Welsh Taxes, Finance & Brexit 

Stage II  Consultation
Socialist Health Association (SHA) Cymru Wales would like to briefly respond to this consultation as its implications will have a major impact on the area that concerns health, social care and Well-being in Wales.

Covid-19

We realise this document was written in the pre Covid-19 period. This ongoing pandemic has brought into sharper and darker relief the unequal opportunities and vulnerabilities of our citizens. Those who are poorer, older, sicker, more disabled and from a BAME background will suffer most. Any government committed to a healthier and more socially just society must have tackling inequality at its very core.

As Wales recovers from Covid-19 it will inherit a legacy which must be reflected in our public policies and spending priorities. It will be a time in which more will need to be done. There will be an urgent need for continuing individual vigilance and care linked to continuing social solidarity and community spirit. 

This legacy will include a massive backlog of deferred health and social care need as well as a massive challenge in meeting the longer term physical and mental health consequences of Covid-19, for health care staff, citizens and bereaved families. For this reason we urge great caution of any significant disposal in the extra capacity that was commissioned to respond to the pandemic.

Furthermore, capacity and resource must be on hand to address any second surge that might take place and the heightened risks that may be faced this winter.

The events since the beginning of 2020 have confirmed the vital role of the state, government and public services. Many of these services were ill-prepared for the challenges they faced in the pandemic following a decade of ideologically driven austerity based on reducing the size of the state and making the poorest pay the cost of the 2008 financial crisis.

SHA Cymru Wales also believe that the Covid-19 pandemic has demonstrated the resilience of the public sector and our public servants in responding to the crisis. This response stands in stark contrast  to the confusion, fragmentation and under-performance with typified much of the out-sourced response in England.

Recovering from Covid-19, maintaining our vigilance and retaining a capacity to respond to another surge in this crisis, cannot be done on the cheap. The Welsh Government must do everything it can to avoid a return to the policies of austerity which left us so vulnerable in the first place.

Social Care
The Covid-19 pandemic has shown the fragility of the whole business model through which social care is delivered in Wales and across the UK. The sector is dominated by independent conglomerates and a multitude of smaller providers whose survival is underpinned by a low wage and under-valued work force. There have been major collapses in provision and all providers claim to be operating on marginal viability. 

When the Covid-19 crisis hit, the sector was almost totally dependent on national and local government for their response despite the outstanding heroism and dedication of all its staff .

SHA Cymru Wales congratulate the Welsh Government on the action it has already taken on zero hours contracts and for its decision to provide social care workers with a £500 bonus. However, it needs to go further. 

Welsh Government should be aiming to take the sector back into public ownership, working where appropriate with the Third Sector. Welsh Government must move away from commercialising these important services. Contracting must be replaced with a regime of grants and service level agreements when we engage with our Third Sector providers.

When domiciliary care contracts come up for renewal they should be taken in-house along with the staff. As an intermediate step towards re-nationalising the care home sector, all staff should be immediately transferred to the public sector with proper levels of pay, pension arrangements and training.

Over the period of the Covid-19 pandemic, nothing has been more galling or sickening than seeing Tory politicians turn out on their door steps on a Thursday evening to clap for NHS and care staff including those who have come to the UK to provide their services. SHA Cymru Wales congratulate our Party in Westminster in securing the hard won exemption for these staff from the NHS levy but we remain very concerned that these staff are seen as low skilled in the Tory Government's immigration policies. SHA Cymru Wales fully support Welsh Labour MPs’ effort to ensure that there is full recognition for the skills and dedication of all our NHS and care staff in UK immigration policies. This will take on increasing importance in the wake of Brexit.

As part this move back towards a public service model SHA Cymru Wales also thinks it is time to review the use of personal and individual payments in the social care service. There may have been some successes through the use of personal payments but overall we strongly believe that the system is too complicated, too risky for service users and employees and undermines equity in provision for all service users. 

Funding Social Care

The Welsh Government has an honourable record in its support for social care compared to what has happened in England. SHA Cymru Wales welcomes the cap on the cost of domiciliary care and the higher capital thresholds that apply in Wales.

However, SHA Cymru Wales also think that the framework that has continued from 1948 should be replaced by a National Care Service. This seems as logical as having a National Health Service for health and like the NHS  the National Care Service should be based on risk sharing and funded from general taxation.

SHA Cymru Wales understand that in an era of austerity the Welsh Government has felt obliged to seek new and novel ways of funding social care in the face of a continuing failure of the UK Government to address the issue.

SHA Cymru Wales notes the work that has been done on developing a social care levy. This would not be our preferred option but we wait until the work is finally complete to make a final judgement. Taking into account the withering of personal pension provision when based on market performance, we fear a same fate could lie in wait for social care funding unless any new set of proposals are firmly underpinned by government guarantees.

Barnett Formula

SHA Cymru Wales fully agrees that the present Barnett Formula is well past its sell-by date. We congratulate the Welsh Government in securing support for a “Barnett Floor” as a first step in the right direction. The next step must involve a move towards a needs based formula which ensures that all parts of the UK are resourced in line with the requirements of their populations.

As Welsh Government works towards this there must be greater transparency  in the way that “Barnett consequentials” are allocated. During the Covid-19 pandemic the NHS in England seemed to have attracted additional finance without a similar increase in Wales. This is before taking into account  the political bung that was provided to Northern Ireland's DUP for its support of the last Tory minority government and spend on major English infrastructure projects which are often not mirrored in Welsh Government allocations. 

The prospect of a major reform of resource allocation to Wales also provide an opportunity to consider further devolution of funding for services that come with the broad ambit of health and social care. SHA Cymru Wales think particular consideration should be given to devolution of relevant welfare benefits which should allow the Welsh Government to devise new and more innovative programmes for citizens.
Taxation and Fiscal Policies
While SHA Cymru Wales has no particular expertise in the detail of taxation and fiscal matters we believe any decisions in this area must reflect Welsh Government priorities of promoting a green, more prosperous and equal Wales.

It is also vital that public funds in Wales are properly targeted in line with need and tackling inequalities. Needs based formulae are used to allocate resources to health boards and local government. 

However, as the First Minister pointed out there are greater inequalities within this local  organisations than there are between them at national level. This means that if the Welsh Government is serious about tackling inequalities there must be much greater transparency and accountability on how local health boards and local government utilize their allocated resources to deliver the Welsh Government's equality priorities.

Procurement 

The Welsh Government has long recognised the important role that procurement can play in delivering its wider social and political objectives. SHA Cymru Wales welcome this and commend the Welsh Government on the progress that it has made in this direction.

While a small country such as Wales cannot be expected to be completely self-sufficient SHA Cymru Wales believe that the on-going Covid-19 pandemic has highlighted the need to have shorter logistic supply chains wherever possible. We believe that the Welsh Government should undertake urgent work to assess where this is possible and most needed.

