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NEWS ROUNDUP 
Money for new equipment for the ambulance service

The Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government has announced more funding for the Welsh Ambulance Service to improve response times. 

New satellite navigation, vehicle location systems and mobile data terminals will be installed in all emergency ambulances thanks to the £10.5 million of Assembly Government funding. The equipment will enable ambulance controllers to better track ambulances to help in the deployment of the nearest ambulance to a patient. It will also allow controllers to automatically send the location and details of the patient to the ambulance crew.
This significant investment is on top of £55million already committed to the development of a new communication system and £22million for new ambulances.

Assembly Government action to end use of one trip plastic bags
Welsh Assembly Government officials have been asked to start work on legislation to put an end to the use of free one-trip plastic bags in Wales. 

The latest move was announced as part of the Assembly Government’s bid to end the use of single-use bags. Officials will be undertaking the necessary work for regulation under the provisions of the Climate Change Act.  Currently there is a voluntary agreement where certain retailers have agreed to reduce the number of single use carrier bags by 50% by May this year. An estimated 490 million plastic bags are used in Wales each year. It takes between 450 and 1,000 years for these bags to degrade.

£17 million skills initiative gets the go-ahead

A £17 million initiative to help graduates get the best start to their career has been given the go-ahead for Convergence. 

GO Wales will provide almost 4,000 students and graduates with training and development opportunities to prepare them for the business world. With a focus on work placements, the scheme will also mean that SMEs and other organisations gain access to higher level skills to boost their business activities. It also includes the establishment of a Graduate Academy which will provide training to encourage individuals to use their knowledge, skills and innovative potential in the Welsh economy.

Made possible with over £10 million of EU Convergence funding through the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government, the project will led by the Higher Education Funding Council for Wales and delivered by universities and higher education colleges across Wales. Online support will also be available via the GO Wales website for graduates working or wanting to work in Wales, together with support for the training of graduates already working in the vital SME sector.

To find out more about GO Wales, please click here.

More NHS training places confirmed

The Labour-led Assembly Government has announced an increase in the number of healthcare training courses to be funded in the next academic year to help meet key commitments including reduced waiting times and improved access to healthcare. 

The number of courses to be funded by the Welsh Assembly Government from September 2009 is based on recommendations - which have been accepted in full - from the NHS, staff and unions on future workforce requirements.

The increases include:
· A 15% increase in midwifery training places in recognition on the increasing birth rate [from 95 in 2008 to 110 in 2009]. 

· A 30% increase in mental health nursing places in recognition of the need for increased investment in mental health services [from 130 to 170 places]. 

· A 29%  increase in the number of Dental Hygienists and Therapists to help meet the expected demand on services following the implementation of the National Oral Health Action Plan [from 17 to 22 places]. 
· Community nursing degree places will be increased by 2% [from 134 to 137 places] and modular community education for qualified nurses to become community nurses will be increased by 41 per cent [from 151 to 213 places]. 
· A 19% increase in diagnostic radiographers and assistant practitioner radiographers to help improve access to diagnostic services and reduce waiting times [from 61 to 73 places]. 
New plan to boost social enterprises in Wales

A new plan to strengthen the social enterprise sector in Wales has been launched.

The Social Enterprise Action Plan sets out how the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government will work with partner organisations to promote social enterprises in Wales to create a thriving sector that will support community and economic regeneration and create local jobs.

The plan contains 20 key actions to help the sector expand, to grow existing ventures and help new social enterprises to become established. These include:
· A new organisation to champion social enterprise and deliver key parts of the plan. Social Enterprise Coalition Cymru will run a major awareness raising campaign, recruit pathfinder enterprises to help other organisations develop, encourage young social entrepreneurs and host key conferences on social enterprise.

· The Coalition will work closely with the Wales Co-op Centre which has already been successful in securing European and Welsh Assembly Government match funding worth a total on £7.1m for the Social Enterprise Support Project.

· A new group to advise Ministers on social enterprise.  The Ministerial Advisory Group will create a direct link between Ministers and social enterprise experts. Appointments will be made later this year.

· The development of the Community Asset Transfer Fund - an £8m pot to help third sector organisations and social enterprises renovate public buildings to offer services to the community.

The Action Plan can be found be clicking here
New scheme to help children stay in school

A new £7million initiative to prevent thousands of disadvantaged youngsters from dropping out of school and becoming economically inactive across the Heads of the Valleys area has been announced by the Labour-led Assembly Government. 

The scheme - called Pre-VENT - has been given the go ahead for almost £4 million from the European Convergence Social Fund to tackle the causes of youngsters who find it difficult to learn and are at risk of leaving school without qualifications or the skills to find a job. Targeted at 11-13 year olds, the three year project will provide support and training for over 7,000 young people - the first at this age range to benefit from an EU funding scheme.

Led by Blaenau Gwent, the project will collaborate with Bridgend, Caerphilly, Merthyr Tydfil and Torfaen councils and Careers Wales to raise aspirations and tackle the barriers to learning faced by some youngsters.

£26 million to turn waste into bio-gas in Wales

£26 million of Assembly funding has been announced for new innovative technology which turns waste into biogas, a renewable source of energy. 

This new money will go to local authorities across Wales to help them develop anaerobic digestion plants as an alternative to landfill. Anaerobic digestion speeds up the natural breakdown of waste from years to days by feeding it into oxygen-starved sealed tanks infested with microbes. The process produces gases which can be used as a fuel to generate heat and electricity or provide fuel for vehicles.
The Assembly Government has said that it considers it feasible to separately collect around 600,000 tonnes of food waste each year from houses and businesses in Wales. Digesting this quantity of food waste in a network of anaerobic digestion plants would generate around 1 per cent of Wales’ electricity needs - 0.2 TWHrs. It will also help to generate investment opportunities and green jobs in Wales. The £26 million of funding has been provided by the Strategic Capital Investment Fund (SCIF), established by the Labour-led Assembly Government to shape capital investment in Wales.

£4.5 million boost for Welsh communities

Communities across Wales are set to benefit from more than £4.5 million of funding thanks to the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government’s Community Facilities and Activities Programme. 

The funding will be shared between 27 projects across Wales based in 
Blaenau Gwent, Bridgend, Caerphilly, Carmarthenshire, Conwy, Denbighshire, Gwynedd, Pembrokeshire, Powys, Rhondda Cynon Taff, Swansea, Torfaen and Ynys Mon.
It will go to community or voluntary organisations to help support the creation of new facilities and services. Since its launch in 2002 CFAP has previously funded 633 projects to a total of nearly £60 million.

Plan to get Wales walking 
and cycling

The Labour-led Assembly Government has unveiled an ambitious new plan to get Wales walking and cycling more in a bid to make the nation healthier and greener. 

The four year blueprint aims to get more people to walk and cycle safely as part of their daily lives. It brings together a range of key initiatives and policies with the sole objective of getting more people, both young and old, to walk and cycle more.

The Assembly Government has also revealed new targets to encourage people to change their behaviour when it comes to travelling to work or picking up their children from school. Currently, only 39% of children walk to school, but the Assembly Government wants to see this figure increased to at least meet the UK average of 46% by 2013. Only 10% of adults walk to work, and the Assembly Government wants to see this doubled to 20%, again by 2013 and a tripling of the number of people who use a bike to get to work.

The Walking and Cycling Action Plan identifies a number of actions, including:

· Prioritising walking and cycling in public transport investments.
· Encouraging employers to offer incentives to employees; for example through the tax free bike purchase scheme and the use of a mileage expense rate for cycling 
· Introducing National Standards for cycle training and supporting cycle instructor training 
· Ensuring that local authorities provide and maintain high quality routes and facilities for cyclists 
· Increasing provision of safe traffic free walking routes to schools and workplaces through continuation of the Assembly Government’s Safe Routes in Communities Programme. 
· Using EU funding to improve the quality of the cycling and walking tourism product 
· Opening an all Wales Coast Path, including provision for bikes in appropriate places, which should be completed in time for the 2012 Olympics. 
· Implementation of Rights of Way Improvement Plans by all local authorities 
· Introduction of the Sustainable Travel Town project in Wales. 
The Action Plan can be found by clicking here.

Drive to bridge the digital divide

A new £19.9million initiative has been announced to tackle digital exclusion in Wales. 

During the next six years the Labour-led Assembly Government will spend nearly £20 million including European Regional Development Fund monies, on a new digital inclusion programme to provide community groups, social enterprises and individuals with support to use technologies. The Welsh Assembly Government will also establish a Digital Inclusion Unit, which will take forward policy development, co-ordinate and mainstream digital inclusion activity, as well as oversee the delivery of the programme, named Communities 2.0.
This new initiative is the successor to Communities @One, which has supported more than 200 community groups and voluntary organisations in Communities First areas since its launch in 2006. This ground breaking venture has been commended for its success in reaching people and has gained European recognition as an innovative project that is ahead of its time.

Plant! A tree for every child: second woodland announced

Woodland in the shadow of Cadair Idris has been chosen as the second site for the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government scheme to plant a tree for every child born or adopted in Wales. 

Coed Ysgubor  Wen, Llanegryn, near Tywyn has been chosen as the second site in the Plant! scheme. The Plant! scheme was launched in December 2007, and is an important commitment in Welsh Labour’s drive to achieve a sustainable environment. By planting up to 30 hectares of new woodland a year, the scheme will make a significant contribution to the creation of a Welsh National Forest of native trees.

To date, 22,000 mixed native broadleaf trees have been planted at Cefn Ila, near Usk. 

Details of the scheme can be found by clicking here.
CURRENT ASSEMBLY CONSULTATIONS

New bioenergy plan

A new plan to lessen Wales’ reliance on fossil fuels and increase the use of renewable, low-carbon energy sources was has gone out to consultation until 22 May.

The aim is to generate at least 5 terawatt hours of electricity, about 20% of our current needs, from renewable biomass by 2020. It also aims to have biomass provide 2.5 terawatt hours of usable heat energy, about 3% of our current needs. 
The Action Plan consultation can be found be clicking here.
Meeting the nation’s 

housing needs 
Wales' new National Housing Strategy which aims to tackle poverty, promote sustainability and ensure affordability has been launched for consultation. 

The Strategy sets out the Government’s long term vision for housing in Wales. Developed closely with partners across the sector, the Strategy not only addresses how we improve the bricks and mortar, but also provide wider health, social and economic benefits. This longer term approach will deliver more stable communities

The draft Strategy will be available for comment up until 1 May 2009 and can be found by clicking here.
---------------------------------------------------

A full list of all current Assembly Government consultations, by subject, can be found by clicking here.
PUBLIC APPOINTMENTS

Further details about key Assembly Government public appointments in Wales, including a list of current vacancies, can be found by clicking here.
ASSEMBLY LEGISLATION UPDATE
Assembly bid to gain right to legislate on the Welsh language
The Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government has begun the process of applying for the right to legislate on the Welsh language to be transferred from Westminster to the National Assembly. 

The aim is to create a Welsh law (called a Measure) to confirm official status for both the English and Welsh languages, expand the provision of services available in the Welsh language, and to establish a Language Commissioner. Any Measure would be considered after the Order was approved. Only after gaining the right to legislate could the Welsh Assembly Government start to discuss details and begin drafting legislation to promote the language.  This would include many opportunities to discuss the details of how best to promote and facilitate the language, whilst ensuring that none of this subtracts from the rights of English speakers.

The LCO would also enable the National Assembly, through a subsequent Measure, to safeguard the rights of individuals to speak Welsh with each other – a freedom that is not currently protected in statute. It follows Welsh Labour’s manifesto commitment to ensure that the National Assembly has the powers that it needs to ensure equality between the English and Welsh languages, and to promote the use of Welsh.
Welsh Labour believes that the Welsh language belongs to everyone in Wales, regardless of whether they can speak it or not. It is part of our common national heritage and our identity and as a Party we are proud of our two languages and the role continue to play in our history, culture and the social fabric of Wales.
Other Legislation

Red meat industry LCO - On 23 February the Welsh affairs Committee published its report on the proposed National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) (Agriculture and Rural Development) Order 2008.
Child poverty - Next Tuesday 3 March, there will be a Plenary statement on the Welsh government's proposed Children and Families (Wales) Measure.
Learning and skills Measure - The 'Stage 3' Plenary debate (detailed consideration of the proposed Measure and any selected amendments) will take place on Tuesday 17 March.
----------------------------------------------------

The following Legislative Competency Orders (LCOs) are currently in progress:

· Environmental protection and waste management.

· Affordable housing.

· Provision of mental health services.

· Domestic fire safety.

· Carers.

· Red Meat industry.
· Welsh Language.
The following Assembly Measures are currently in progress:

· Healthy eating in schools.

· Learning and skills.

· Proposed impact assessments for the selling off of playing fields.

· Recycling.

· Local Government.

----------------------------------------------------

For further details of how Assembly legislation is progressing, please 
click here.
COMMITTEE HIGHLIGHTS

Audit Committee
· NHS Sickness Absence. Evidence from: WAG and NHS Wales.
· Policy Statement on Inspection, Audit and Regulation.
· NHS Violence and Aggression: briefing from the Auditor General for Wales.
Broadcasting Sub-Committee
· Evidence gathering on the current state of the Welsh Newspaper Industry: Evidence from Minister for Heritage and NWN Media. 
Children and Young People Committee
· Inquiry into Children’s Budgeting. Evidence from Save the Children and Community Agency for Social Enquiry. 
· Inquiry into the Parenting Action Plan.
Communities and Culture Committee
· Promoting Welsh Arts and Culture on the World Stage. Evidence from: NofitState Circus; The Makers Guild in Wales; Volcano Theatre; University of Wales, Newport; Glyndwr University; The National Library of Wales; Aberystwyth University. 
Enterprise and Learning Committee
· Committee inquiry on the Welsh Assembly Government’s response to the international economic downturn. Evidence from Minister for Economy and Transport, Federation of Small Businesses and Venture Wales. 
· Draft Committee report on Road Policing in Wales - Y Maniffesto, 2009.

Equality of Opportunity Committee
· Scrutiny of First Minister on how equality of opportunities is prioritised within the 'One Wales’ Agenda. 
· Inquiry into Home Maintenance and Adaptations Services for Older People in Wales. Evidence from: College of Occupational Therapists; Caerphilly County Borough Council; Cardiff County Council.
· Scrutiny of Welsh Assembly Government Single Equality Scheme. Evidence from Brian Gibbons. 
· Scrutiny of Welsh Minister’s Report on the implementation of the Disability Equality Duty and Welsh Assembly Government Annual Report 2007 – 08. Evidence from Brian Gibbons.  
European and External Affairs Committee
· Scrutiny Inquiry: Patients’ Right in Cross-border Healthcare. Evidence from Health Strategy and Health Systems Unit, European Commission; NHS Wales; BMA. 
· Priorities for the Czech Republic’s Presidency of the European Union. Evidence from Czech Ambassador.
· Committee of the Regions – Update. Evidence from Christine Chapman AM, Committee of the Regions Member.
·  Update on EU/EC activities in Wales: Andy Klom, European Commission Office in Wales.
Finance Committee
· Financial Implications of the proposed Playing Fields. Evidence from Dai Lloyd AM.

· Hypothecated Education grants Inquiry: WLGA and the Association of Directors of Education Wales.
Health, Wellbeing and Local Government Committee
· Scrutiny Session on CAFCASS Cymru – Evidence from BBC Children in Need and Tros Gynnal; NSPCC Cymru; 
· Scrutiny of the Welsh Assembly Government’s Proposals to Re-structure the NHS in Wales. Evidence from Edwina Hart. 
· Committee Inquiry into Community Mental Health Services - Evidence from Hafal and Mind Cymru. 

Petitions Committee
· New Petitions: Body Piercings, Llantwit Major regeneration.
· Updates including: Anti bullying schemes; Hafod Quarry; National Cancer Standards; Guide Dogs for the Blind. 

Sustainability Committee
· Inquiry into the implications of the Marine Bill for Wales. Evidence from EA Wales; Countryside Council for Wales; WWF; RSPB. 
· Inquiry into carbon reduction in Wales: scrutiny session on Land Use. Evidence from Minister fro Rural Affairs. 
----------------------------------------------------

For full Committee agendas, papers and transcripts, please click here










