they remain affordable, there 
is no significant increase in the 
valuation of the homes. That 
valuation governs how much can  
be borrowed. Apollo 13 could not 
increase battery capacity to heat the 
space capsule as it returned to Earth.  
Housing associations are also 
restricted with their desire to keep 
rents affordable and maintain the 
balance sheet strength for building 
more homes.
 OK, then government must pay?  
The threat of climate change has 
been with us for decades. However, 
it doesn’t seem fair that those least 
financially prepared to pay for 
carbon reduction measures should 
underwrite past shortcomings of 
policy. Government has a role and is 
focused, but how realistic given the 
ongoing costs of Covid-19? 
 But Apollo 13 did return to earth. 
So, what is the solution?  

A possible answer is recognising 
that there are two significant  
returns that create positive 
economic, social and environmental 
results. Those returns could 
generate the investment. 
 The first return is to government. 
By investing in the homes, it will 
create an economic impact with 
new industries, jobs, and tax 
revenues, and will reduce carbon 
emissions.  
 The second return is for tenants.  
The energy savings created by 
improvements to homes can be 
measured. Consequently, it is 
possible to share any savings over 
the long term. If there was £400 of 
savings in year 1, then £200 could 
be kept by the tenant and for some 
that will alleviate fuel poverty.  
The other £200, plus 50 per cent  
of all future savings over the long 
term could repay the investment 
needed today. 
 The final requirement is to avoid 
the housing association balance 
sheet issues. To create a separate 
mechanism at scale that minimises 
borrowing costs and maximises the 
investment. This could involve all 
housing associations, and in doing 
so creates the possibility that any 
additional future benefits can be 
passed on to those living in 
affordable rented housing in Wales. 
That could be quite an achievement 
– the perfect splashdown.

Funding the pathway to zero carbon 
emissions for affordable rented homes

Howard Toplis of Tai Calon draws on lessons from the Apollo 13 mission 
to find a way to improve energy efficiency in affordable rented homes.
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W
e are facing 
unprecedented times. 
The coronavirus 
pandemic has 

revealed, and is exacerbating, 
deep-rooted inequalities and human 
rights concerns. In particular, we 
have seen backward trends both  
for young people and for our care 
system, and it has become even 
more evident just how entrenched 
racial inequality is in our society.
Action is urgently needed to build a 
more equal Wales. There must be 
strong leadership in Wales to make 
this happen. 
 Leaders across all sectors need to 
deliver an economic recovery that 
will have a positive impact on 
outcomes for people in Wales in  
a way that respects, protects and 
fulfils human rights.
 The economic impact of the 
pandemic has been unequal, 
entrenching existing inequalities  
and widening others.
 The immediate impact on the 
labour market has been one of 
greater underemployment rather 
than unemployment, although 
unemployment is expected to rise  
as government support schemes  
are reduced or end. 
 The loss of earnings from 
underemployment is contributing 
to a drop in living standards.  
Poverty is expected to rise, despite 
unprecedented government support 
to protect jobs and incomes.  

The groups most likely to be affected 
by the expected rise in poverty 
include young people, ethnic 
minorities, and disabled people, who 
are already closest to the poverty 
line. The withdrawal of government 
support schemes is likely to trigger 
further increases in hardship. 
 Young people have experienced 
significant interruption to their 
education, which threatens previous 
gains in attainment levels. 
Differences in support for remote 
learning during the pandemic 
threaten to widen inequalities for 
those who already perform less well 
than their peers, particularly boys, 
Black pupils, some Gypsy, Roma  
and Traveller pupils, pupils who  
need support in education, and 
those who are socio-economically 
disadvantaged. 
 Older people, ethnic minorities 
and some disabled people, 
particularly those in care homes, 
have been disproportionately 
impacted by the pandemic.  
The increased demand for social 
care has threatened the financial 
resilience of the sector, potentially 
impacting its users and workers.  
This has led to an increased reliance 
on unpaid carers, who are more 
likely to be women. 
 There has been a rise in reported 
domestic abuse and we have 
concerns about the ability of those 
experiencing domestic abuse to 
access justice. 

We are concerned about the 
disproportionate impact of 
coronavirus on different ethnic 
minorities and are undertaking an 
inquiry to develop clear, evidence-
based recommendations for 
governments to tackle entrenched 
racial inequalities in low-paid work 
in health and social care.
 Now is the time to focus on 
rebuilding and strengthening our 
economy and society in a way that 
supports a fair and more equal 
Wales, addressing the inequalities 
highlighted in reports, including Is 
Wales Fairer? 2018 and How 
coronavirus has affected equality 
and human rights. 
 The Public Sector Equality Duty 
and the Specific Duties for Wales are 

Addressing the inequalities 
revealed by the pandemic

EQUALITY: REV RUTH COOMBS

Rev Ruth Coombs, Head of Wales Equality and Human Rights Commission, 
looks at the inequalities highlighted by the Covid-19 pandemic and 

argues now is the time to act for long-lasting change and a fairer Wales.

valuable tools to aid decision 
making that takes due regard of  
the potential impacts of a decision 
on people with protected 
characteristics – age, disability, 
gender reassignment, race, religion 
or belief, sex, sexual orientation, 
marriage and civil partnership,  
and pregnancy and maternity.  
However, they could be 
strengthened to make them as 
effective as possible by:
•  Revising the specific equality 

duties for Wales to ensure public 
bodies focus on reducing the 
most pressing inequalities  
in Wales.

•  Ensuring that rigorous Equality 
Impact Assessments are carried 
out on major funding decisions 
and new policies, focused  
on closing the most pressing 
inequalities. 

Protecting the human rights of 
older and disabled people is 
fundamental to economic recovery, 
and a fair society. This can be  
done through:
•  Taking forward recommendations 

from our Equality and human 
rights in residential care during 
coronavirus briefing, ensuring 
that the fundamental rights of 
older and disabled people in care 
homes are upheld. 

•  Implementing recommendations 
from our Housing and Disabled 
People in Wales report, with new 

homes built to standards which 
mean they can be homes for life. 

To mitigate against the 
disproportionate impact of the 
pandemic and to try to prevent 
more people slipping into poverty 
and socio-economic disadvantage 
we need to: 
•  Take forward a strategic approach 

to reducing socio-economic 
disadvantage, and ensuring 
compliance with international 
human rights standards. This 
should include setting targets that 
emphasise the link between 
poverty and inequality related to 
people’s protected characteristics.  

•  Set national priorities to ensure the 
new Socio-economic Duty is used 
to address the most pressing 
inequalities in Wales.   

Wales has a unique opportunity  
to address the long standing and 
entrenched race inequalities in all 
aspects of life which have been 
exacerbated by the pandemic. The 
key to this is working collaboratively 
to ensure the forthcoming Race 
Equality Action Plan makes a real 
and lasting difference by:
•  Implementing a well-resourced 

plan with robust accountability 
arrangements to deliver actions  
to reduce inequalities across 
employment, housing, health, 
education, political representation 
and access to justice.

•  Taking forward the forthcoming 
recommendations from the 
Commission’s inquiry into racial 
inequality in health and social care 
workplaces, in order to protect 
and improve employment rights 
for ethnic minorities in Wales who 
are over-represented in low paid, 
precarious and insecure work.  

•  Seeking to improve approaches  
to tackling hate crime in Wales, 
working alongside public bodies 
and criminal justice bodies to 
prevent and not just respond  
to hate. 

We have seen young people, older 
people, women and some ethnic 
minorities impacted by the effects  
of coronavirus on employment.  
As we rebuild the economy, it is vital 
that policy makers and sector 
leaders work to:
•  Embed principles of fair work 

within organisations. This should 
include encouraging employers  
to advertise all jobs as available  
for flexible working, to improve 
working culture and to reduce  
pay gaps. 

•  Increase diversity at all levels and 
in all sectors by encouraging 
employers to tackle bias in 
recruitment, promotion and pay. 

•  Set, and meet, targets for disabled 
people and ethnic minorities to 
complete apprenticeships.

To tackle the impact of coronavirus 
on attainment gaps for some pupils, 
attention must given to support and 
to eliminating discrimination:
•  Implementing recommendations 

in Is Wales Fairer? 2018.
•  Embedding human rights 

education in the curriculum, 
ensuring that it reflects the  
history, diversity, and culture of 
modern Wales. 

•  Ensuring sufficient resource and 
priority for inclusive education,  
so disabled children have access 
to mainstream schools. 

•  Gathering school data on  
bullying, including on the basis  
of protected characteristics, 
reporting progress on anti-
bullying strategies.

Having a roof over 
one’s head fulfils  
one of the most  
basic of human 

needs. On the face  
of it, it is not 

something many  
– if any – could  

or would  
disagree with.
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Ninety-five per cent 
of people referred to 
food banks are living 

in ‘destitution’.

SOCIETY: FFION LEWIS

Why some deserve more  
than going back to ‘normal’

RNIB Cymru’s Communications Manager, Ffion Lewis, 
argues we must build back stronger to help blind and partially 

sighted people become part of a fully inclusive society.

H 
ave you ever heard the 
saying that bones 
become stronger at the 
places they were broken? 

The pandemic has left many of us 
feeling a bit broken. Now, as 
restrictions ease and vaccines roll 
out there is a nervous excitement in 
the air. I keep hearing people saying 
they can’t wait to get back to 
‘normal’. But what about those 
people for whom normal simply 
wasn’t good enough to begin with?
 The pandemic has highlighted the 
disparities at the heart of our society. 
They’ve always been there, but 
they’ve largely affected a minority, 
which has made them too easy to 
overlook. Things that many of us 
would take for granted, like receiving 
vital health information in an 
accessible format, moving safely 
around our streets and accessing 
work. These have been constant 
battle grounds for many blind and 
partially sighted people. 
 Our research found that only one 
in four blind and partially sighted 
people could access written 
information about Covid-19 during 
the first lockdown, despite this being 
their legal right. People who didn’t 
receive vital shielding letters in a 
format they needed were at an 
immediate disadvantage, that risked 
their health, the health of others and 
overwhelming the NHS itself. 
 Even being able to move around 
our streets safely is a challenge for 

blind and partially sighted people 
that has been intensified during the 
pandemic. Social distancing has 
proved tricky for many blind and 
partially sighted people, with some 
even telling us they’ve experienced 
abuse from people who feel they 
aren’t following the rules correctly. 
While many will be toasting the fact 
that beer gardens and restaurants 
are opening up, blind or partially 
sighted people will be trying to adjust 
to familiar routes that are now 
cluttered with outdoor dining spaces. 
 Unfortunately, people at risk of 
sight loss will also have been 
affected by the increase in waiting 
times at eye clinics, something that 
is causing widespread concern 

across the NHS. But eye patients were 
some of those waiting longest for 
appointments before the pandemic.  
 Now as we pick up the pieces, we 
need to make sure that NHS staff are 
being fully supported to make it 
through this backlog. We also need 
to ensure that services are being 
delivered in our communities, where 
it is appropriate for this to take place.
 To ensure everyone in society is 
part of our recovery from the 
pandemic, we need to make sure 
blind and partially sighted people 
have a say. Whether it’s being able to 
pop for a coffee with friends, go 
back to the gym safely or get a job, 
blind and partially sighted people 
should be able to fully participate in 
society. We know that one of the 
main concerns of people with sight 
loss is finding or staying in a job.  
But as working practices have 
become more flexible for many 
during the pandemic, wouldn’t it be 
great if we could extend this level of 
flexibility and understanding so that 
blind and partially sighted people 
can access employment?
 We now have an opportunity, to 
not only heal our society, but to 
make it stronger as a result. Blind 
and partially sighted people don’t 
want to go back to ‘normal’, they 
deserve more, they deserve to be 
part of a fully inclusive society. Now 
is the time to see whether the old 
saying of the bone healing stronger 
where it was broken is really true. 

P
overty does not 
discriminate; it can single 
you out through no fault  
of your own, whether 

through relationship breakdowns, 
death, loss of employment, change 
of employment, mental health. I was 
referred to a food bank, and I 
remember sitting in the waiting room 
with my daughter, waiting to be 
given a food parcel. I was holding 
back tears, not wanting my daughter 
to see me upset, and thinking ‘how 
has it got to this?’ Walking home 
that night I felt like an absolute 
failure. I was scared.”

Aneita’s story reflects the experience 
of thousands of people in Wales. 
 Over the last year food banks in 
the Trussell Trust network have been 
at the frontline of the national 
emergency caused by the Covid-19 
pandemic. More people than ever 
have been tipped into financial crisis, 
with a record 146,000 emergency 
food parcels issued to people in 
Wales facing crisis in 2020/21 – more 
than 54,000 of which were given to 
children. That’s a devastating 69% 
increase since 2015/16.
 Without the hard work and 
dedication of thousands of food 
bank volunteers and staff, the impact 
of the pandemic on thousands of 
people would have been even more 
severe. But, at the Trussell Trust we 
know that the support provided by 
food banks can only do so much. 

Hunger in Wales isn’t about food,  
it’s about people not having enough 
money for the basics. The Trussell 
Trust recently published State of 
Hunger 2021. Conducted by Heriot-
Watt University, the study sheds light 
on the groups of people across the 
UK disproportionately affected by 
hunger and the drivers behind food 
bank use. Ninety-five per cent of 
people referred to food banks are 
living in ‘destitution’, meaning their 
income is not sufficient to afford  
the absolute essentials. The report 
revealed that on the eve of the 
pandemic, the average monthly 
household income after housing 
costs for people who needed to use 
a food bank was £248 on average, or 
just £8 a day for a couple without 
children. This needs to cover energy 
and water costs, council tax, food, 
and other essentials. 
 This isn’t right. But it cannot be 
solved by simply supporting people 
with emergency food. We need all 
levels of government to commit to 
developing a plan to end the need for 
food banks once and for all, by 

developing solutions which ensure 
everyone can afford the essentials.
 Following May’s Senedd elections, 
the new Welsh Government has a vital 
opportunity to deliver on this goal.  
We need a plan for change that:
1.   Ensures everyone can afford the 

basics. People are forced to 
charities for emergency food when 
there isn’t enough money for the 
essentials. Welsh government 
should support a cash-first 
approach wherever possible, 
instead of relying on emergency 
food distribution. 

2.     Helps local and national services 
work together to ensure people 
get the right support at the right 
time. Welsh Government should 
invest in the support services that 
help address the underlying needs 
in their communities. 

3.    Involves people with direct 
experience of poverty and local 
food banks in shaping any plan to 
end the need for food banks. 

As we look to the future, there are 
reasons to be optimistic. We have seen 
communities rise to the challenges with 
compassion and care, and governments 
have shown they can act decisively to 
make huge changes to the way we look 
after each other. We cannot allow 
emergency food to become part of the 
fabric of our communities. It’s time to 
build a hunger-free future – a more 
dignified and just society where 
everyone can afford the essentials. 
Now is the time for action.

Towards a hunger-free  
future for Wales

POVERTY: SUSAN LLOYD SELBY 

Susan Lloyd Selby, Operations Manager, Wales,  
for the Trussell Trust, outlines a plan for Welsh Government 

to end the need for food banks in Wales.
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T
he trauma that has been 
experienced over the past 
year has changed many 
things in society, 

particularly the way we work, think 
and feel in public services. 
 The pandemic has also thrown 
enduring health inequalities into 
sharp relief. Strategically, the 
Marmot Review has highlighted this 
and our colleagues in Public Health 
Wales have brought this insight even 
closer to home.  
 In North Wales, a Strategic 
Recovery Group made up of key 
public service leaders was established 
to support the recovery of society, 
communities, and people. One of 
the four areas of work identified was 
community resilience, to be led by 
the four Public Services Boards (PSBs).  
 Flintshire and Wrexham have 
single PSBs, but quickly realised that 
by joining forces for community 
resilience, experiences and 
resources could be shared and joint 
solutions found to tackle common 
challenges. This group has sought 
out evidence around inequality to 
help size the challenge and improve 
how sighted everyone is – this has 
brought forward shared values and 
motivated us to act beyond 
traditional boundaries.
 As a newly formed partnership,  
we agreed there was an opportunity 
to learn together, sharing 
organisational and personal 
reflections and our own lived 

experiences. Wrexham Glyndwr 
University supported us to understand 
our collective challenges, with our 
work and thinking formed around  
the Future Generations Act five  
ways of working. 
 A co-created North Wales ‘whole 
system thinking’ model focused on 
how we work across systems to 
enable community resilience. This 
takes us through four stages from 
understanding the problems and 
gaining insight and evidence to 
co-creating solutions.  
 A situational analysis helped us  
to identify four areas with a clear 
collective purpose. The structure 
established a Programme 
Management Group and theme leads 
from different organisations enabled 
cross-system working around:
- Environment
- Children and young people
- Poverty and inequality.
 While all areas of public service 
have been challenged by the 
pandemic, we recognise that our 
NHS friends and colleagues have felt 
it most intensely and so our fourth 
theme, mental health and wellbeing, 
has taken longer to consolidate 
because focus has been on response.  
 We have, however, been able to 
work together and add some 
capacity to this system, with work to 
give voice and develop resilience in 
communities, and with children and 
young people, underway and yielding 
insight to change how we work.   

Across all four themes there has been 
valuable shared learning, particularly 
an understanding that all themes are 
inter-related and that establishing 
trusting relationships is key to  
helping us connect.
 Organisations are feeling more 
empowered and recognise that while 
there have been some quick wins, 
longer-term sustainable solutions 
require deeper navigation. Building 
on lived experiences to inform the 
future has also been key learning, as 
well as the importance of spending 
time on the challenge and not 
rushing to solutions to achieve 
long-term system change. 
 We have a once-in-a-lifetime 
opportunity to work collectively 
across systems and organisations  
to co-create resilient communities.  
Our work is around ensuring a deep 
understanding of the challenges 
faced by those we serve. We are 
determined not to force solutions 
that may not fit. As our work evolves, 
we aim to engage local people so 
they can help shape and build 
stronger communities over 
generations – this is at the heart of 
our work so we can understand and 
change the ‘whole system’ together 
in a sustainable way.
We are determined to be brave and 
bold – lessons learned today must 
save and improve lives in the future.

Local action  
to reduce inequality

SOCIETY: KAREN ARMSTRONG

Karen Armstrong of Flintshire and Wrexham Joint Public Services 
Board tells how working together is helping communities recover.

Check out the Wrexham and 
Flintshire PSBs YouTube channel.

ECONOMY: SUE HUSBAND

Businesses need to 
grow back greener 

Sue Husband, Director of Business in the Community Cymru, on how 
businesses can make their contribution to a Green Recovery in Wales.

W 
e have all seen, and 
felt, the pandemic’s 
terrible impact on our 
lives and economy 

over the past 15 months. As we look 
towards building back, responsible 
business needs to be at the heart of 
urgently accelerating action towards 
a Green Recovery. 
 Business in the Community (BITC) 
has a long history of supporting 
business to tackle environmental 
issues. Our environment campaign 
encourages innovative and 
transformational change at the core 
of businesses. Our programmes 
focus on building a one-planet 
economy that delivers lasting 
prosperity through the Global Goals.
 This November, the annual UN 
Climate Change Conference 
(COP26) is being hosted by the UK, 
in Glasgow. If the climate crisis is to 
be solved, businesses need to 
commit to climate action, and 
COP26 gives us a unique chance  
to scale up and speed up. But 
COP26 is only a starting point –  
it must catalyse a decade of  
action to transform businesses  
and communities.
 BITC is campaigning for every 
business to take climate action that 
creates positive outcomes for 
people and nature. But what does 
that mean in practice for businesses 
in Wales? It is more than cutting 
plastic, having green champions, or 

even setting a net zero target. It is 
about finding ways to create positive 
impacts for communities through 
your business plans. Although every 
step is important to achieve the 
change, that only businesses with 
their reach and influence can, we 
need scale, ambition, and plans – 
climate-positive action plans.
 One of BITC’s environment 
objectives is to galvanise companies 
behind our Challenge 2030 vision 
and urge corporate leadership, 
across Wales, to achieve net zero 
carbon. The Challenge 2030 
campaign aims to make the climate 
crisis history in the next decade, 
through every business becoming 
climate positive. To achieve this, 
businesses need to develop climate-
positive actions plans.  
These plans should:
•  have a climate resilience strategy 

- assess the risks and opportunities 
of both the transition to net zero 
carbon and the impacts of climate 
breakdown on the business model, 
and embed plans to address them 
into business as usual.

•  commit to increasing the speed at 
which the business will achieve net 
zero and align to Race to Zero 
where possible.

•  be developed and implemented 
with diverse stakeholders to make 
sure different perspectives are 
heard and positive outcomes for 
communities are delivered.

Businesses of all sizes should  
take two steps:

•  Become a Taskforce for  
Climate-Related Financial 
Disclosure (TCFD) supporter

•  Declare a net zero carbon 
commitment, as close to 2030  
as you can, aligning to the Race  
to Zero initiative if possible.

It can be daunting to make a 
commitment that you do not 
know how to achieve. But we are 
all in the same boat and need to 
find new ways to collaborate on 
shared challenges. Starting now 
will put you in good stead as 
policy responses ramp up  
after COP26.
 There is much great work going 
on within the business community 
and that momentum is building. 
But it is also clear that there is 
much yet to be done. It is easy to 
feel like the task ahead is too big, 
too expensive, or too difficult 
when we have so much else to do 
to recover from Covid-19.  
 However, the transition is full of 
opportunity and business action 
now will create jobs and 
opportunities for people, ensure 
resilience across value chains and 
transform our economy for the 
better. And those that get on 
board will prosper.
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A
fter a momentous year, it 
is time to look at what we 
can learn from the 
responses to the pandemic 

to help us to recover and support 
more resourceful and resilient 
communities going forward.
 Voluntary Action Merthyr Tydfil, 
Interlink and the Bevan Foundation 
have been working with a range of 
partners to listen to some of the 
individuals affected by the pandemic 
and the stories of the volunteers and 
community and voluntary groups 
that provided friendship, food and 
support over the last year. 
 Interlink RCT carried out an 
in-depth action research project 
involving 44 volunteers and 
organisations into community 
responses to the pandemic. 
 This included identifying what 
happened and why by finding three 
of the most significant stories to come 
out of the pandemic and making 
three films – of the Play Yard, The 
Lighthouse Project and Pontypridd 
Community Support Groups to 
reflect what we can learn. Here are 
some of the things we discovered 
through our action research.

•  Reaching the parts – informal or 
formal local community and 
voluntary organisations and 
volunteers very quickly got in 
touch and supported thousands  
of people.

•  Local knowledge – people with 
in-depth knowledge of their 
community quickly organised to 
get people the support they needed.

 
•  Permission to be kind – the 

pandemic affected us all and 
people felt they had permission  
to offer and receive help. This 
benefitted the person receiving 
support and the volunteers 
providing that support.

•  Impact of small things – a chat 
over the fence, someone just 
checking on someone else - 
organising small gifts such as a 
cake, pasty or activity pack  
made a huge difference to how 
people felt. 

•  Local business quickly provided a 
range of funding and support as 
part of local networks.

SOCIETY: SHARON RICHARDS & SIMON JAMES 

Community responses to recovery 
in Rhondda Cynon Taf and Merthyr 

Tydfil – what can we learn?

Sharon Richards of Voluntary Action Merthyr Tydfil and 
Simon James of Interlink RCT look at the lessons learned from 
community responses to Covid-19 in the South Wales Valleys.

Interlink RCT carried 
out an in-depth 
action research 

project involving 
44 volunteers and 

organisations 
into community 

responses to  
the pandemic.

‘Volunteering saved my life! I was 
suffering from mental health issues,  
I was on my daily walk, when I met 
the chair of the local community 
group and we started chatting. 
Volunteering at the village hall got 
me out of the house, meeting 
people, helping them, giving back.  
I have to say I got just as much from 
them as they got from me. I got to 
meet people in my community who 
I had never met before, build lasting 
friendships that I will be forever 
grateful for.’

During the past year Voluntary 
Action Merthyr Tydfil (VAMT) has 
been part of, and witness to, an 
increased level of partnership 
working in the area. At the outset  
of the pandemic a borough-wide 
Covid Response Steering Group was 
convened by VAMT and supported 
by Merthyr Tydfil Council. 
 Partners in this group have 
ensured borough-wide support for 
citizens, even where there has not 
been an identifiable community 
organisation to take the lead 
previously. There has been great 
collaboration between voluntary and 
community groups and also across 
sectors; resources have been shared 
to meet demand, such as 
tradespeople driving for Merthyr 
Tydfil Housing Association to ensure 
delivery of food to those accessing 
free school meals, as well as Merthyr 

Valleys Homes contracting with 
main food providers to deliver 
‘holiday hunger’ packages. 
 VAMT is pleased to have worked 
in partnership with Lloyds Bank 
Foundation (LBF) and to have 
brokered their People and 
Communities Programme to 
Merthyr Tydfil (the only area in 
Wales). Organisations and 
community groups have benefitted 
from an Organisational Resilience 
programme which supports them 
to build for the future. LBF  
and VAMT continue to work in 
partnership for wider community 
benefit.
 So, what do Voluntary Action 
Merthyr Tydfil and Interlink RCT 
think needs to change to better 
support resourceful communities?
•  Value what the community can  

do – support provided ‘by the 
community for the community’ 
can be better at providing social 
and emotional wellbeing and 
reducing loneliness and isolation. 
This support is often ‘under the 
radar’ of public services.

•  Remove red-tape – we need to 
look at how we remove barriers 
that prevent community action 

and make it easier for  
informal and formal community 
and voluntary groups to  
access funding to support  
the community. 

•  Relationships – we need to trust 
and value informal and formal 
community and voluntary groups 
and find how we can strengthen 
and support what they do.  
Not ask them to prove they 
‘deserve’ support but to work 
together better. 

•  Working across communities 
– there is a role for strategic 
collaboration, working  
together as equal partners  
to better organise access  
to affordable food and to  
address digital poverty. 

Support from Welsh Government 
and a wide range of funders and 
partners meant Voluntary Action 
Merthyr Tydfil and Interlink RCT 
were able to award 380 grants 
totalling over £1 million during 
2020/2021.  
 Feedback from partners 
commends VAMT and Interlink  
in their governance of grant 
administration, monitoring and 

Voluntary Action Merthyr Tydfil 
and Interlink RCT are now 
working with their members on 
the next steps and have recently 
given presentations, feedback 
and recommendations to a 
range of partners to look at 
how we can better support 
resourceful and resilient 
communities through recovery.   
 For example, working with:
Cwm Taf University Health 
Board, Merthyr Tydfil and 
Rhondda Cynon Taf County 
Borough Councils and other 
partners through the Cwm Taf 
Public Service Board. 
 They are also working with 
Bridgend Association of 
Voluntary Organisations and 
Bridgend County Borough 
Council and a range of other 
partners through the Cwm Taf 
Regional Partnership Board. 

reporting, while grant recipients 
welcome the accessibility to localised 
opportunities. There is a definite 
need to increase the range and level 
of grant opportunities to ensure a 
sustainable sector going forward.
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W
ales’ recovery  
needs to be defined  
by a change in 
mindset regarding 

workers’ worth. Our right to a good 
job is not dependent on how ‘close’ 
we are to the labour market, our 
levels of formal qualifications, our 
personal characteristics or where  
we live. Everyone deserves a good 
job if they want one.
 We need to move away from any 
notion that employers are somehow 
doing some workers a favour by 
hiring them. Policymakers’ 
aspirations need to be higher. 
 Employability policy needs to shift 
from being about making people 
‘job ready’, to preparing people to 
enter a labour market where they 
are at high risk of exploitation. 
 It needs to make people aware of 
their rights, how to enforce them, 
and what they are entitled to expect 
from employers. 
 Trade unionism is at the heart of 
this. An employer may be able to 
dismiss the concerns of one worker, 
but a collective has power. But 
there’s also a personal challenge 
here which reinforces the need to 
have workers around the table.  
Many of us work in organisations 
shaped by good industrial relations. 
Many of our experiences are just so 
different to those employed in 
sectors with poor employment 
rights and little union coverage.

When the Welsh state spends, it 
should do its utmost to exclude bad 
employers. This means abandoning 
job creation figures and the 
unemployment rate as the key 
success measures of a recovery 
effort, and instead focus on the 
quality of jobs created. 
 But post-deindustrialisation 
economic development has been 
based on a belief that the prospects 
for virtually all parts of Wales are 
‘bad jobs or no jobs’, and that bad 
jobs are better than no jobs. At all 
levels, the state has attracted, 
encouraged, and facilitated many 
bad employers. 
 Often this is then blamed on a 
strategy which sought to increase 
the level of foreign direct investment 
in Wales. This is misplaced. We’ve 
not seen anything to suggest that 
Welsh employers are better 
employers than foreign investors, or 
that ‘homegrown’ small businesses 
are better employers than their large 
counterparts either. If anything, the 
law makes it more likely for workers 
to be treated better by bigger 
employers. For example, a written 
risk assessment is considered a 
disproportionate burden for 
workplaces of fewer than five, and 
the right to statutory trade union 

For example, if you’re a civil servant 
your employment arrangements 
are entirely different to that of a 
construction labourer who has 
found their job on Gumtree 
advertised at a £60 day rate, with 
no written contract or clarity over 
whether they are self-employed  
or not.  
 Without workers’ voices around 
the table (i.e. social partnership), we 
risk bad policy outcomes through 
ignorance. And this could easily 
equate to publicly funding those 
£60 day rate construction jobs.

ECONOMY: NISREEN MANSOUR

How Welsh Government can create 
a recovery built on good jobs by 

being smarter with its powers
Nisreen Mansour, Policy Officer at Wales TUC, argues that Wales 

must focus on job quality and not just unemployment to avoid the 
mistakes of the last recovery. And to do that, the Welsh Government 

must reconsider how it can make sure it isn’t funding bad work.

recognition is only available in 
workplaces with more than 21 
employees. A focus on growing the 
number of small Welsh businesses is 
therefore unlikely to benefit many 
beyond the business owners. 
 Not funding bad jobs sounds 
obvious. A lot of people probably 
guess this is already the case. But in 
reality there isn’t much that ensures 
public money isn’t funding jobs 
where workers are receiving illegal 
levels of pay, where union 
agreements are disregarded or 
unions aren’t allowed in to organise 
a workforce. One red line which 
must become a condition of grant 
funding to build back better is trade 
union access. 
 Shouldn’t alarm bells go off if an 
employer will not accept grant 
funding (i.e. free money) if a 
condition is permitting trade unions 
in to organise their workers? What 
makes them so nervous about the 
idea of a union giving a short talk to 
their workers about the importance 
of collectivism to determine 
workplace conditions? Because 
that’s what we’re talking about here 
when we refer to ‘union access’. 
 Policy direction must also be 
guided by a clear understanding of 
the current state of employment in 
some sectors, and not seek to 
increase the number of people 
working in them without  
guarantees that employment 
standards will improve. 
 Sectors like tourism, hospitality 
and construction are likely to 
continue getting a lot of state 
funding during the recovery effort, 
and each has serious issues with bad 
– often illegal – employment 
practices being common. 
 And if government wants to fund 
specific projects – like a housing 
decarbonisation programme – as 
part of the recovery effort, it must 
set the standard for the jobs created 
by these programmes. If we allow 
employers to determine 
employment outcomes alone, they 
will revert to their usual practices. In 
this case, they will revert to a model 
that often relies on the £60-a-day 

Trade unionism is 
at the heart of this. 
An employer may 
be able to dismiss 
the concerns of 

one worker, but a 
collective has power.

We need to move 
away from any notion 

that employers are 
somehow doing 
some workers a 
favour by hiring 

them. Policymakers’ 
aspirations need  

to be higher.  

Not funding bad jobs 
sounds obvious. A lot 

of people probably 
guess this is already 

the case.

labourers. So, if government wants to 
guarantee that its funding is creating 
good jobs then it has to plan in these 
outcomes, working with unions and 
employers on the detail and delivery.
 Unless government takes hold of 
this agenda and writes out bad jobs, 
employers will benefit from 
subsidised employment and training, 
but it is difficult to see how this is 
doing any good for the workers. 
 Jobs and employers aren’t 
inherently bad or good. The notion of 
‘fair reward’, for example, can exist for 
any job, it is just far more prevalent in 
some occupations and sectors than 
others. Worker power is the key 
determinant of this. 
 A huge part of making Wales a 
better place to work is using every 
interaction with an employer as a 
chance to reinforce the need for 
trade unionism and strong industrial 
relations as the only sustainable way 
to properly achieve fair work. 
 The state needs to facilitate and 
secure good jobs, but it also needs to 
acknowledge where it’s power really 
lies. Just as worker voice is critical to 
better policy outcomes, it’s also 
essential to drive up standards within 
workplaces. And to some extent 
recognising this will require the state 
to allow workers to determine the 
working conditions they want.  
 This is especially important in a 
devolved context where the state 
does not have the power to raise 
statutory minimums like the minimum 
wage or holiday entitlement. Building 
worker power is our best bet. 
Unionised workplaces are safer and 
healthier, unionisation typically leads 
to better pay rates, terms and 
conditions, and – crucially – it allows 
for fairer consultation and collective 
bargaining arrangements so that 
workers and employers can agree the 
best deal for both sides. 
 The pandemic has shown how 
important having a voice at work truly 
is. Our recovery must not only seek to 
create good jobs, but strengthen 
industrial relations and put workers in 
a stronger position than they were in 
March 2020. This is how we deliver a 
worker-led recovery.



24 | Bevan Foundation Exchange | Summer 2021 Summer 2021 | Bevan Foundation Exchange | 25

W
ales ceased to be a 
major beneficiary of 
EU structural funds  
at the end of 2020  

and while the government has 
announced that they will be 
replaced by the UK Shared 
Prosperity Fund (UKSPF), there is  
still much to be resolved in terms  
of the fund’s priorities, allocation 
and administration.
 Between 2014 and 2020, Wales 
received more EU funding than any 
other part of the UK, with West 
Wales and the Valleys alone 
receiving some £1.8billion. With UK 
regional inequalities still much in 
evidence, and with South Wales in 
particular languishing near the 
bottom of the prosperity league, the 
stakes are high in terms of securing 
the necessary funding to close the 
gap. In addition, we have to prepare 
for the possibility of a changed 
economic landscape emerging in 
the aftermath of Covid-19, adding 
even more pressure to communities 
that already had little economic 
resilience. On a positive note, the 
government has indicated that the 
scale of the UKSPF will broadly 
match that of the EU structural 
funds. In addition, its levelling up 
agenda carries with it the promise  
of resources being directed towards 
the poorest regions. 
 More recently, the government has 
announced that it will be setting up 
the £220 million UK Community 

Renewal Fund to pave the way for 
the UKSPF, which will not come into 
operation until April 2022. However, 
there are aspects of the Community 
Renewal Fund, and the emerging 
levelling up proposals, which do not 
bode well for the future management 
and delivery of the UKSPF.
 Firstly, it would appear that the UK 
Government is prepared to by-pass 
the devolved administrations when 
allocating resources, proposing 
instead to deal directly with local 
authorities. Secondly, competitive 
bidding for funds is likely to be the 
preferred means of allocation. 
Thirdly, it is likely that funding 
priorities, dominated by infrastructure 
projects, will be determined in 
Westminster, rather than Cardiff Bay.  
 Finally, the methodology 
underpinning the selection of priority 
areas has already revealed significant 
anomalies with, for example, 
Bridgend and Caerphilly not being 
designated as Priority 1 areas for the 
purpose of the Community Renewal 
Fund. Events of the last year have 

revealed the government’s strong 
centralisation tendencies and the  
 UKSPF could face a similar fate.  
The Industrial Communities Alliance 
Wales is strongly opposed to this 
approach and believes that respecting 
the devolution settlement should be 
at the heart of the UKSPF process, 
one in which a budget allocation is 
made at an all-Wales level outside of 
the Barnett formula. Under such an 
arrangement, the Welsh Government 
would retain overall responsibility for 
the management and dispersal of the 
UKSPF in Wales in accordance with 
the priorities set out in its Economic 
Action Plan. This provides the wider 
policy context for the Regional 
Economic Partnerships and the City 
Deals, and the UK Government needs 
to recognise that the Welsh 
Government and its well-established 
partnerships are best placed to 
determine their own priorities, both 
spatially and thematically, for 
delivering the UKSPF in Wales.
 The EU’s structural funds initiated a 
new era of collaborative working, 
which has been sustained in Wales 
over several decades to the mutual 
benefit of Welsh Government and 
local authorities. Fundamentally, it is 
based on a common understanding 
of the economic and social 
challenges facing communities 
across Wales. Regrettably, the 
Government’s current direction of 
travel promises to turn the clock back 
to an era of ‘Westminster knows best’.

The UK Shared Prosperity Fund: 
Whose priorities?

ECONOMY: PETER SLATER

Peter Slater, Director of Industrial Communities Alliance Wales, sounds 
a warning about the finance replacing EU structural funds in Wales.

FROM THE FRONT LINE: RUTH BRADY

Stop the British Gas fire!

Ruth Brady of GMB warns that the recent British Gas dispute 
could threaten the future of industrial relations.

B
y now, you will probably 
have heard something 
about the British Gas 
dispute that has been 

raging on since the autumn.  
As someone who was appointed as 
a regional secretary just a few days 
before members were balloted, it 
has really been a baptism of fire.
 On the face of it, it looks like a 
classic modern industrial dispute. 
Centrica, parent company of British 
Gas are looking to save money and 
so they come for the terms and 
conditions of their loyal workforce. 
 British Gas are the market leaders 
for pay and offering the best terms 
and conditions for their engineers,  
a product of a long and fruitful 
relationship with recognised trade 
unions. This is a good thing. You see 
lower worker turnover and better 
productivity, a win-win in a high 
effort, valued, mature relationship.
Six months on, that relationship has 
been torn to shreds.
 For those of you who don’t know 
what fire/rehire means, its basic 
premise is that an employer side 
steps the usual route of discussing 
and negotiations and forces 
contractual changes on staff or 
shows them the door.
 In Wales, our campaign was led by 
Adie Baker, an outstanding organiser, 
so good in fact our national office 
begged that he be appointed to the 
campaign fulltime. In truth, Covid-19 
made this one of the hardest 

organising jobs ever, with enhanced 
risk assessments and socially 
distanced pickets of no more than 
six people. It’s so alien not to be 
close together on a picket line, so 
you’re continually forced to remind 
people to socially distance when 
their instinct is to group together.
 British Gas also has no 
‘workplaces’- staff are mobile and 
with the public in lockdown there 
was no audience. So, Adie’s campaign 
was devised around picketing at 
famous locations, producing images 
that would attract attention.
 The campaign was hugely 
successful with public support from 
all parties. Centrica came back to 
the table, and in our negotiations 
with ACAS, British Gas agreed they 
would never use fire and rehire 
again. They admitted that serving 
notice to fire and rehire workers had 
caused their workforce a huge 
amount of stress and upset and had 

led to a huge number of customer 
complaints. It was also very clear 
there was a massive backlog of 
customers that had not received  
the service they were paying for, 
with hundreds of thousands of 
outstanding services not completed.
 Centrica even offered an 
enhanced deal, but in truth they 
were unwilling to move far enough. 
They were also unwilling to rescind 
fire-rehire for this dispute.
 So, on April 14th 500-1,000 
engineers’ contracts were 
terminated in the largest mass 
dismissal in British history. The truth 
is that more will have left in the 
process, thousands more signed 
under duress, and many just chose 
to forego the ‘rehire’ part of the deal. 
 The sense of betrayal felt by our 
members was such that they’d 
rather chance it on their own than 
return to work. The very future of 
industrial relations is under threat.  
 If a company can just side-line 
workers’ views and the negotiation 
process, then our country will revert 
to a neo-Victorian model. This battle 
is all about democracy in our 
workplaces, and the dispute with 
British Gas is just the beginning.
 Unless our campaign to outlaw 
fire-rehire is accepted, we will see 
this tactic used again and again,  
with Halfords and Tesco among 
those who have mooted it recently. 
 Watch this space; and if you 
haven’t already, join a union!
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Bevan Foundation News

NewsMaking a difference
 

Making local economies 
stronger

 

Free meals for more children

  

Hywel Francis 1946-2021

The Bevan Foundation is deeply 
saddened at the death of Dr Hywel 
Francis in February. Hywel was a 
driving force behind the creation of 
the Bevan Foundation. He served as 
a trustee and Vice Chair until he 
stood down in 2012, but he 
continued to be a staunch supporter 
by hosting the Bevan Prize for 
Health and Well-being and by 
writing occasional articles. His vision 
and passion inspired all who knew 
him, and he will be sorely missed. 

Fair work

The findings from our latest reports 
on workers’ experiences in retail, 
hospitality and social care paint a 
bleak picture of low pay, job 
insecurity and workplace ill-health. 
Workers’ experiences are confirmed 
by an analysis of the key data on 
these foundational economy sectors. 

Work can and should be fair. In  
our fourth report, we worked with 
researchers at the University of 
Birmingham and Coventry to  
identify effective solutions. 

Our final report – due out soon – 
brings together all our findings  
and makes recommendations for 
action that the Welsh Government 
should take. 

Find out more at:  
www.bevanfoundation.org/focus/
economy

Speaking out against 
inequality

Since January, the Bevan Foundation 
team have had a big impact in Wales’ 
media. With more than a dozen 
appearances on TV, radio and in print, 
we’ve informed public debate on the 
future of the south Wales valleys, the 
effects of shielding, low pay, the 
reform of social security and increases 
in poverty to name but a few! 
Contributing our independent and 
expert views to print and broadcast 
outputs helps to ensure that the 
public understand the root causes of 
poverty and inequality and are aware 
that there are solutions.

Action on loneliness

Our findings on loneliness and 
isolation in Merthyr Tydfil and 
Rhondda Cynon Taf are shaping 
local authorities’ and charities’ 
plans as Covid-19 restrictions 
ease. Dr Claire Thomas, researcher 
and author of three reports on 
loneliness in the area, presented our 
recommendations to the boards of 
local county voluntary councils and 
also Cwm Taf Public Services Board. 
They are now taking forward changes 
in their services to meet the growing 
demand for support.

Don’t miss out!

We’ve got some great resources  
for our supporters and subscribers. 
• Our monthly webinars cover 
a wide variety of topics, from 
the 2021 Senedd elections to 
community cohesion in the 
pandemic to building a better 
economy. And if you miss one,  
you can catch up with a video later. 
•  Our NEW Lunchtime Launches 

provide 30-minute introductions 
to our latest findings and 
recommendations.

•  Our State of Wales briefings are 
now bi-monthly, providing key 
facts and figures about inequality 
in Wales.

•  Our NEW State of Wales 
discussions provide a chance to 
exchange experiences on an issue 
revealed in the latest briefing. 

Watch out for your monthly Spark 
e-newsletter and occasional Spark 
Specials to make sure you don’t 
miss out. 

Free school meals are a boon for 
families on low incomes. Already 
many children have benefited from 
free meals in the holidays and from 
£19.50 a week cash payments when 
schools were closed. Thanks to our 
campaigning, the manifestos of all 
political parties included a 
commitment to providing meals for 
more children. To inform the new 
Welsh Government’s promised review 
of Free School Meals, the Bevan 
Foundation along with the Wales 
Anti-poverty Coalition commissioned 
a new analysis of the costs and 
benefits of providing free meals to 
more children. We found that:  
•  offering a free meal for all children 

whose family receives Universal 
Credit would cost just £10.5 
million more a year;

•  families would be better off by 
£764.30 a year for each child.
We’ve also looked at how to 
overcome some of the other 
hurdles to extending provision to 
more children and listened to the 
experience of Scotland.

The everyday or foundational 
economy has a lot to offer towns 
and communities across Wales. 
But making the most of its 
potential requires much more 
than supporting businesses 
themselves. Action is also needed 
to increase local markets and 
boost local spending power, 
make places more attractive and 
ensure that independently owned 
businesses are not disadvantaged 
compared with large corporates. 

Our latest findings from our work 
on three communities in the 
south Wales valleys is relevant for 
all small places. 

Find out more at:  
www.bevanfoundation.org/
resources/making-the-everyday-
economy-work-for-smaller-
places

Insights
Snapshot of poverty 

The Covid-19 outbreak has affected 
household incomes, with some 
people unable to work or living on 
a reduced income while many have 
seen an increase in the cost of living. 

Our ground-breaking survey of 
1,000 households showed that 
families with children, people in 
rented homes and disabled people 
were among those squeezed 
financially by the pandemic in 
December 2020.

Debt was a growing problem for 
many. The results of a follow-up 
survey, looking at how households 
were doing in May 2021, will be  
available shortly. 

Find out more at:  
www.bevanfoundation.org/
resources/poverty-in-winter-2020

February 2021

Different experiences  
of poverty in Winter 2020

 

May 2021

Expanding the provision 
of Free School Meals  
in Wales

 

May 2021

Making the  
everyday economy  
work for smaller places

 

May 2021

Fair work in the  
foundational economy: 
experiences in hospitality
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Carol Wardman 

Bishops’ Advisor for Church and Society, Church in Wales

Spotlight On

In 140 characters describe 
the Church in Wales

The Church in Wales is part of the 
worldwide Anglican Communion. 
Under the Archbishop of Wales, it  
is independent and self-governing.  
It operates bilingually and is 
proud to have a presence in every 
community in Wales. 

What is your role at the 
Church in Wales?

I head up the church’s policy and 
strategic response to government 
policy – I often say it is shoving the 
church’s oar into public life! It’s not 
just things that affect the church, 
it’s about what affects society in a 
broader sense. I liaise with outside 
organisations too – we’re an 
organisation in civil society as  
well as being a religious body,  
and we like to take our place in  
the policy arena.

What do you enjoy most 
about your work?

I love it! There’s huge variety which 
is both a joy and headache because 
there’s just so much going on. Like 
every organisation in Wales we’ve 
got the whole country to look after 
but we haven’t really got enough 
people to go round. We meet lots of 
outside organisations and we also 
work very ecumenically with other 
churches and other faith groups as 
well as secular bodies. 

What’s been your biggest 
leadership challenge?

One of my challenges was getting 
our status as a Fair Trade province 
which we succeeded in doing in 
2015. That was a quite long, drawn-
out process of getting at least 70 
per cent of our parishes to sign up 
to using Fair Trade products and 
promoting the Fair Trade message. 
It was an organisational challenge 
because the church is a huge 
amorphous organisation and it’s 
quite difficult to reach all parts.

What’s your hope for the 
next five years?

The environmental issue is 
absolutely crucial. Every organisation 
and every individual has to play 
their part but there have also go to 
be some very, very serious policy 
changes in world government and 
how we deal with major businesses 
and organisations. It’s a hope and an 
aspiration, but also an urgent need. 

Closer to home, the other area of 
work that the church is engaged in 
is modern slavery. There’s a lot of 
work to do, not least to sort out the 
way that victims of modern slavery 
and the crime of modern slavery is 
dealt with because the systems that 
have been put in place are really not 
working very well.   

If you could invite anyone, 
dead or alive, to a dinner 
party who would you 
invite?

I thought of Elizabeth Fry – she 
was a huge social reformer and 
she didn’t just do the practical stuff 
she got things changed on a legal 
level as well, and she came from 
a Christian perspective. I read her 
biography and she sounded like a 
very, very exciting character to meet 
and have a conversation with.

Why does the Church in 
Wales support the Bevan 
Foundation?

We have so much in common!  
We have similar agendas, reach 
across the whole of Wales, and 
interest in changing public policy. 
And it’s a really good resource for 
information – I do recommend that 
people that read your publications 
and look at your website. 
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