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ASSEMBLY BUDGET GETS THE GO-AHEAD
The Labour-led Assembly Government’s spending plans for the next three years have been passed by the Assembly. 
The final budget includes two significant changes from the draft budget: 

· Additional money to ensure that all local authorities will receive an increase in Assembly Government funding of at least 2% next year, bringing the average increase up to 2.4 %. WAG will also work with local government to simplify funding arrangements, target areas of underperformance and develop minimum standards of service delivery. 
· An extra £32m - on top of the £45m extra in the draft budget - to deliver the Foundation Phase, Welsh Labour’s  commitment to cut class sizes for 3 to 7 year olds.  This is a substantial new investment in Welsh schools which will deliver real improvements in early years education, where the long-term benefits are greatest.
In total, an extra £3.64 billion will be invested in public services in Wales over the next three years. By 2010-11, Wales’ £16bn budget will be more than double the Assembly’s first budget in 1999.
For full details of the budget, see:

http://new.wales.gov.uk/about/finance/assemblybudgets/currentbudgetindex/2007finalbudget/?lang=en
EXTRA £1M FOR COMMUNITIES FIRST TRUST FUND
Projects in Communities First areas across Wales will benefit from a £1m increase in funding this year. 
The increase to the Communities First Trust Fund will bring the total available through the Fund this year to £4.2 million. The Fund was set up in 2001 to distribute small amounts of funding to community groups quickly and easily by reducing the application and evaluation paperwork to a minimum.

YOUNG CLIMATE CHANGE CHAMPIONS ANNOUNCED

Efforts to tackle Climate Change have taken another step forward in Wales with the naming of our first ever young ambassadors on climate change. The six  beat hundreds of other young people to secure the prestigious roles. They are:
· Adam Amor, aged 16, from Swansea 

· James Fletcher, aged 16, from Hengoed, Caerphilly 

· Katie Gupwell, aged 14, from Cilfynydd, Pontypridd 

· Katie Mason, aged 14, from Tal-y-bont, Conwy 

· Tom Williams, aged 15, from Cyncoed, Cardiff 

· Ashley Yarrow, aged 15, from Tonteg, Rhondda Cynon Taf 

The six Champions will spend a year spreading the word about how people can take simple steps to reduce their carbon footprints. A new web-site has also been launched to help children learn all about Climate Change:

http://www.climatechangewales.com/
£1.2M FUNDING FOR HEALTH RESEARCH
The Assembly Government has announced £1.2 million of grant funding for research into major health conditions and improve patient care. The grant - co-funded by the Welsh Assembly Government and the Higher Education Funding Council Wales - is being awarded to Research Capacity Building Collaboration Wales. The money will be targeted at research in the nursing, midwifery and allied health professions.
COMMISSIONER NAMED
Ruth Marks has been named as the new Commissioner for Older People in Wales. The appointment of the Commissioner - believed to be the first of its kind in the World - marks the delivery of another key Welsh Labour pledge. 
Ms Marks will be an independent voice for older people aged 60 or more, safeguarding and promoting their interests and rights.  She will be able to look at the effects public bodies including the NHS and Assembly have on older people, and may publish reports on recommendations for change.

Ruth Marks will commence her role in April. 
HOMELESS FIGURES FALL

The latest homelessness statistics show  that the number of households in priority need accepted as homeless fell by 9% between June and September 2007 compared to 06/07. The number of households in temporary accommodation fell by 6% over the same period to 2,955, and the figures for households in Bed and Breakfast accommodation fell by 46%. Over the next 12 months, the Assembly Government will be developing a 10-year plan to tackle homelessness, which will be aimed at securing long term progress.
CARE SERVICES REPORT PUBLISHED

The first Care and Social Services Inspectorate report has been published, and shows that care and social services in Wales improved during 2006-07, although the quality of some services remains inconsistent. 
The report welcomes the progress made and notes that there have been improvements which reflect the hard work and commitment of many people.  It also found that improvement has been underpinned nationally by: political leadership; clear direction, in particular with the publication of Fulfilled Lives Supportive Communities; improved performance management; and new improvement capacity.  The full report can be found at: www.cssiw.org.uk
EMPLOYMENT GROWS
New figures show that employment in Wales in the three months to November was up 8,000 compared to the same period last year. The statistics from the Office of National Statistics Labour Force Survey show an increase of 0.6 per cent year on year. The employment rate in Wales was 72.1 per cent, up 0.3 per cent on the previous quarter. Total employment in Wales now stands at 1,350,000. Meanwhile, the unemployment rate in Wales in December was 5.1 per cent, down on the previous year’s level. Inactivity amongst working age people also fell by 3,000 compared to the same period in the previous year and 7,000 compared to the previous quarter.   
DRAFT SKILLS & EMPLOYMENT STRATEGY LAUNCHED 

A key Assembly Government strategy has been launched for consultation. The draft skills and employment strategy: ‘Skills that Work for Wales’ sets out a clear direction for change to drive up higher level skills and address the needs of businesses. 

Key measures include: strengthening the voice of employers in the skills and qualifications system; redirecting resources to address demand from businesses and the strategic needs of economic sectors; introducing new approaches to funding to make better use of the national investment in skills; supporting more people into work through integrated skills and employment services;  moving toward a clearer entitlement to basic skills learning; strengthening the Assembly Government’s commitment to Modern Apprenticeships for young people and expanding the number of apprentices.  

The Consultation runs until 10 April 2008. consultation process. LINK: http://new.wales.gov.uk/consultations/currentconsultation/educat_skills/skillsthatwork/?lang=en
CASH FOR TIDY TOWNS AND VILLAGES

The Labour-led Assembly Government has announced £2m of funding to improve the local environment for communities across Wales. The two year funding scheme will help communities to tackle litter, dog fouling, fly tipping, graffiti and other blights on the local environment. 55 community projects will benefit in total. Seven of the projects are for the whole of Wales, including five by Keep Wales Tidy and one by Arriva Trains Wales for equipment to help PCSOs deter littering and graffiti. 
PANEL TO REVIEW COUNCILLORS' ALLOWANCES
A new independent panel has been appointed to review councillors’ allowances. The permanent panel will undertake a full review of the range and maximum level of allowances available to councillors in Wales.

The five-member Independent Remuneration Panel for Wales will produce its first report by 31 July, outlining  the responsibilities and duties that attract allowances and setting the  maximum levels of allowances councils can make available. The panel will be able to make different recommendations for different authorities and will be required to update their report on at least an annual basis.

GUIDANCE FOR PET OWNERS

New draft guidance for owners of cats and dogs has been published for consultation. The Cat and Dog Codes of Practice outline the responsibilities of owners who, under the Animal Welfare Act 2006, have a legal duty to take reasonable steps to ensure their pets’ welfare needs are met. For more details, see:http://new.wales.gov.uk/consultations/currentconsultation/envandcouncurrcons/1878941/?lang=en
http://new.wales.gov.uk/consultations/currentconsultation/envandcouncurrcons/1878943/?lang=en
ASSEMBLY LEGISLATION UPDATE
CONSULTATION ON PROPOSED ASSEMBLY SKILLS MEASURE
The Assembly Government has launched a consultation on its proposals for an Assembly Measure for Learning and Skills.

The Measure will be aimed at ensuring that learners have access to a varied range of courses to make up their individual ‘learning pathways’.  The Measure will also put in place arrangements to ensure learners will have greater access to advice and support to maximise their learning opportunities. The proposed measure will underpin the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government’s policy for 14-19 provision, which has been established with the experience and expertise of practitioners from across the education sectors in Wales.  

The Welsh Assembly Government is committed to transforming 14-19 provision in Wales so that by 2015, 95% of young people will be ready for high skilled employment or higher education by the time they are 25. The consultation period will end on the 28th April 2008. 
The consultation can be found at:
http://new.wales.gov.uk/consultations/currentconsultation/educat_skills/learningskillsmeasure/?lang=en
The following Legislative Competency Orders (LCOs) are currently in progress:

· National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) Order 2007 (Additional Learning Needs) 

· National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) (No.2) Order 2007 (Environmental Protection and Waste Management) 

· National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) (No.3) Order 2007 (Vulnerable Children) 

· National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) (No.4) Order 2008 (Domiciliary Care)
· National Assembly for Wales (Legislative Competence) (No.5) Order 2008 (Affordable Housing)
The Assembly Measures currently in progress are:
· Proposed NHS Redress (Wales) Measure 2007.
----------------------------------------------------

For further details on any of these LCOs or Measures, please see:
http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-home/bus-legislation.htm
COMMITTEE HIGHLIGHTS

Communities and Culture Committee

Committee Inquiry into the funding of voluntary sector organisations - evidence from Gwent and Pembrokeshire Associations of Voluntary Organisations & Community Enterprise Wales. 

Enterprise and Learning Committee

Committee inquiry into the economic contribution of HE - evidence from Cardiff and Swansea Universities. 
Health, Wellbeing and Local Government Committee
Committee Inquiry into Workforce Planning - evidence from Royal College of Speech and Language Therapists, Hafal, College of Occupational Therapists and NHS Trusts. 
Committee Inquiry into the Presumed Consent of Organ Donation. 
Sustainability Committee
Committee Inquiry into carbon reduction in Wales - evidence from Minister for Transport, Transport Wales, Minister for Environment, Sustainability and Housing.
UK Planning Bill: implications for Wales - evidence from Minister for Environment, Sustainability and Housing.

UK Climate Change Bill: implications for Wales - evidence from Minister for Environment, Sustainability and Housing.

Children & Young People Committee

Committee Inquiry into Advocacy Services for children in Wales - evidence from voices in care and All-Party Group on Looked After Children; Acting Children’s Commissioner, WLGA, Association of Directors of Social Services.  

Equality of Opportunity
Equal Pay Campaign – evidence from WTUC, Unison.
Service Provision for Disabled Young People - evidence from Young People's Reference group.
Finance Committee

WAG budget - Minister for Finance.
Committee report on financial implications of Foot and Mouth.
Committee Inquiry into PPPs – evidence from KPMG.

Petitions Committee
Petitions including: Regional Waste Plans; Aberthaw Power Station; Charging double council tax for second-homeowners.
----------------------------------------------------

For full Committee agendas, papers and transcripts, please visit the Committee Home-pages at:

http://www.assemblywales.org/bus-  home/bus-committees/bus-committees-third-assem.htm










