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Speaking up for Real Labour!
While New Labour in Westminster continues to dismay party supporters with proposals that threaten comprehensive education and the NHS, the authentic voice of the party membership is talking about a different kind of Labour politics. The Government’s defeat over its plans for 90 days’ detention without trial, and the growing rebellion against the education ‘reforms’ suggest that the Blairite era might be drawing to a close. Those who want to see the party move closer to the beliefs of its members are already discussing an alternative programme of authentic Labour policies - and Welsh Labour Grassroots (WLG) is playing an active part in that process. 
This was illustrated when WLG held its second AGM in Cardiff on 22 October, attended by around thirty activists from across Wales. We had a lively and stimulating discussion about the tasks facing socialists in Wales today. Jane Davidson, Assembly Education Minister, talked about the social justice agenda driving her policies for schools and colleges, and the Assembly Government’s programme in general. Michael Meacher MP described the damage being done by Blair and his supporters to the Labour Party and to the need for a comprehensive alternative agenda. Amarjite Singh, from Unite Against Fascism, addressed the role of the labour movement in the fight against racism and the far right. Finally, Nia Griffith MP for Llanelli, discussed the urgent need to revive the party at grassroots level by developing a more radical politics that appeals to the best traditions of the movement.

The AGM also passed three motions. The first of these attacked the increasing privatisation of healthcare by the ‘New Labour’ Government and offered support and encouragement to Welsh Labour in its efforts to pursue a more progressive alternative. The second lamented the slow progress in advancing the devolution project, as exemplified by the Government’s timid white paper, Better Governance for Wales. The final motion committed WLG members to pursue campaigns and struggles both within and outside the Labour party, working with unions, broad campaign coalitions and socialists outside the party. Along the way, there was a thorough discussion of strategy and tactics, particularly in terms of the balance between developing policy ideas and winning battles for democracy and left representation within the party.

The meeting confirmed the progress that WLG has made over the past two years, building up a healthy and confident activists’ body from virtually nothing. The readiness of a series of MPs and Assembly Members to discuss with WLG members is an indication of our growing influence among ordinary party members in Wales. Our meetings have given activists the freedom - no longer found in many official party meetings - to discuss the full range of issues that concern them and a confidence that they are not alone or clinging unrealistically to outdated beliefs. One of the best compliments was acknowledged by our chair, responding to the laughter provoked by one discussion during our AGM. ‘How often, these days,’ he asked, ‘do you hear laughter at a Labour party meeting?’

Although Welsh Labour has an agenda that is more in line with the values of party members than that of Labour in England, the party here is no more democratic in its internal processes – as Welsh conferences demonstrate. The prevention of democratic debate and decision-making among the wider membership may make it difficult for Rhodri and co. to rely on support from that membership. Yet they will need such support, capable of defending their progressive policies, as those policies come under increasing attack from New Labour. Chris Bryant, the right-wing MP for the Rhondda, has recently denounced Welsh Labour for departing from New Labour orthodoxy, by rejecting policies like PFI and foundation hospitals. As right-wingers like Bryant go on the offensive, with the tacit backing of the British leadership, we in WLG can play a crucial role in arming socialists for the battle of ideas in the Welsh party.

	Preparing for Welsh Labour conference 2006



Next year’s Welsh Labour Conference will take place between Thursday, 23 March and Saturday, 25 March 2006, at the Brangwyn Hall, Swansea. As usual, WLG will be holding our own conference fringe meeting – at 6.00 p.m. on Friday March 24th at the Dolphin Hotel, with invited speakers including Health Minister Brian Gibbons AM, Catherine Thomas AM and Michael Meacher MP.

The conference itself will be somewhat different from usual: it will not be a policy-making conference. Conference normally debates the documents produced by the Welsh Policy Forum on the various policy areas covered by the Welsh Assembly Government (health, education, etc.), as part of the process of writing the Assembly manifesto.  This time, however, there will be no new documents to discuss. This is because the deadline for responses from party units to the Policy Forum’s last set of consultation papers has been extended to the end of April, as so few responses have been received. This means that the next set of Policy Forum papers, taking into account those responses, will not be ready until after conference. Consequently, there will have to be an additional, one-day policy conference in the autumn to consider these new documents. So, although the March conference will discuss policy – but it will not be able to make any binding decisions. 
Motions

The extension of the current Welsh Policy Forum consultation process also means that is very unlikely that any contemporary resolutions will be allowed onto the agenda by the Standing Orders Committee this year. Their rationale for this is that any resolution on a devolved policy matter should be submitted to the Policy Forum, rather than directly to conference. Resolutions on non-devolved issues are not allowed at Welsh conference anyway (a rule that we tried unsuccessfully to change last year). This only leaves resolutions on ‘internal organisation and other administrative affairs of the Party in Wales’, such as proposed rule change motions. 
This messy situation confirms some of the criticisms that WLG and others have made about the policy forum process – namely that it is unduly complicated and confusing, and that it restricts the scope of policy debate and democratic decision-making at conference. We are seeking to improve the process in at least one respect by asking party units to consider submitting the following motion for consideration by conference (it addresses the fact that conference cannot amend Policy Forum documents – only accept or reject them in their entirety):
‘The Wales Labour Party Standing Orders/Procedural Rules, paragraph 3.3 reads as follows:

‘”Affiliated organisations may submit one motion on a topic which is either not substantively addressed in the reports to Conference of either the WPF or WEC or which has arisen since the publication of those reports providing that all motions shall deal with either

(i) matters within the competence of the National Assembly for  Wales or

(ii) internal organisation and other administrative affairs of the Party in Wales.”
‘Amendment

Add at end: “In a year when Conference is considering the final stage documents from the Welsh Policy Forum, and as an alternative to submitting either a motion (as defined in this subsection) or a constitutional amendment, CLPs and affiliated organisations may submit, for debate and voting at Conference, one amendment to the material set out in the final stage documents.” 

We are also asking party units to consider submitting the following motion, which should be self-explanatory:

‘Conference notes that, according to the 2001 census, 2.2 per cent of people in Wales belong to an ethnic minority, and in both Cardiff and Newport the percentage is substantially higher, yet not a single Assembly Member, nor any Member of Parliament representing a Welsh constituency, belongs to an ethnic minority. 

‘Conference believes that this situation undermines the legitimacy of both the Assembly and Parliament as bodies claiming to represent the people of Wales.

‘Conference further believes that Labour has a responsibility to take measures to address this situation; moreover, it concludes that the party’s efforts to date in this respect have been inadequate, since none of Labour’s constituency candidates in the 2003 Assembly election, nor any 2005 Welsh Labour parliamentary candidate, belonged to an ethnic minority. The inclusion of ethnic minority candidates in the Assembly regional lists , while welcome, is a superficial fix that does not address the fundamental problem and is unlikely to result in more than one – if any – of these candidates being elected. 

‘Conference therefore instructs Welsh Labour Executive to set up a working party to investigate measures to improve the representation of ethnic minorities at every level of political life and bring firm proposals to the 2007 conference.’
Next Welsh Labour Grassroots meeting: 

Saturday, January 7th 2006, Welsh Institute of Sport, Sophia Gardens, Cardiff, 11.00 a.m. to 1.00 p.m.
Speaker: Julian Tudor Hart (Socialist Health Association Cymru) on

The NHS in England and Wales: Convergent or Divergent?

For more information about Welsh Labour Grassroots, please contact Darren Williams, 2 Wellington Mews, Wellington Street, Cardiff CF11 9BE. Tel: 029 20 221943. Email: dazza1970@tiscali.co.uk.

