Archbishop’s speech for Tomorrow’s Wales at the Welsh Labour party conference – Swansea, 18th March 2005 – final version 

Very many thanks for the invitation to be with you at this fringe meeting organised by Unison – with particular thanks to Paul O’Shea for his kind invitation to speak today. It is (very heartening to see so many of you here and) a pleasure to have an opportunity to discuss some of the issues relating to the Richard Commission Report, that has been described by many people as a ‘seminal document’.

As I’m sure I don’t need to remind you, back in July 2002 the First Minister of the National Assembly of Wales appointed an independent commission under the chairmanship of Lord Ivor Richard with two purposes - to review the adequacy of the National Assembly’s powers in both its depth (i.e. the Assembly’s capacity to act within the fields that are devolved to it) and its breadth (whether more fields should be devolved) and whether in both these spheres, the powers of the National Assembly were adequate to meet the needs of modern Wales. As the report makes clear – “We decided to approach our remit from a broad and practical perspective – how are the arrangements working at the moment; what, if any, problems have been encountered; and how could things be improved in the interests of the people of Wales?” (Richard Commission report, p2).

In addressing these questions and the underlying questions, the Commission, whose members included politicians from every party, academics and others who know a great deal about Wales and every aspect of its life, concluded unanimously in March 2004 that Wales should have a legislative assembly; to exercise this power and ensure proper scrutiny there needed to be an increase of assembly members from 60 –80, that there should be a single transferable voting system and that all this should happen by 2011. Now that’s quite a broad range of issues so if I may, I’ll concentrate my comments today on the issue of the National Assembly’s powers rather than the matter of the number of members or the voting system – although the report itself does emphasise the inter-relatedness of the three strands.

[Why me?]

Well, you might say we know all that but why should you as archbishop involve yourself in this debate, still less chair a group called Tomorrow’s Wales whose aim is to try and get the recommendations of the Richard Commission discussed more widely?  Or put less politely as someone did recently in a letter, “Haven’t you got enough problems in your own church to solve and what has all this got to do with a religious leader?”.  The implication of that criticism is that the Christian faith has nothing to do with the issues of daily living but has to do with a relationship with God, separate from and abstracted from the problems of the world in which we live. In the past, those Christians who have spoken out against injustice, inequality and unfairness be that at home or abroad have been accused of getting involved in politics, whereas true religion has been seen as something personal and private involving only one’s own personal morals.

But God is the creator of the whole world, a world that he created out of love, so that everything in it that diminishes or dehumanises people is of concern to him.  And the very meaning of incarnation, as I understand it, is that this God of Jesus got involved in the mess of daily living not by being religious but by touching the lives of those who had been excluded by the religious, moral and political authorities of his day for being immoral, untouchable, irreligious and by mixing with such people criticized the civil and religious institutions of his day implicitly as well as doing so explicitly and thus made some pretty powerful political statements about God, the world and the religious establishment.

By the same token, being involved in politics means being involved in how we organise ourselves in society and if society is so organised that people are excluded because of the colour of their skin, or gender or sexual orientation then the Christian Gospel is of relevance.  And it is of relevance too in how we organise ourselves as a nation.  Surely it is of concern to Christians and non Christians alike that a commission which has no axe to grind has concluded that a national assembly in Wales with primary law making powers will make for more transparency in Government and allow for a more integrated policy making process and enable the needs of the people of Wales to be met in a better way than they are met now.  

Even if one cannot agree with those conclusions, we can surely agree that the issues are worthy of discussion because an independent cross party commission reached a unanimous conclusion and raised these matters in a document about the governance of Wales, the like of which we have never had before.  That is why, when I was approached by several politicians from different parties and by others in Welsh Civil Society asked to initiate a debate about these matters I agreed to do it, having consulted my brother bishops and other religious leaders in Wales.  For the Commission itself did not consider it part of its brief to take the matter forward.

Well I hope that addresses the question of why me? But all this begs at least a further three ‘why’ questions? Firstly, why primary legislative powers? Secondly, why now? And this I suppose leads us to a final ‘why?’ question, which is  - why is this important?

[Why primary legislative powers?]

In considering the first of these - why primary legislative powers? -  it is worth perhaps looking again both at the Richard Commission report itself and also at the make up of the commission that created that unanimous report. It is interesting to note the level of scepticism that existed within the commission about the need for the extension of the National Assembly’s powers at the time they began their work in 2002. Lord Ivor Richard himself  - described by Rhodri Morgan at the time of his appointment as being “halfway between being 100 per cent Labour Government Loyalist, never departing from the party line, and an independent who is outside the party” - was amongst these sceptics, but was certainly not alone. Of the party nominations, both Conservative Paul Valerio and Ted Rowlands of Labour were also widely considered to be sceptical. As John Osmond says in the recently published IWA publication, Welsh politics come of age “the overall sense was of a low key commission, with only perhaps half the members initially having great insight into the constitutional and political intricacies with which they had to grapple.” 

Also in terms of background, it is perhaps worth noting that by the time the Richard Commission began its work, there had already been one review of the National Assembly’s procedures (in 2001-2002), chaired by the National Assembly’s Presiding Officer, which had led to the adoption of two key principles:

· a separation of the executive and legislative arms of the Assembly – which led to the creation of the Welsh Assembly Government; and

· adoption of the Rawlings principles – which gave the national Assembly maximum discretion in handling secondary legislation.

So in a sense the National Assembly itself had already started to take its own steps in the ‘process’ of devolution, even before the Richard Commission was established.

So with some steps already taken and with a deal of scepticism amongst the members of the Richard commission, why did they reach such an unequivocal position regarding the matter of primary legislative powers in what was described recently by Gareth Thomas MP as their “well written report and by the standard of these documents, almost a racy read”? (quote included in Welsh politics come of age ,Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.127).

Well perhaps the most obvious answer was given by Lord Richard himself, at the press conference a year ago to launch his report. At that time he said:

“It is precisely the success of the Assembly and the Welsh Assembly Government in establishing itself as the government of Wales in key public policy areas that creates the pressure for change. We examined in detail the dynamics of the present situation and found that the Assembly is increasingly setting the legislative agenda for Wales in devolved areas and negotiating with Whitehall and Westminster for the legislation it needs. Since this is already happening and likely to happen increasingly in future, it seemed to us that the most efficient and straightforward process would be for the Assembly itself to pass this legislation in Cardiff.”

Others have similarly identified this trend and come to the conclusion that the de facto separation of the original ‘corporate body’ status of the National Assembly into executive and legislative functions has introduced some of the features of legislative devolution, but also making the point that this separation should become a legal one. As the Richard Commission acknowledges, “the corporate body concept enshrined in the Government of Wales act still has a significant influence on the Assembly’s operation and whatever hopes there may have been that the corporate body concept would promote a new kind of inclusive and open style politics, it seems it is now no longer a sustainable structure, and has also contributed significantly to the public’s confusion as to who takes decisions.”(findings – end of chapter 4, Richard Commission report).

Now those comments from the report also point towards the second matter that would be resolved to some extent by the adoption of greater powers by the National Assembly -  the resolution of the present confusion regarding the body’s powers. Even AMs themselves have conceded that the complex delineation of responsibilities between Westminster and Cardiff Bay sometimes leaves them baffled and this area of knowledge has largely become the domain of ‘political anoraks’ as Peter Hain has put it.

The third – related - matter is perhaps the issue of the “jagged edge that exists between the responsibilities of the Assembly and the UK government” as the Richard Commission’s report puts it – the confusion regarding exactly where the responsibility lies even within areas where responsibility has been devolved to the National Assembly. A recent example of this was perhaps the initial confusion at the beginning of the foot and mouth outbreak in 2001. But the issue of the jagged edge also brings us to the issues of scrutiny – there appears to be a widespread concern that the National Assembly’s committees are simply not able at present to scrutinise legislation adequately. This was a point made recently by a Member of the National Assembly who pointed to the Assembly’s small size as one – though by no means the only – problem in this regard. As that individual said, at Westminster, with 659 MPs, you can haul someone over the coals in committee and then avoid them for the next few years! With only 60 members in the National Assembly, that simply isn’t possible – you’re probably going to end up sharing the lift with them the following day! And then, in reference to the jagged edges, we also come to the sticky issue of the tightness of the legislative time-table at Westminster – and at no time has this been more vividly obvious than exactly a week ago in the debates in both Commons and Lords on the Prevention of Terrorism Act. And I suppose this matter takes us on to the second key question which I highlighted at the beginning of my speech - the question of why now?

[Why now?]
Well to begin answering that questions, let me quote Charlie Jeffery, Professor of Politics at the University of Edinburgh, who made the point that “there were two key reasons why the Commission’s central recommendation was to replace the current system of executive devolution based on a on a complex division of labour between Wales and Westminster, with legislative devolution on the Scottish model.” The First reason he cited was “to bring about a more transparent and systematic division of powers between Westminster and the Assembly”. The second reason given by Jeffery is a “more positive endorsement of the momentum the Assembly has established in setting a distinctive Welsh policy agenda.” (Jeffrey, Charlie, “Richard’s Radical Recipe”, in Welsh politics come of age , Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.26)

Now, there are some important words in both those points – efficiency, transparency, Welsh policy agenda, Wales, and Westminster. However, the last two words appear to be particularly pertinent in considering the Why now? question. The relationship between Wales and Westminster is clearly pivotal in the present legislative process and the Richard Commission was unequivocal in concluding that Wales is disadvantaged at present by the system of Wales-UK interaction, with Wales frequently falling off Whitehall’s radar screens completely. Furthermore – and this is perhaps an even more important point with a UK-wide General Election in the wind – even when this interaction works well at present, there is of course no guarantee that this will continue to be the case. Many political commentators have made the point that we underestimate at our peril the extent to which the success of the relationship between Cardiff Bay and Whitehall has been as a result, in the first instance, of the good relationship between Rhodri Morgan and Peter Hain, but also of course as a result of having Labour in power in both places.  Neither situations can be guaranteed and we can be pretty certain that at some time, not least because of the ebb and flow of politics in both Wales and Westminster, there will be a different parties in power in London and in Cardiff. Indeed, if one is to believe John Osmond in the closing chapter of Welsh Politics Come of Age, then this may be upon us very soon indeed – although this is probably more in your hands than in mine!

A second point in relation to the question why now, relates both to trust and to public opinion. While Leighton Andrews AM recently acknowledged that “Of course, there are some who continue to oppose devolution” he nonetheless went on to say that “for most people, the argument now is about the pace of the further devolution of powers to the Assembly” (Welsh politics come of age, Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.120). This certainly chimes both with the findings of the Richard Commission itself, but also with subsequent academic research. Now I suppose the first thing that springs to mind when one talks of research is the reliability of that research. After all, I’m sure we’re all familiar with that cry, lies, damned lies and statistics! However, there seems to be a consensus that the Richard Commission based their conclusions on some very reliable evidence. Two leading academics, Richard Wyn Jones of the Institute of Welsh Politics and Roger Scully, Director of the Jean Monnet Centre for European Studies, writing recently said – “The Richard Commission report is an impressive document for many reasons. One of these is the thoroughness of the research on which it is based. In the case of public opinion, the Commission weighed up the evidence so judiciously that its account in the third chapter of the report reads as a highly authoritative summary of public attitudes towards devolution in Wales.” They back up this assertion by pointing to the ‘triangulation’ of evidence and information which points to one consistent conclusion, saying “Where evidence from a variety of sources of data converge on the same conclusions one can be fairly confident that the picture emerging is not ‘measurement error’ or the artefact of some methodological quirk, but a pretty accurate reflection of the reality one is seeking to capture.” (Jones, Richard Wyn & Scully, Roger “What do the people want?” Welsh politics come of age, Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.155) Now what they mean by the ‘triangulation of information’ is that the Richard Commission based their conclusions on a variety of sources, specifically 

· the views put to them directly in 109 public meetings during the first half of 2003, 

· young people’s views, 

· responses from the public to the commission’s own consultation documents, and, perhaps most importantly of all, 

· public opinion survey findings. 

As the Commission was quick to admit themselves, the reliability of these sources was variable – after all, those people who attended the commission’s public meetings were of course self-selecting. But the point made by Richard Wyn Jones and Roger Scully about ‘triangulation’, and the subsequent reliability of the findings, remains. 

Now we don’t have time this afternoon to go through all the research referred to in the Richard Commission report, but there are a few particularly pertinent conclusions in relation to our question  - why now? The Richard Commission report points to two in particular. Firstly – in the words of the Richard Commission report, “growth in support for a Parliament in Wales has virtually doubled since 1997,” (Richard Commission report, p.41) The research referred to in the report used 1997 and 2003 as reference points, and asked people to choose from one of four options – independence, Parliament, Assembly and no elected body. Of those options, there are perhaps two striking changes between 1997 and 2003. First of all, the percentage of those who wish to see no elected body has virtually halved – dropping from 39.5% to 21.2%. This clearly supports the wide-spread conclusion that devolution is here to stay and that it is now a questions for most people of the form that the devolution settlement should take, and also the pace of change.  

Secondly, and more importantly for us today, is that support for a Parliament (i.e. a National Assembly with Primary legislative powers) has doubled during the same period – from 19.6% in 1997 to 37.8% in 2003. Since 2003 support for the National Assembly having primary legislative powers has grown further - literally during the past fortnight or so, an ICM poll for the BBC Dragon’s Eye programme showed that support for the National Assembly having primary legislative powers has now grown to 61%. Now this change is particularly interesting when one considers that it occurs against a background where it appears that the perception of the majority of people in Wales is that the Assembly has yet to make any real difference to the standard of living and only a limited impact on key policy areas such as health (Richard Commission Report, p42). Despite this, paradoxically, the research does suggest that the National Assembly is trusted – particularly when compared to Whitehall – to act in Wales’ best interests. In 2003, 68% of respondents said they trusted the National Assembly to act in Wales’ best interests at least some of the time and 56% most of the time. For the UK Government, the corresponding figures were down at 23% and 21% respectively (Richard Commission report, p.41 – ‘corrected’ figures reproduced in Jones, Richard Wyn & Scully, Roger “What do the people want?” Welsh politics come of age, Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.160). The message clearly seems to be one of less Westminster and more National Assembly – but a National Assembly with primary legislative powers. Clearly the time to have a debate about this is not at some unspecified time in the future but now – this is the clear message from the public it seems to me, and this was again confirmed by the recent ICM poll I mentioned earlier. 

[Why is this important?]

Which brings us to my final question for today – why is this important? Clearly, one can answer this question at many different levels and in reference to several different things. 

On a purely pragmatic level, the adoption of the Richard Commission recommendations, and in particular primary legislative powers, by the National Assembly for Wales would be good news in terms of better efficiency, more transparency, greater effectiveness, swifter processes and additional accountability.

However, there is perhaps a more important issue at stake here, as we consider and debate the recommendations of the Richard Commission. Between 1997 and 199 there was much talk of the ‘new’ Wales. This was not just a political matter but was clearly of importance to the wider sphere of Welsh civil society. During the late 1990s we saw a new confidence in Wales and in being Welsh - in all the diverse ways that this word now encapsulates. Many of you will remember Catatonia’s song with its refrain “every day when I wake up, I thank the Lord I’m Welsh”. Now since that time we have seen some of this confidence translated into tangible form. One thinks for example of the Millennium stadium – widely considered a world-class venue. One can think also of the recently opened Wales Millennium Centre that will bring the world to Wales as well as showcase Wales to the world. In similar vein, I’m sure I need make no reference to last weekend’s fantastic rugby triumph at Murrayfield, or the importance to Wales of tomorrow’s rugby match against Ireland in terms of boosting the national consciousness and confidence. But the point here, as Peter Stead said recently, is that “One only has to look at the crowds attending any national sporting event at the Millennium Stadium, or indeed listen to any conversation in the schools, clubs and colleges of Wales to sense that young people are crying out for their need of a Welsh identity to be explained and filled out.” (Stead, Peter “The Political Culture of 21st Century Wales”, Welsh politics come of age, Osmond, John (ed): Institute of Welsh Affairs, Cardiff, 2005, p.172).

 Now these examples from sport and culture are important, and while cultural, civic and indeed religious leaders have an important role to play in building the new Wales, politicians and political institutions have a role to play too. As the Richard Commission report notes, several of the submissions made at public meetings emphasised that the “National Assembly has given Wales its own identity in Britain“ and “has helped to raise the profile of Wales as a nation, and emphasise the contribution Wales can continue to make to the United Kingdom” – and, indeed beyond. 

Now part of the problem into which we’ve descended over recent years it seems to me, is that politicians have become afraid of debating the real political issues. Some of the responsibility for this clearly lies with the press and media. Sadly, it does appear that we have developed an understanding of politics in Wales that has become essentially tabloid and this is not only a disappointment, but also a danger. But let’s not blame the press and media for all our woes in this regard. As a nation we have to grow up if we are to take real responsibility for shaping our own destiny and building a new Wales which is synonymous with excellence. Certainly, one of my hopes is that Tomorrow’s Wales, as a movement, can encourage real in-depth debate about the future of Wales, the development of the National Assembly and contribute to the development of a grown-up discourse about what it means as people to live in this little piece of land on the western fringes of Europe, in all its diversity and vulnerability, at the beginning of the twenty-first century. I invite you to join me in that challenge.

Many thanks to you all.

***
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