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ASSEMBLY GOVERNMENT NEWS 
£350m boost to Welsh economy

The Labour-led Assembly Government this month announced a major £350 million package to boost the Welsh economy through a series of innovative and strategic capital investment projects. 

The Strategic Capital Investment Fund (SCIF) represents a step change in the Welsh Assembly Government’s approach to planning and delivering capital investment strategically. 

The projects include:  

· Regeneration projects to create a positive future for disadvantaged communities, including £42m to deliver an estimated further 500 affordable homes across Wales; £12m to transform the Heads of the Valleys into a low-carbon region; £2m for a new all-Wales cultural heritage initiative.

· Positive lifestyle projects to improve the health of people across Wales, including £70m towards a major investment to enhance hospital services in Swansea; £16m towards a new programme to improve primary healthcare across Wales; £8m towards the construction of a new health and wellbeing centre in Merthyr.
· Climate change projects to reduce greenhouse gas emissions, including £4m for a pan-Wales network of anaerobic digestion waste treatment plants; £26m for an all-Wales low carbon building project to promote energy efficiency and the use of renewable energy in homes and businesses.
· Sustainable transport projects to improve our transport networks and access to employment, leisure and key public services, including £27m for major investment in rail infrastructure; £20m for improvements on West Wales rail lines; 
£9m towards the pre-construction development costs of dualling the Heads of the Valleys road. 
· Resilience projects aimed at ensuring Wales is prepared for new, 21st century challenges, including £59m for the all-Wales pandemic flu preparedness project, £8m for accelerating improvements to flood / coastal defences across Wales. 
· Skills development and the knowledge economy projects to help people and businesses thrive through improving skills and our knowledge base, including a new long-term 21st century schools capital programme to transform the learning environment Three exemplar projects in Wrexham, Newport and Blaenavon will receive early funding, with contributions from SCIF of up to £5m, £15m and £4m respectively. 

Further action on to mortgage rescue scheme
The Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government has announced an extra £4.5 million for its Mortgage Rescue Scheme, taking the fund to £9.5 million a year. 

The action is being taken in response to the needs of homeowners who face difficulties as a result of the current global economic downturn. 
Under the Mortgage Rescue scheme, grants can be used by housing associations to buy a share of the mortgage or buy properties outright and then rent them back to the former owner. The funding is intended as a last resort measure and will deal with the most urgent cases which would otherwise result in homelessness, giving rise to additional pressures on social housing waiting lists and use of temporary accommodation. The scheme is also in line with Welsh Labour’s commitments to develop a 10 Year Homelessness Strategy - which is currently out for consultation – and to cut child poverty in Wales.
£13m for strong foundations in Welsh education

The Labour-led Assembly Government recently set out details of a £13.26m funding package for local authorities, Higher and Further education. 

The investment will support small capital works and refurbishment programmes at schools, colleges and university buildings. £9m will go to: local authorities (£5m) Further Education Institutions (£2m) and Higher Education Institutions (£2m). A further £4.26m will also be made available to FE institutions to support works to improve the standard and condition of their accommodation.
By bringing forward funding into this financial year, 2008-09, the Labour-led Assembly Government is giving local authorities, FE and HE institutions the opportunity to create 21st Century buildings and helping support the Welsh construction industry and small businesses as we navigate our way through the current economic downturn.

Welsh patients receiving diagnostic tests faster

Recent figures covering waits for diagnostice tests show that further good progress is being made in driving down waiting times. 

They show that at the end of October, 3,495 patients were waiting more than eight weeks for a diagnostic test, compared with 11,500 at the same time last year – a 69.7% fall. 

In October 2007, just over 6,000 patients were waiting more than the Welsh Assembly Government’s 14-week target for therapy services, but by the end of October this year, that had fallen to 1,240 - a 79% reduction.
By the end of 2009, the maximum waiting time from primary care referral to treatment, including waiting for specified diagnostic tests and therapies will be 26 weeks, a key Welsh Labour pledge at the last Assembly elections.

10 year plan to tackle homelessness 

The Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government has unveiled its 10-year plan to reduce homelessness in Wales.

The plan - which is out to consultation until February 25th next year - aims to prevent people from becoming homeless and to improve the accommodation and services provided for people who lose their homes. The Assembly Government wants to reduce homelessness to a minimum by 2019. Prevention of homelessness is central to the approach and the plan aims to identify people at risk at the earliest opportunity.

The key elements of the strategy are:

· Preventing homelessness before it happens 
· Providing easy to access housing advice 
· Minimising mortgage repossessions 
· Helping rough sleepers 
· The Assembly Government will also review the effectiveness of the existing legal framework in order to meet the needs of the people at risk of homelessness.

After the consultation, an Action Plan will be launched in 2009 which will set out how the vision of the plan will be delivered.

The strategy can be found by clicking here.

More support for nurses’ career development

A plan to provide more support to nurses to help develop their careers within the NHS has been unveiled by the Assembly Government.

The plan will help NHS managers and nurse leaders support nurses with their future career development.
It outlines what is expected from nurses in the diversity of roles in which they practise, from newly qualified to leaders of the profession. It also explains what support should be available from the NHS to enable nurses to gain further experience and achieve their goals whether it is to expand their knowledge and skills within a role or to go up the career ladder.

Plans for nursing career structures have traditionally been developed on a UK-wide basis. However, the Department of Health considered the future of nursing as part of Lord Darzi’s review on the direction of the NHS in England. This, therefore, provided an opportunity for the Assembly Government to look at the needs of nursing in Wales, taking into account expanding the role of ward sisters and charge nurses to improve care for patients and hospital cleanliness.

The document is out to three-month consultation and all responses should be sent to the Welsh Assembly Government by 27 February 2009. It can be found be clicking here. 

Further relief announced for Small Businesses in Wales
Small businesses across Wales are to benefit from two rate relief measures.

The Assembly Government has agreed that two temporary measures announced for England in the Chancellor of the Exchequer in the Pre Budget Report will apply in Wales. 
For the financial year 2009-10 the threshold at which empty properties are liable to pay business rates will be raised from £2,200 to £15,000.  The UK Government estimates that this will exempt around 70% of empty properties.
In addition, businesses will be allowed up to eight years to pay by interest free instalments certain backdated business rates bills that have been affected by recent rating reviews.     
Assembly Government hits targets on prompt payments
Figures show that the Welsh Assembly Government has an excellent track record on the prompt payment of invoices.

The most-up-to-date figures show an average payment time for invoices of 5.89 days, with fewer than 5% of payments taking longer than ten days. Assembly Ministers and officials have also recently agreed to increase the proportion of payments made within ten days and work to ensure that the thirty day target for payments is met across the Welsh public sector.
£5bn worth of goods and services are procured annually by the public sector in Wales, and the amount won by Welsh businesses is rising. The latest figures show that nearly a half of that business is now being won by Wales-based companies.
Landlord accreditation scheme announced

The Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government has launched the first nation-wide landlord accreditation scheme in the UK.

The all-Wales scheme recognises good landlords and helps them differentiate themselves from less reputable landlords who give the rental market a bad name. The scheme also helps tenants find professional landlords who offer good, well managed accommodation.

Landlords who join will be required to sign up to a code of conduct.  This requires them to work within the legal rules relating to letting and managing. It also calls for urgent work to be carried out promptly. Those joining will attend a short course on landlord and tenancy issues, health and safety, contracts and property management. 
All 22 Welsh local authorities are involved and it has the essential support and involvement of landlord and letting agent’s associations.  

For more details on the scheme, please click here. 

£1.5m to tackle domestic abuse

Assembly Government funding of over £1.5 million has been announced to support organisations tackling domestic and sexual abuse in Wales. 


The grant scheme will fund the development of specialist domestic abuse One-Stop Shops and the enhancement of Sexual Assault Referral Centres (SARCs) across Wales. SARCs offer victims a place where they can receive medical care, psychological counselling, legal advice and other support, from professionally trained staff.

Eleven projects across Wales will receive grants. Full details are available from the Labour Group Office. 
Positive about our Public Services

A major survey into people’s experiences of public services in Wales shows a high level of satisfaction.

Thousands of people across Wales were asked about their experiences of a selection of services, including patient transport services, train services, dental services, 

street cleaning services and ambulance services. 
The Living in Wales Survey of Citizens’ Views of Public Services in Wales found that between 68% and 97% of the Welsh public are satisfied overall with the public services they use, particularly the way in which they are treated by public service staff.
Details of the Survey can be found by clicking here. 

400 green homes to be built across Wales 

Up to 400 new sustainable homes will be built across Wales as part of a unique project announced by the Labour-led Welsh Assembly Government this month. 

The £80 million scheme will see 22 schemes being constructed in both urban and rural locations. All the properties will be built to the highest green standards, known as levels 4 and 5 of the Code for Sustainable Houses. It is part of Welsh Labour’s programme of delivery on its commitment to increase the supply of affordable homes by 6,500 during this Assembly term. 
The pilot will also help the building industry develop the skills and confidence required to deliver homes in the mass housing market.
ASSEMBLY CONSULTATIONS

Consultation looks at how best to pay for care in the future

A major Assembly Government consultation has been launched to explore how care can be best paid for across Wales in the future. 

The consultation process on ‘Paying for Care in Wales: creating a fair and sustainable system’ lasts until March 2009, and will focus on how the current system of paying for care will need to change in order to meet future needs in addition to examining the balance of responsibility that lies between the state, the individual and their families.

It is predicted that a large funding gap will develop between the cost of care services and the money that is available to pay for them in future years as the general population grows older and the percentage of working age people decreases. By 2018 the number of those aged 85 and over is projected to increase by 29% from the current 72,000 to 93,000 and those aged 65 to 84 are projected to increase by 24% from 469,000 to 582,000.

An interactive website, ‘Paying for Care in Wales’, has also been established that will enable people to respond directly to key questions online. The website can be found at www.payingforcareinwales.net
Green Jobs will bring a wealth of opportunities to Wales

A 'Green Jobs Strategy for Wales' has been drafted by the Welsh Assembly Government to make existing jobs more sustainable and carbon efficient - and to help generate a range of new jobs based on emerging green technologies and products. 

The draft Strategy which has been published for wide ranging will seek to ensure that businesses in Wales will have access to expert advice and technology to make their operations more efficient in an increasingly carbon constrained economy. In addition, the strategy will encourage suppliers of new and innovative sustainable products and services to take advantage of fresh business opportunities as the world becomes more climate conscious.

The growth of the 'green' technology and services sectors, sometimes called 'environmental goods and services’, has been rapid over the past five years; the sector is already estimated to be worth 9% of Welsh GDP.

To read the Strategy or to have your say, please click here.

ASSEMBLY LEGISLATION UPDATE
Plans to support children and improve school transport get Royal approval
Two sets of plans by the Welsh Labour-led Assembly Government to support children and young people and improve school transport have both been given the royal seal of approval.

The Welsh Assembly Government has received the green light to introduce new legislation in relation to safeguarding and promoting the well-being of all children and young people in Wales. Royal Approval for the Vulnerable Children’s Legislative Competence Order (LCO) means the Welsh Assembly Government can now bring forward Assembly Measures covering children and young people.  Measures introduced could potentially cover placing a duty on local authorities to provide free childcare places, placing a child poverty duty on public agencies, and strengthening regulatory enforcements in children’s settings.

Tackling poverty and social exclusion amongst children and young people is central to Welsh Labour’s vision for improving the quality of life, promoting social inclusion and delivering equality of opportunity for every community in Wales. Since devolution relative poverty rates for children in Wales has improved, down from 35 per cent in 1999/2000 to 29 per cent in 2006/07. However, progress has slowed recently at both UK and Wales levels. 

Meanwhile, plans to expand and improve transport arrangements for pupils and students across Wales, including an all-Wales behaviour code, have also received Royal Approval.

The Learner Travel Measure will expand access to free school transport for primary school children, improve safety, provide clarity over the provision of free school transport in Wales and place a duty on local authorities to promote access to Welsh Medium Education.

For the first time all primary school pupils will be eligible for free travel - if they live two miles or further from the nearest suitable school. The current distance threshold for secondary school pupils, to receive free transport, remains as three or more miles

The Measure was passed by the Assembly at the end of September and the recent approval means that it now becomes law. Provisions in the Measure are to be implemented in a series of phases with priority will be given to putting in place Regulations to change school session times and to improve the provision on information to learners together with operational guidance to local authorities.  This will be in place in time for the start of the 2009 Academic year.  The travel behaviour code will be published in time for January 2010 winter term.

Measure takes another step on the learning pathway

Radical plans to improve education provision for 14-19 olds in Wales have taken another step forward as the Labour-led Assembly Government’s proposed Learning and Skills (Wales) Measure recently received the support of the Assembly to proceed to its next stage. 

It represents a major change of approach to preparing Wales’ young people for educational progression, employment and adult life and promises to open up wide new horizons giving youngsters previously unavailable routes, be they academic or vocational, towards their life’s ambitions.

The Assembly Government intends to proceed on a non-statutory basis for 2009/10 with statutory implementation following from 2010/11 with full implementation by September 2012 as planned. £32.5 million per year is being made available, on top of existing funding available for 14-19 year old provision, to ensure that 14-19 Learning Pathways can be rolled out.

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

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.

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
· Operations of the Forestry Commission Wales: Evidence from WAG.

· The management of chronic conditions by NHS Wales: Evidence from WAG and Bridgend and Newport LHBs.
Children and Young People Committee
· Inquiry into the Parenting Action Plan: Evidence from Homestart; Jane Hutt; WAG officials.
· Children’s Commissioner for Wales Annual Review 2007/08: Evidence from Jane Hutt; WAG Officials. 
Communities and Culture Committee

· Promoting Welsh Arts and Culture on the world stage: Evidence from British Council Wales; Wales Arts International.
· Domestic Abuse Inquiry – agreement of report.
Enterprise and Learning Committee
· WAG consultation on Schools organisation proposals: Evidence from Jane Hutt, WAG officials; Estyn; National Association of Small Schools. 
· Draft Committee Proposed (Legislative Competence) (Traffic Free Routes) Order 2009: Evidence from Sustrans; Countryside Council for Wales; Age Concern Cymru; Play Wales; Campaign for National Parks.
Equality of Opportunity Committee
· Inquiry into Home Maintenance and Adaptations Services for Older People in Wales: Evidence from Deputy Minister for Housing.

· Assembly Commission Annual Equality Report 2007-08: Evidence from Lorraine Barrett and Commission officials. 
· Assembly Commission Accessible Information Policy: Evidence from Lorraine Barrett and Commission officials. 
European and External Affairs Committee
· Scrutiny Session of the First Minister

Finance Committee
· Consideration of the financial implications of the Proposed Local Government (Wales) Measure: Evidence from Brian Gibbons. 
· Consideration of the financial implications of the Proposed Learning and Skills (Wales) Measure: Evidence from John Griffiths. 
· Inquiry into Public Private Partnerships: Consideration of emerging conclusions.
Health, Wellbeing and Local Government Committee
· Ministerial Scrutiny Session: Edwina Hart and Gwenda Thomas. 

· Ministerial Scrutiny Session: Brian Gibbons.

· Committee Inquiry into Local Government Scrutiny - Evidence from Brian Gibbons; One Voice Wales; Centre for Public Scrutiny. 
Petitions Committee
· New Petitions: Concessionary fares on rural bus routes; No Ely Valley Airport Road; Welsh Olympic Team for 2012; Coleg Ceredigion; Special Care Baby Unit (RGH). 
· Updates on previous petitions: Welsh-language daily newspaper; Cleddau Bridge; Swansea - Cork Ferry; Banning plastic bags; 
Sustainability Committee
· Inquiry into carbon reduction in Wales: scrutiny session on Land Use. Evidence from: Countryside Council for Wales; RSPB; IBERS; Forestry Commission; National Trust; British Wind Energy Association Cymru; Conservation of Upland Montgomeryshire.
· Ministerial Scrutiny Session on carbon reduction via energy production: Jane Davidson

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

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










