SOCIALISM IN WALES

Statement agreed by the Socialist Party Wales Conference
Cardiff, January 28th 2007
The main features of Welsh society are similar to the rest of Britain and this statement should be read in conjunction with the British perspectives document dealing with the main processes in Britain.

THE ECONOMY
The sustained economic upturn has continued into 2007 although it is unclear how long it can last. The boom built on consumer debt and the cheapening of consumer goods through the relocation of production to Asia and Eastern Europe rather than investment in production cannot last indefinitely. House prices, an important indicator of the boom, continue to rise in Wales - by 117% since 2001.

The benefits of the boom have not been distributed evenly across Welsh society. There is not a super-rich elite in Wales with the conspicuous consumption of wealth that has accompanied these strata in London or Ireland, but the tops of society have done very well in this period while a large layer of Welsh society continues to exist in poverty. Inequalities in Wales have grown through this boom and Wales continues to be the poorest “region” of Britain, possibly even the UK.

The economic upturn has not seen the creation of secure well-paid jobs except for the elite around the Assembly and related jobs in Cardiff Bay and linked “quango jobs” in the rest of Wales. Low pay is still endemic in the public and the private sectors helped by the acquiescent attitudes of the trade union leaders. The public sector provides a higher proportion of employment in Wales compared to the rest of Britain, which tends to have lower wage levels.
And as in the rest of Britain, the boom in the service sector has masked a severe decline of manufacturing in Wales. This underlines a severe weakness in the Welsh economy because, despite the pronouncements of New Labour and Tory politicians, manufacturing remains central to the underlying strength of an economy. Since 1998 there has been a 15% fall in manufacturing jobs and a new round of closures is threatened with the announcement of new closures at Burberry in Treorchy and the partial closure of TRW Automotive in Pontypool. 
Union leaders in Wales have not put forward a fighting strategy to defend jobs but in general have argued for the best redundancy deals and where the workforce has been prepared to fight relied on gimmickry and stunts to hide their failure to fight back. Where workers have been prepared to fight back on wages and to defend jobs then victories can be won despite the dead-hand of the bureaucracy as can be seen at the recent victory at Visteon in Swansea in which our members played an important role.

There has been significant immigration into Wales but also emigration. The 2001 census found that 22% of those who identified themselves as Welsh lived outside of Wales, mainly in the south-east of England indicating a large accumulated emigration. Those who have moved away have been overwhelmingly young while those who have moved in have been older. The average age in Wales grew by 10% in the period 1991- 2001. 
This process has continued through this decade. Between 1996-2005 there was a net immigration from the rest of Britain of 75,000. But a study on the introduction of European Objective One funds found that while there had been an overall increase in employment in the affected areas between 2001 and 2003, it was mainly in the older age levels. The number of employed 16-35 year olds actually dropped by 34,000 indicating the loss of young people from these parts of Wales.

There has also been an unequal growth in the regions of Wales and between the cities and rural areas. The area around Cardiff has grown with the building boom in public and private infrastructure while the economy in the South Wales valleys has stagnated relying on commuter jobs in Cardiff to sustain the local economies. Swansea has grown, but at a slower pace while jobs in the rural areas in West Wales have declined. North Wales has not grown at the same pace as the South and is much more affected by the retirement home phenomenon, dubbed Costa Geriatrica by journalists.

Mid Wales is mixed, with affluent areas close to poorer areas, but the overall picture is of economic stagnation partially compensated by migration. High house prices coupled with migration has led to fears in rural Welsh-speaking areas of a cultural crisis as young Welsh speakers are forced to move to find jobs and homes while English-speakers move in. We support a council house building programme and the compulsory purchase of empty homes in these areas to provide cheap homes to young working people but are opposed to the restrictions on incomers advocated by some Welsh nationalists.

POVERTY

The high levels of poverty endemic to large parts of Wales are illustrated by the effects on health. South Wales is the unhealthiest part of Britain. Eight of the ten worst regions in the UK were Welsh local authority districts and six of the worst ten local authority districts in England and Wales with limiting long-term illness are in the South Wales Valleys. Professor Kevin Morgan of the Cardiff Business School commented “These problems have been with us for so long that they seem to have lost their capacity to shock, even though shocking is the only sober way to describe them. They signal a collective failure to provide the most basic amenities of a civilised life.”

The growing social divisions have even widened the relative death rates. Official statistics show that the death rate for people living in the most deprived parts of Wales is almost twice that of those in the most affluent areas of the UK. Life expectancy for the ruling class has grown greatly while for the poorest in society it has hardly risen at all. Figures produced by the Office for National Statistics show how a boy born in Chelsea and Kensington can expect to live to the age of 82.2 years, compared with just 74.2 in Blaenau Gwent. And according to Wales' chief medical officer the gap between those with the best health and those with the worst is widening. 

The mortal health crisis in Wales makes an eloquent case for a fundamental socialist transformation of society, the only way to lift the poor out of poverty, but all the capitalist commentators instead look for partial solutions like dietary education. Even Professor Morgan, who specifically rejects Marxism, instead restricts his solution solely to investment in social housing, which on the basis of the policies of the four main bourgeois parties will not take place anyway.

THE HEALTH SERVICE

The NHS in Wales is poorly placed to deal with the effects of this ill health. As in the rest of Britain, the NHS has never recovered from the Tory cuts of the 80s and 90s. But Labour’s policies in the National Assembly have made matters worse. Waiting lists grew as cuts in hospital capacity begun by the Tories were continued by Labour. Between 1996 and 2006 the number of hospital beds fell by 12% from 16,000 to 14,000. This was partially offset by an increase in the number of operations per bed, but not enough to make up for the loss of capacity. At one point 10% of the population of Wales was on a hospital waiting list.

A short term increase in health spending has cleared the waiting lists somewhat but this was achieved with short term methods rather than an investment in the long term capacity in the Welsh NHS. The second offer scheme, by which Welsh patients were sent to private hospitals or to hospitals in England, has cleared some of the back log but has done nothing to address the lack of hospital capacity in Wales.
Even though health needs in Wales are the greatest, recent figures showed that health spending per head in Wales is the lowest in the UK. For the first time spending on health per head in Wales is below that of England: £1,420 per head in Wales compared with £1,540 in England. 

Part of the reason for the higher spending in England will be accounted for by the more enormously wasteful privatisation of parts of the NHS which costs more without delivering greater healthcare. But the NHS in England also has greater flexibility to respond to health needs and move health funds from regions of lesser health needs to regions of higher social deprivation, which the NHS in Wales can do to a far lesser extent.
The Labour majority in the Assembly has therefore decided, with the assistance of the Derek Wanless, former Chief Executive of the Nat West bank, not to expand hospital provision in Wales. On the contrary, it has launched the Designed For Life initiative which specifically aims to close more hospitals and “downgrade” or cutback even more. The closure and merger of hospitals will inevitably provoke huge opposition and so most of the announcements have been delayed until after the Assembly elections in May. 
Designed For Life claims that it wants to bring health treatment closer to patients by moving treatment out of district hospitals and into local primary care centres and major treatment to large specialist centres concentrated in a few super hospitals. But the real motivation behind this strategy, to provide healthcare on the cheap, can be seen in that while the Welsh Assembly Government and Local Health Boards have been preparing to announce hospital closures and cutbacks there have been no announcements of providing community services to replace them. There has not even been an announcement of how much money will be provided to fund them.

The organic crisis in the NHS in Wales is certain to continue. And there will inevitably be a reaction against the cutbacks by working class people in Wales as we have seen in the support for Socialist Party initiatives on the NHS and in the spontaneous movements in 2006 in the rural areas of Wales. The crisis strikes at the heart of devolution in Wales and the failure of the Labour-led Assembly.
There is also a rising tide of anger in workplaces in Wales against the intensification of work, the stress and low pay. Like the rest of Britain inevitably there will be increased militancy and strikes. Where Socialist Party members are able to intervene they have accelerated this process and overcome the obstacles to action placed by the trade union bureaucracy as has been shown in the civil service in Wales and in Visteon. This rising activity could fuse with a wider community militancy and take on a political expression in the support for a new workers party.

“WELSH” LABOUR
Labour Party Wales, led by Rhodri Morgan, has attempted to distance itself from Tony Blair and New Labour in Westminster, claiming to keep “clear red water” between New Labour and “Welsh Labour”. In a recent speech he went even further than in 2003 calling New Labour “incomplete” and “showing signs of age”. He even used the “S” word and referred to “21st century socialism”. But this is mainly just words to win votes this May. Morgan supports the coming to power of Gordon Brown, one of the key architects of the New Labour project. 

Welsh Labour, it is true, has resisted some Blairite policies like foundation hospitals, competition between hospital trusts and education academies. But there is no fundamental difference between New Labour and Welsh Labour. The New Labour counter revolution has transformed Labour Party Wales into another region of this pro-capitalist party. The Labour Party in Wales has emptied out with tiny meetings mainly of councillors and it exists solely as an election machine, which is creaking. There is no prospect of the working class being able to re-transform the Labour Party. A large number of the older non political elements will vote Labour because of its past reforms but there has been a fundamental disconnection between the mass of the working class and the Labour Party.

Under Labour control of the Assembly the number of Private Finance Initiative deals for the construction of public sector projects has escalated hugely with more per capita than in England. And there is a creeping privatisation of the NHS in Wales. All new facilities provided by the NHS have to go out to tender allowing private companies to come in and cherry-pick the most profitable NHS services as was demonstrated in the recent fiasco in the Out of Hours service in Cardiff, when hundreds of patients were forced to wait days for treatment.

PUBLIC SPENDING

What the Assembly government can do is dependent on the British government in any case because it receives all it’s funding from Westminster. In theory the Assembly receives the same proportion of UK spending on public services every year set out by the Barnett formula. If public spending goes up at Westminster then the Assembly’s goes up pro-rata. The Assembly can then spend according to what its priorities are.

The weakness of Welsh Labour’s position can be seen by its failure to carry out some of its meagre manifesto commitments from 2003. To distinguish himself from Blair, Morgan promised promised to provide free home care for the disabled and free school breakfasts for all primary school children, both of which the Labour Assembly government has failed to do. Any extra reforms mean cuts in other areas of public spending so long as the overall cake remains the same size. 

Even the one reform by the Assembly government that grabbed the most headlines does in fact demonstrate the weakness of the Assembly. The Assembly government has agreed to pay £1,800 a year towards the fees of all Welsh university students studying in Wales in addition to the funding of the fees of students from families on low incomes. Socialist Students and the Socialist Party fought for the complete abolition of all fees for Welsh students and all students studying in Wales, and for the Assembly to fund this by fighting for extra funds from Westminster by taking a clear position of defiance against university tuition fees. 
Nevertheless this measure has partly ameliorated the huge cost of fees for some Welsh students (and English, Scottish and Northern Irish students this year). But it is only guaranteed until 2009 and still leaves most Welsh students paying £3,000 and non-Welsh UK students studying in Wales paying £3,000 from September 2007. Other parts of the Assembly government’s budget have had to be raided to pay for it and these have to be taken from other public services including education.

Schools education in Wales is experiencing serious cut backs. School rolls have been falling for some years, but instead of using the opportunity to improve education through lower pupil/teacher ratios the Labour Assembly government and Plaid and Liberal councils have used the fall as an excuse to close schools and cut the number of teaching posts. A number of schools have closed and hundreds are targeted. The minority Liberal council in Cardiff forced to retreat on the cuts in the face of a mass protest movement from students, parents and teachers, has hit the ball back into the Assembly’s court, but will return to this issue after the elections. This will be an ongoing campaign against all four main parties. The Socialist Party has played an important role in the campaigns against the cuts and we demand no cut backs but instead an investment in schools to improve education.
The Barnett formula takes no account of the different needs of the parts of the UK. Wales receives the same proportion of public spending even though it clearly has greater social and economic needs. This has prompted Plaid Cymru to call for the scrapping of the Barnett formula that was worked out in the 1970s and instead argue for funding according to need.

Socialist Party Wales calls for the Assembly to fight for extra needs funding from Westminster to replace all the cutbacks carried out under the Tories and New Labour. This would inevitably involve a mass struggle of demonstrations, strikes and civil disobedience drawing on the example of Liverpool City Council led by Militant members (the forerunner of the Socialist Party) which won significant reforms from “Iron Lady” Thatcher in the 1980s, before being betrayed by Neil Kinnock and the Labour leadership.
The position is further complicated by Objective One funding from the European Union which has to be equally funded, match-funded, by the UK. This, together with the Barnett Formula, has probably resulted in a relative lowering of spending on public services in Wales as Objective One funding is taken from public services and ploughed into “community enterprises” and parts of the private sector. 
Hailed as the panacea by both Labour and Plaid, Objective One funding has made only a marginal difference to the infrastructure in Objective One areas covering the majority area of Wales. Conditions in the South Wales Valleys have declined even further during Objective One funding. The main beneficiaries have been the “community business” industry whose executives have drawn fat wages from the schemes. In any case it is due to be scaled down out of existence in Wales as the new Eastern European member states draw from the fund.

ASSEMBLY ELECTIONS

The results of the Assembly elections in May are extremely difficult to predict, especially as it is expected that barely 50% of the electorate will vote. As it stands Labour is likely to lose seats but remain the largest party. Plaid, the Liberal Democrats and the Tories are likely to make slight gains. Labour is very unpopular, especially in its traditional areas, but there is no mass left alternative to challenge it. Some constituencies are so close there might even be Labour gains as well as losses. Currently Labour hold 29 seats and are two seats short of a majority. The budget for 2007 was only passed with Plaid’s votes. It is likely that Labour will lose seats and will have to rule in a coalition. A whole number of scenarios are possible. There could be a repeat of the Lab/Lib coalition prior to 2003, but a coalition with Plaid is also possible. 

It is unlikely that there would be a Plaid/Liberal/Tory coalition. When the idea of a coalition with the Tories was first mooted by Ieuan Wyn Jones there was a reaction within Plaid Cymru in the South. A coalition involving the Tories could even split Plaid. However if there were to be significant Labour losses and Plaid gains (not the most likely scenario) then the whiff of power could tempt Jones even into a coalition with the Tories.
It is likely that Blair will hold onto office until after the Assembly elections which would lose Labour votes. But if Blair were to be replaced by Brown before May then his short honeymoon period would benefit Labour in Wales in the elections. Brown would make a few cosmetic changes and begin the process of pulling British troops out of Iraq. Even though most people would not be fooled by the change of face at 10 Downing Street, Rhodri Morgan could benefit from the after-Blair glow and hold on. 

Plaid has recovered from its big losses in 2003 but is unlikely to regain the constituency seats it won in South Wales from Labour in 1999. It cannot now pose as a left alternative to New Labour in the same way that it did in 1999, because its policies when in power in Rhondda Cynon Taff and Caerphilly councils exposed them as little different from New Labour. It should gain some regional seats and maybe the odd constituency seat.
Plaid has dropped its demand for independence and is instead demanding a referendum on a parliament with law making powers in 2011, although even that is negotiable.

The Liberal Democrats have made some headway in Cardiff and Swansea at Labour’s expense. They might also make some gains in other parts of Wales and win a few more seats. But the experience of Liberal councils which have continued the cuts, job losses and privatisation of New Labour will actually work against them in Cardiff and Swansea in conjunction with the weakening of the Liberals in Britain as a whole.
The recent resurgence of the Tories under “Dave” Cameron will have some impact in Wales. Some younger voters in South East Wales and North East Wales will not remember past Tory governments and the memory has even dimmed amongst older voters but in Wales especially the stigma of the Tories will prevent them from making big gains. 

The Tories will probably pick up a few constituency seats in the more affluent areas in the Assembly elections. However they will be unlikely to win many extra seats in the Assembly because their gains in the constituencies will lose them seats in the regional lists. Currently 11 of their 12 AMs are elected from the regional lists. It is possible they will win new constituency seats but not gain any seats overall.
There is a general dissatisfaction with all the main parties. The Assembly is unpopular because it appears to be a powerless and expensive talking shop. The new Assembly building demonstrated the priorities of the Assembly Government preferring to spend over £70 million on the Senedd to raise their own prestige while refusing to build badly-needed hospitals and schools.

MASS WORKERS PARTY

The success of Blaenau Gwent People’s Voice (BGPV) in winning two election victories in 2005 and 2006 shows what the potential for a new mass workers party in the Valleys. It is unclear how BGPV will develop in the future. New Labour’s attempt to force a Blairite candidate on Blaenau Gwent Labour Party using a women-only shortlist backfired and split the best elements from the party. The original reasons for the split became secondary to its anti-New Labour programme and it won the elections because it stood on the traditions of socialism and Aneurin Bevan, the founder of the NHS. 

Socialist Party Wales is willing to work with members of BGPV in attempting to form a new mass workers’ party. Will BGPV be able to use its successes in Blaenau Gwent to form new People’s Voice (PV) organisations in the rest of Wales? There is the potential to develop such organisations across all the South Wales valleys. But it is unlikely a strategy of trying to win Labour Party members to form new PV organisations would succeed because the most active elements have left the Labour Party. The only way to broaden support is to use parliamentary and Assembly positions to campaign in other areas to win new layers with a bold programme of reforms. This would raise the prospect of a new party of the working class in Wales that could challenge the four pro-capitalist parties.
Forward Wales/Cymru Ymlaen basing itself on a narrow layer and conservative policies has been unable to break out of its Wrexham stronghold. It has now even lost most of its base in Wrexham and might lose the seat in the Assembly elections.

Wales has experienced a number of attempts to build new left alternatives to Labour and the social weight of the working class in society means that there is a huge potential for a new mass workers party. But it will come mainly from new forces in the trade unions, communities and the youth. The Socialist Party is gaining an increasing echo in Wales for the demand for a new mass workers’ party and we will continue to build the campaign while also be ready to react to new formations that may arise.

As in other parts of the UK, the BNP in Wales are using the absence of a new worker’s party to try and fill the vacuum left by New Labour’s transition to a party of big business. Recognising the difficulties in promoting the BNP’s “British bulldog” image in Wales they have attempted to portray this racist party in Wales as defenders of the white Welsh working class and the true inheritors of Welsh nationalism. Some of their propaganda leaflets headed ‘Rebecca Reborn’ (a reference to the Rebecca Riots in Wales in the 19th century) attacks Plaid Cymru for its neglect of the indigenous Welsh population and their appeasing of the Muslim communities.
However the BNP have watered down their crude racist propaganda to hide their extreme racist views and are concentrating their efforts on more social issues, immigration concerns etc, hoping to attract those voters discontented with the right wing policies of New Labour both in Westminster and the Assembly. The BNP will contest a greater number of Assembly seats in May and will hope to benefit from the increased national profile they have generated over the past few years. A layer of disillusioned voters, frustrated with the traditional political parties, may give a protest vote to the BNP, particularly in the run down urban estates of Cardiff, Newport, Swansea and Wrexham and an increase in their Assembly vote over 2003 is possible unless challenged.

The Socialist Party will work alongside all anti-racist/fascist organisations in Wales to defeat the threat of the BNP but in order to combat their real racist, homophobic, anti trade union agenda, a socialist alternative has to be offered to the people of Wales, linked to the campaign for a new workers party.

THE NATIONAL QUESTION

The national question and the issue of independence have receded somewhat in the past six or seven years. Plaid is downplaying the demand and is concentrating on arguing for more powers for the Assembly. But it would be wrong for Marxists to conclude that the issue has been permanently resolved. 
The Labour Assembly government found it necessary to take on more powers to work effectively and increasingly there will be new demands for a Welsh parliament with law making and tax raising powers. If Plaid holds the balance of power in the Assembly after the elections there will probably be a referendum on the issue in 2011.
And events in Scotland could alter the mood in Wales. The SNP are running neck and neck with Labour in opinion polls and if an SNP-led executive were elected then the SNP would propose a bill for a referendum on independence within the first 100 days of office. An ICM survey for The Sunday Telegraph suggested support for Scottish independence had reached 52%. A vote for independence is not the most likely outcome, but even a referendum in Scotland would have significant effect on the mood in Wales, raising the issue of independence again.

Socialist Party Wales has always understood that the objective situation is somewhat different in Wales to Scotland. For economic, historical, social and geographic reasons there has been a greater degree of national consciousness amongst the working class in Scotland than in Wales. There has been a gradual rise in support for independence in Wales over the last twenty years, but the idea comes up against substantial barriers. As well as important social ties with England there would be a barrage of economic arguments of the type recently expressed by Rhodri Morgan against Plaid Cymru: “Independence is a non starter because in Wales we have 5% of the population of the UK, raise 4% of the taxation and have 6% of the needs”.

In Scotland the situation is different. Importantly in the recent period the more class conscious and radical elements of the working class in Scotland have tended to support the idea of independence. Socialist Party Wales’ sister party in Scotland, the International Socialists, has advanced the slogan of an independent socialist Scotland as part of a socialist confederation with England, Wales and Ireland to tie in the idea of socialism and an independent Scotland. The International Socialists have opposed the idea of stages put forward by the leadership of the Scottish Socialist Party: first a capitalist Scotland and then maybe socialism. We have pointed out that an independent capitalist Scotland would not solve any of the problems of the working class in Scotland.
In Wales, however, there has not been the same support for independence amongst working class people and youth. There are differing attitudes to the national question within the working class. There is general dissatisfaction with the Assembly but this expresses itself in different ways. Many working class people believe that the Assembly is a waste of money. But many of these support the idea of more powers for the Assembly. An older layer would support the abolition of the Assembly, but this is diminishing as an idea. Even the Tories support the Assembly now.

There is also a section of working class people who feel that Wales should have a parliament or even independence. This layer is not crudely nationalist but includes those who see the role of a Welsh parliament as a radical force in the struggle to change society. There might be a nationalist tinge but they aspire to change society. And there is also a layer of workers suspicious of nationalism and afraid that nationalism will be used by Plaid Cymru to cut across the labour movement. There is stronger support for a parliament or independence amongst young people but this is combined with a greater scepticism about politics in general. There are also different moods in the regions of Wales with, predictably, support for devolution strongest in Gwynedd and weakest in Gwent. Marxists have to be able to approach these different layers, perhaps with different emphases, but with the same programme.

The Socialist Party’s position on the national question in Wales has remained essentially the same for more than twenty years. As well as defending the right of national self-determination socialists support autonomy – at this stage an elected parliament with law making and tax adjusting powers because it is a basic democratic demand and also because it will benefit the interests both of the Welsh working class and the working class in the rest of Britain. The relative weight of the working class in Welsh society means that autonomy can be used to push forward the interests of workers and win reforms that encourage the movement both in Wales and the rest of Britain. 

Marxists are not opposed to independence in principle; they advance whatever demands take the working class movement forward towards a socialist transformation. But we think that in Wales that are a number of problems that mean that Socialist Party Wales should not advance this demand. Firstly, the most important principle for socialists should be maintaining the unity of the working class. A struggle for independence in Wales not only risks dividing the Welsh working class from the English, but also dividing the Welsh working class itself. There is a significant section of the Welsh working class that is resolutely opposed to independence. 
Secondly, if socialists were to adopt a position of fighting for independence at this stage then it would cut them off from the large majority of Welsh workers. From our point of view there is no point in alienating socialists from workers on an issue that we do not think would be decisively in the interests of advancing socialism.
Nevertheless Marxists must always reassess its position on the national question in a sensitive way. The guiding principle on the national question is what can advance the struggle of the working class towards socialism.

FAVOURABLE SITUATION

2007 opens with Socialist Party Wales in a favourable position with big opportunities opening up especially in the trade unions and amongst the youth. There is still a slight hangover from the 1990s in the consciousness of the working class but also a widespread agreement with our general ideas. The key issue is how a workers’ party can be built to carry them forward.
In this situation all sorts of political formations can be thrown up. Socialist Party Wales will have to be flexible in tactics while firm in principle, as Lenin put it, to react to the possibilities thrown up in the coming period. But we have the potential with the quality and standing of our members to become the leading left force in Wales.
