Policy Critique

Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk7501050]A healthy society is formed when actions are taken against the social, economic, commercial, political and environmental factors for present and for the future (Lovell and Bibby, 2018).  The intention of this critique is to evaluate the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 (WFGA 2015) with the purpose of evaluating the effectiveness of the act and the strengths and weaknesses of the act.  To ensure a thorough evaluation is undertaken it will be imperative to analyse the impact that legislation, regulation and codes of practices have on the health, wellbeing and sustainable policy and practices have at a local and national level.  Furthermore, recommendations will be made for the implementation of possible improvements that could be made to the act to make it more effective.  The act was made into law in April 2015 (WCVA, 2019a) and so now three years on it is a perfect time to evaluate if the act is working and the critique will ascertain whether Wales is able to meet the goals set for itself or whether it is failing.
Background
[bookmark: _Hlk5796232]The invention of the WFGA 2015 was the first global piece of legislation that set in law a duty to befall the public bodies of Wales to provide safeguards for the well-being of the present generation and those that follow (Davies, 2016).  The Acts intention is to improve the social, economic, environmental and cultural wellbeing of the Wales by ensuring the public bodies consider the long term consequences of their actions, through improved collaboration with individuals and their communities (The National Archives, 2015a).  The well-being duties fall upon the public bodies in Wales; the leading public bodies are: The Welsh Ministers, Local authorities and local health boards.  The act consists of seven well-being goals which are: a prosperous Wales, a resilient Wales, a Healthier Wales, a more equal Wales, a Wales of cohesive communities, a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language and a globally responsible Wales (The National Archives, 2015b).  Theses seven goals are all interlinked and will work alongside the sustainable development principles set in the act; these principles are: Long-term thinking, Prevention, Integration, Collaboration and Involvement (Public Health Wales, 2019).  In order to measure the progress being made in relation to the seven goals, there have been a set of national identifiers recognised (Welsh Government, 2016a).  These indicators of which there are 46, are required to be measurable either quantitatively or qualitatively and must be expressed as a value or characteristic, for example indicator one is: the percentage of live single births with a birth weight of under 2,500g (Welsh Government, 2016b).

[bookmark: _Hlk5796251]The WFGA 2015 Act was produced in response to the obligation imposed on the ministers of Wales to construct a scheme that would promote sustainability in Wales, as set out in section 79 of the Government of Wales Act 2006 (National Archives, 2019).  In 2009 The One Wales: One Planet sustainable scheme (Welsh Assembly Government, 2009) publicised the intent of the Welsh ministers to move toward a more sustainable Wales with the Proposals for a Sustainable Development Bill being published in 2012 suggesting that a sustainable Wales would need to be centred around the concept of Well-being in relation to the economic, environmental and cultural (Welsh Government, 2012).  Following this, in 2014 a bill was presented to the Welsh Government named A Sustainable Wales Better Choices for a Better Future that would later be renamed the Future Generations Bill and would eventually receive the title of the WFGA 2015.  The main objective of the WFGA 2015 is to provide a Wales for the future generations that has a thriving social, economic, environmental and cultural well-being that is present in a Wales that the welsh people would be happy to inhabit at present and in the future (WFGA, 2015a).  

The WFGA 2015 states that the 44 Public bodies must consider the impact any actions or decisions made will have upon the future generations of Wales (Gweddill.gov.wales, 2016).  Alongside this the Act states that a statutory Future Generations Commissioner for Wales be implemented with their role being solely to act as a guardian in relation to the interests of the future generations in Wales whilst working concurrently with the public bodies in their goal of achieving the wellbeing goals set (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2019a).  The Objectives of the WFGA 2015 are ground-breaking, however, there are concerns that during this period of austerity that the duties of well-being will deteriorate into becoming an administrative exercise instead of the intended practical one (Davies, 2016).  In the recent audit by Wales Audit Office (2018) the Auditor general similarly acknowledged the act as being ground-breaking, whilst admitting that the change required to meet the goals set is a daunting challenge for all involved.  The United Nations Director for Sustainable development Nikhil Seth proclaimed that the WFGA 2015 serves as a model for all other countries to follow in the quest for a sustainable environment (Welsh Government, 2015).  Realistically the goals will not be met overnight and it will take time for the changes to be implemented; these changes must focus on the changing of behaviours and the implementation of the act will be made through the journey of making simple changes (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2018).  Suggestion has been made that the act is a catalyst for change (Welsh Government, 2018a) with 82% of public bodies questioned agreeing that the act is an opportune instrument to incite changes in their organisations (Wales Audit Office, 2018), nonetheless, 14% of public bodies claimed feeling the act was a distraction and 27% felt the act was unnecessary (Wales Audit Office, 2018).  With such variation in opinions it is important to discover if the WFGA 2015 is proving effective and this critique intends to ascertain an answer to this.
 
Critique
As aforementioned the intention of the WFGA 2015 is to provide improvements to the process that the economic, environmental, social and cultural well-being is developed sustainably within Wales with these duties befalling the public bodies in Wales (The National Archives, 2015c) and the act has seven well-being goals that have been set (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2019b).  The public bodies of Wales are showing their full support toward the WFGA 2015 and are making every effort to change the way they perform to be in line with the goals set in the act, with each local authority now being expected to produce their own set of well-being objectives (Wales Audit Office, 2018).  In the next few sections these goals will be discussed and critiqued to ascertain if the WFGA 2015 is proving effective.
The WFGA 2015 goal of a prosperous Wales sets it focus on an end to poverty, good provisions of education, training and employment, whilst being a country that is not reliant on the use of the natural resources (Welsh Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA), 2017a).  At present Wales has cut its emissions by 19% from the recorded 1990 levels, however, this cut has fallen short of the over ambitious target to cut emissions by 40% (BBC, 2018a).  According to Natural Resources Wales (2019) Wales currently possesses an ecological footprint that is five times the area of the country with 36% of the greenhouse gases produced coming from the burning of fossil fuels within the power stations in Wales (Friends of the Earth Cymru, 2019).  Poverty in Wales is estimated to cost the Welsh economy £3.5 billion a year (Bevan Foundation, 2015) and figures release in March 2019 show that there has not been a reduction in the amount of people living in poverty in Wales (Bevan Foundation, 2019).  The education budget has seen a cut of 5% per head in the years 2017-2018 with a projected further reduction of 9% of the budget per head by 2020-2021 (BBC, 2019).  These statistics may seem discouraging, however, Wales has seen some positives with a reported reduction in unemployment, with the unemployment rate at 4.3% and an employment rate reaching a record high of 74.2% (GOV.UK, 2018a).  
[bookmark: _Hlk7166261][bookmark: _Hlk7166515]
The next goal of the WFGA 2015 is a resilient Wales.  This goal sets out to ensure that the natural environment and the ecosystems are cared for and repaired so that future generations can enjoy clean air, water, food and resources (WCVA, 2017b).  The goals set in the Resilient Wales are somewhat covered in the Environment (Wales) Act 2016 (The National Archives, 2016); this act addresses the issue of the management of Wales’s natural resources through sustainable methods (The National Archives, 2016).  The act discusses climate change, waste, charges for plastic carrier bags, waste, marine environment, land drainage and flood risk management.  In Wales Natural Resources Wales has set about ensuring Wales’s natural resources are protected with the State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR) 2016 which outlines the risk Wales’s natural resources face (Natural Resources Wales, 2017).  This report states that at present there are 8,919 gigawatt hours of energy being produced from renewable sources and this is increasing yearly and there is currently 410 million tonnes of carbon being stored in soil in order to soak up the emissions and protecting the people of Wales from climate change (Natural Resources Wales, 2017).   This is good news for Wales and proves that work is being undertaken to achieve the goals set in the WFGA 2015.
[bookmark: _Hlk7686250]The healthier Wales goal sets out to achieve better education surrounding one’s own health to ensure that the people of Wales become better informed how to avoid illnesses and live longer, healthier lifestyles (WCVA, 2017c).  Wales is already committed to the improvement of health for the welsh people, with government spending on the NHS increasing year on year (The Kingsfund, 2018).   The Welsh Assembly governments budget allocated 49% of their funding in 2018-19 to the health service proviso (BBC, 2018b).  However, it was reported in 2017 that even with the priority of spending placed on Health in Wales the desired outcome was absent with a lack of improvements in services and the reduction in demand for services (BBC, 2017).  The current age of mortality for a male in Wales is 78.3 years and females is 82.3 years (Office for National Statistics, 2015) which is slightly lower than the UK average of 79.2 years for males and 82.9 years for females (ONS, 2018a).  In the Parliamentary Review of Health and Social Care in Wales Final Report (GOV.UK, 2018b) it was claimed that the people of Wales need to be empowered to obtain good health and well-being and it is claimed that Wales is already making great progress in this area with the Making Choices Together initiative (Public Health Wales, 2017).  This initiative encourages the patient to take a more active role in their health and care and urges them to ask the three questions that follow: What are my options? What are the benefits and risks? What can I do to help myself?  The hope of this approach is that the result of better decision making between patient and practitioner will produce better care for the patient (1000 Lives NHS, 2019).

The fourth goal of a more equal Wales hopes to provide a Wales that is devoid of discrimination and provides equal opportunities to all (WCVA, 2017d).. This goal is a massive task for Wales as the LGBT community especially would state that there is a major need for work in this area, with 34% of them hiding their sexuality from those they work with as the fear of being discrimination is huge (BBC, 2018c); furthermore, there has been a reported 82% increase in hate crime against the LGBT community (Stonewall, 2017).  Similarly there is a growing unease in the youth of Wales with a 2016 report by the charity Show Racism the Red Card Wales, claiming children as young as eight are being racist towards classmates according to their teachers (Show Racism the Red Card Wales, 2016).  The Welsh Assembly Government is attempting to deal with these issues and the 2014 Tackling Hate Crimes and Incidents: A Framework for Action was launched and has shown positive results with reports stating that the appropriate steps are being made towards the end goal of ending discrimination in Wales (Griffiths, 2015).

The fifth goal of a Wales of cohesive communitiesvdesires that everyone within a community live together harmoniously and gain access to suitable housing, transport, public services, recreation and employment (WCVA, 2017e).  The Welsh Government in 2012 introduced The Welsh Housing Quality Standard (WHQS) which states that all socially owned landlords must ensure their properties meet the acceptable levels set by the government by December 2020 (Welsh Government, 2018b).  The WHQS works well alongside the WFGA 2015 in the attempt of improving housing standards in Wales, however, the WHQS only applies to social housing (Welsh Government, 2019) and does not apply to the private landlords, therefore they are still free to rent out unsuitable properties to their tenants.  In a recent report it was suggested that many houses in Wales that were up for private rent were classed as being below the Minimum Energy Efficiency Standards (MEES) regulations, which were presented in the government's Clean Growth agenda; the blame is being placed on the cash strapped councils who are unable to afford to enforce the rules due to a lack of funds (Business Green, 2019).  In relation to transport the Welsh Government are currently presenting a white paper of proposals to improve the public transport in and around Wales (Welsh Government, 2018c) the response to this paper are yet to be published, however, this does show positive signs that Wales is dedicated to improving their public transport.  

The goal of a Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh Language intends to see sports, arts and culture a regular part of everyday living in Wales and the Welsh language firmly cemented into the fabric of Welsh life (WCVA, 2017f). The Welsh Local Government Association (WLGA) in 2016 introduced their plan for public services in Wales which stated that local councils needed empowerment to invest in the services in the community that people wanted (WLGA, 2015), the expectation of this was that communities would feel strongly that the services they cared about were being protected especially the existing Welsh culture, leisure and heritage (WLGA, 2019).  The leisure sides is so important with the NHS (2018) research proving that physical exercise can reduce the risks of stress, dementia, and depression compared to a person who lives a sedentary lifestyle.  The benefits are clearly visible, however, Guthold et al (2018) claim that 1 in 4 people worldwide are not exercising at all, with high income countries such as the UK scoring highest in levels of inactivity (BBC, 2018d) and 51% of Welsh people are not taking part in any form of physical activity (Wales Online, 2016).  This suggests that this goal is failing at present to get sports and activities part of the welsh people’s daily lives, however, there is hope on the horizon with the NHS in Wales in 2016 introducing the Making a Difference: Investing in Sustainable Health and Well-being for the People of Wales (NHS Wales, 2016).  This report outlined the way forward for Wales and what change was required to make Wales a healthier nation which positively displayed that the WFGA 2015 is having a positive impact on activity levels in Wales.  

[bookmark: _Hlk7428929]The Welsh language is a priority of the WFGA 2015 and it has been estimated that only 898,700 people speak Welsh in Wales (StatsWales, 2018).  This statistic is shocking with the country having over 3 million inhabitants (ONS, 2018b).  The government have tried to bolster the Welsh language through many mediums, one of which was to move all schools toward becoming Welsh first language schools; this is proving controversial with many saying that the parents should have a choice what language their children are taught in (The Guardian, 2017) and supporting this is the research that proved there is a link with educational failure of children that study in an unfamiliar language (Save the Children, 2009).  The steady decline of the Welsh language has been a problem in Wales that is proving difficult to improve on with further decline forecast, nevertheless, the Welsh Government is determined and have set themselves an optimistic challenge of getting 1 million Welsh speakers by 2050 (Welsh Government, 2017); whether this ambitious challenge is reached remains to be seen.

The final goal of the WFGA 2015 is that of a Globally responsible Wales; this goal is striving to ensure that Wales only acquires a fair share from the resources of the land, whilst avoiding exploitation of others and reducing the welsh carbon footprint (WCVA, 2017g).  Wales has already had some success in this area with an improvement in their environmental performance in 2017-18 with a reduction in the emissions from buildings and business travel reduced by 13%, which over exceeded the Welsh target of 5% (Natural Resources Wales, 2019b).  In the past Wales has exploited the land of it resources of coal, it has been claimed that the burning of the coal it has produced more environmental damaging CO2 per head in the UK than in any other country with Wales having played a big role in this damage too (Friends of the Earth, 2016a).  The Aberthaw power station in Barry South Wales annually produces around 8.5 million tonnes of carbon dioxide produced from the burning of coal, which is tantamount to 17% of the overall greenhouse emissions of Wales, additionally, there are claims that Wales presently keeps no records of the amount of resources removed from the land (Friends of the Earth, 2016b).  These statistics do present a worrying picture of Wales, nevertheless, Wales is vehemently trying to improve and the SoNaRR report (2016) has distinctively linked the well-being of the people to the natural resources of Wales, making suggestions of nature-based solutions that would emphasise the requirement for sustainable management of natural resources to benefit the people of Wales today and tomorrow.

Recommendation for Improvement of the WFGA 2015.

At present only the public bodies are bound by the WFGA 2015, therefore, the first recommendation made is that the act be made the duty of others not just the public bodies.  The reason behind this is that it will be impossible to achieve the goals set without the support of the other sectors and businesses (WCVA, 2019b) that operate in Wales as their decisions also have an impact upon the well-being of the Welsh people.  This would hopefully ensure a better understanding of the act across the whole of Wales and ensure it becomes a realistic goal.  

The second recommendation made would be to ensure that the act is being adhered to.  At present apart from the national indicators there does not seem to be a method of looking into the progress of the act and if it is being adhered to.  Yes, local authorities have to have well-being objectives written up in response to the act, however, how is the adherence being measured.  Having the objective is all good if they are being carried out and as far as can ascertained there is no system to test for the public bodies adherence to the act.

The final recommendation relates to the education of the people of Wales to the WFGA 2015.  As aforementioned the public bodies are duty bound to the act, nevertheless, educating the people of Wales about the act and what they can do to help the goals be met is imperative.  The people of Wales want a better Wales for themselves and future generations, therefore, through educating them in their responsibilities to their country they can ensure that the public bodies are meeting the goals in order to achieve the best Wales.  

Conclusion
This critique has discovered through the examination of the goals set and the progress or lack thereof, that the WFGA 2015 is both effective and ineffective at present.  This opinion whilst seeming like safe play was unavoidable when you examine the changes that have already been made thanks to the WFGA 2015 inception.  The strengths of the act were found to be in the willingness of the public bodies to bring about the change required and as a result many positive changes have been produced, however, there is still a long journey for this act if it is to produce the Wales that it has set out to create.
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