Assignment 1.
A Critical Reflection of what constitutes inequality. 
A broad view of inequality in former industrial communities in Wales.
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Introduction
This essay aims to identify inequality in a specific group, for the purposes of this essay the group selected are the residents of the ex-mining/ex industrial areas of south Wales. I will explore the idea of inequality, using recognises academic theories to provide a background for the essay, and identify key factors contributing to inequality within this group, and suggest possible solutions for the ongoing issues of inequality within the group. 
What is Inequality
Inequality is defined, in a sociological context as the lack of opportunities and rewards which leaves certain groups or sections of society at a disadvantage, Inequality can follow recurrent and structured patterns which lead to unequal distributions of goods, wealth, opportunities, rewards, and lead to higher-than-average levels of punishment. Punishment in this context can be perceived as social, environmental and educational, as well as legal and financial. 

Sociological theorists examine the problem of inequality, equality and equity, and there are differing conclusions and theories on why inequality persists; Functionalist theorists such as Emile Durkheim put forward the position that inequality is inevitable and in fact desirable and is required in order to carry out an essential role in society (Green, 1989) he believed that the more important an individual or position, the more training and ‘work’ must have been required, and therefore the individual should receive more reward. He believed that social stratification was a positive, and meritocracy, based on natural ability and ‘hard work’ is the factor that determines the equality or inequality an individual lives with (Kerbo, 1976) . 
Conflict theorists, such as C Wright Mills, hold a differing perspective, and theorise that inequality is caused by groups with power dominating marginalised or less powerful societal groups. A good example of how inequality is caused by power imbalance is in modern feminism, the gender pay gap (Blau and Kahn, 2007) and the social perception of ‘women’s work’,  which can be evidenced by the statistics on work within the home and work outside the home, it is reported that even when a woman is the ‘breadwinner’ or higher earner, they still carry out 65% of home and family related duties (Eek and Axmon, 2014).
The Social theorist and philosopher Frederich Engels compares the power structure and dynamics within a traditional family unit to “the relationship between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, suggesting that women had less power than men in the household because they were dependent on them for wages” (Bowles, 1990) despite modern women working outside the home, there are still many factors that limit the ability of women to earn as much as men, or to make progressions in their careers without barriers. 
There are many other barriers to equality and equity, such as unconscious bias, lack of tools (in this context tools meaning education, ability and mobility, both social and locational.) and generational reproduction of inequality.

For the purposes of this essay, we will examine Inequality within ex industrial communities in Wales, examining the history of the communities, identifying characteristics of the community members, the root causes of inequality and reasons it persists, and identifying the policies and legislations that impact the group.
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(Northern Mine Research Society) 
The above graphic represents Mines and industrial sites across South Wales in the mid-20th century. At this time there were around 250 mining sites in Wales, employing over 160,000 people, with 140,000 families housed in purpose built homes close to the industrial sites (Home, childhood, family life, AGOR.org.uk) These homes had been built to meet the demand of workers and families flooding into the industrialised areas to seek work between the two world wars, when families would often leave isolated rural communities with little opportunity to seek steady work. 
Following the mines being nationalised and reformed under the structure of the National Coal board, a program of closures was rapidly undertaken, external factors influencing the decisions to close the mines and reduce the workforce such as the 1956 Clean Air Act, and the discovery of oil in the North Sea led to “declining demand for coal and an impetus to close uneconomic pits” (Curtis, 2013). The level of employment within the industry was gradually reduced until it reached a ‘boiling point’ in the early 1970s, and the first miners strikes were held over disputes over wages. 
In the 1980s the UK fell into a period of recession, said to be the worst economic depression since the 1930s, and “Acts of Parliament clipped union bargaining powers and restricted the legality of strike action. Government support for the industry fell away, productivity declined, pits increasingly encountered coal seams that were difficult to exploit, and colliery closures began again. The government accepted a Commission report to close 27 out of the remaining 33 collieries in South Wales and put an embargo on hiring” (Merrill and Kitson, 2017) 
This rapid decimation of an industry that had been the lifeblood of communities for the past 100 years, as well as multi-generational employers for many families, led to widespread inequality, presenting itself across several key factors. Those first impacted, the ‘key actors’ were predominantly male, of working age or close to retirement, and with limited transferable skills, those employers that were able to take some of the strain of the ex-mining communities, the factories and steelworks; almost all closed in the years following Blairs Labour Government, and the communities that remain find themselves in a position where they are ‘forgotten’, aging and with limited opportunity. 
We examine key factors in inequality in these post-industrial communities below. 

FACTORS IN INEQUALITY 
Outmigration-
Research from Sheffield Hallam university identified that 25% of the population of Wales live in former coal field communities, but the median age of the population is significantly older than the national average, the report stating that communities are impacted by “The loss of younger adults to other parts of the country.  The younger and better qualified have always tended to move to places where jobs are more readily available, away from more difficult labour markets such as the former coalfields.  In the last twenty years or so the flow has been compounded by the expansion of higher education which has diverted large numbers of young adults from the coalfields, where there are few universities, towards the cities.” (Beatty, Fothergill and Gore, 2019) this, combined with a lack of in-migration, and lack of job opportunities (statistics suggest that there are only 55 jobs per 100 people in most ex coalfield and industrial areas- (Bennett, 2014)) means that the population is comprised of aging individuals who are unable to leave the area due to long standing ties, including low property values and caring responsibilities (Morris, 2024).

RETURN TO Emile durkenheim suicide theory 
Outmigration and an aging population mean that these ex industrial areas have not 
been a priority for government schemes such as ‘levelling up’ and the national lottery schemes, with spending in the coalfield areas being well below the national average (Whitwood, 2023).

Educational Attainment and Skills Acquisition 
Access to good quality education, and the attainment of qualifications, as well as access to opportunities is a key factor in reducing inequality and breaking the cycle of reproduction of social inequality, although The Oxford English Dictionary elucidates “Britain is a meritocracy, and everyone with skill and imagination may aspire to reach the highest level.” (Pearsall et al., 2010) – although Young (2024) states that “The well-to-do have seized upon the trappings of meritocracy as a way of legitimising and perpetuating their privileged status”. In short, if you do not have access to the opportunities, in the form of good quality schools and apprenticeship schemes, or ability to attend university, due to a multitude of factors, is your own level of skill and imagination given the best chance?
The Below Charts, taken from the education in Wales Census, demonstrate that the ex-mining areas that are the focus of this essay have the lowest levels of residents with a qualification above level 4, and the highest numbers of residents with no qualifications. 
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(Education in Wales (Census 2021)  
In addition, research by the Welsh Government demonstrates that the South Wales Valleys area has the highest percentage of children with an eligibility for free school meals (Rees and Rees, 2023) , eligibility for FSM is used by governments as a marker for poverty, and it is evidenced that “Only 43 per cent of children from the lowest income households achieve five GCSE grades A*–C, compared with 71 per cent of all other children” (Wright, 2018)
Based on the above, children growing up in the ex-industrial areas have less chance of breaking generational patterns of poverty and inequality that their equivalents in other geographical areas, and working age adults may struggle to gain new skills, including IT skills, due to lack of adult education provision, and where there is provision, this being a generic offer, with Walters (2021) stating “It can only be possible to widen participation if the focus is on the learners themselves. They need to be given the opportunity to decide what they want to learn, where they want to learn it and at an affordable cost.” 

Health and Well-Being 
According to the office for national statistics, reporting data from the 2011 and 2021 national Census; “In Wales, the local authorities with the highest proportions of disabled people were Neath Port Talbot (24.6%), Blaenau Gwent (24.6%), and Merthyr Tydfil (24.2%).
In 2011, the same three local authorities had the highest proportions of disabled people in Wales: Merthyr Tydfil (28.8%), Blaenau Gwent (28.4%), and Neath Port Talbot (28.2%). This was higher than any local authority in England in 2011. In each of the three, the proportion of disabled people fell from 2011 to 2021. Some of the local authorities in Wales with larger proportions of people reporting a disability are also areas in which larger proportions of people provided unpaid care.” Between 9.8 % and 10.4% of households in these areas reported 2 or more disabled individuals within a household (Waddington, 2023). 
In 2005, Merthyr Tydfil data showed that 20.5% of residents were in receipt of the now ‘phased out’ incapacity benefit, meaning that they had been found unfit for any work- or work-related activity. The financial times reported more recently that “Figures from the Department for Work and Pensions show that between October 2010 and December 2014, one in five of the 2,870 disability claimants who underwent the government’s new work capability assessment were found to be fit for work. A further 38 per cent were found to be capable of “work-related activity” — basic maths or writing skills or learning how to produce a CV, for example.” (Brown, 2016) – it is unclear if these statistics evidence a real improvement in health and wellbeing, or simply a more stringent measure of an individuals’ health circumstances. 
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation point out that living in poverty exacerbates health conditions, and while prevalence of health conditions may be lower in ex mining communities, there is a higher chance of dying from a condition, at an age below the national average. Their report states “Data from January 2024 reveals that 49% of people in the most deprived areas report that the cost-of-living squeeze is impacting their physical health compared with 27% of people in the least deprived areas” (Mallory, 2024) and that it is harder to access NHS services in these areas, leading to increased inequality and residents feeling ‘left behind’- Figures from the NHS performance and activity summary show that Cwm Taf Morgannwg have longer wait times, slower response times and higher emergency attendance than other health boards in Wales (NHS activity and performance summary: May and June 2024 GOV.WALES, 2024[image: A graph with blue and orange bars
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Housing 
The communities in these former mining and industrial areas grew up around the industrial sites, with a rapid program of home building in the 1940s and ‘50s REF? following the loss of industry, these areas are less eligible for investment, regeneration and home building, with those residents that own their homes being stuck in a ‘catch 22’ where the value of their property is significantly lower than in other areas, limiting their ability to move out of area in order to access other opportunities. REF There is a lack of social housing and affordable housing in these ex-mining communities, leading to overcrowding, impacts on health and wellbeing, and deepening inequality. 
Corlett and Leslie (2021) point out that one of the key factors in wealth/asset accumulation is house price appreciation, and that “with growing metropolitan areas as faster gainers than rural regions) and between generations (with older cohorts of owners having substantially more housing wealth)” and if there is a problem of lack of affordable housing, lack of demand and lack of mobility, or ‘trading up’ there will be stagnation in a housing market.
The other factor influencing inequality in the housing sector is that the lack of well paid work prohibits many potential first time buyers to be able to access the housing market, despite lower house prices, due to lack of well paid work and the high instances of households in poor health or in receipt of social security benefits (Price, 2024).

The European union and withdrawal of support post Brexit

Daniel Evans (LSE, 2016) following the Brexit referendum result, wrote for LSE that “A depressed, angry and disenfranchised populace had their discontent channelled by a relentless and simple leave campaign, which transformed the vote from one about ’the EU’ into a general, catch-all protest vote against ‘the establishment’, as well as scapegoating immigrants.” – The population of the Welsh valleys voted overwhelmingly to leave the European Union, despite the area having received between 2014 and 2020 “In per capita terms, West Wales and The Valleys receives around €135 per person per year from structural funds, East Wales receives around €50 per person per year, while the UK average is around €24 per person per year.”  (Bird and Phillips, 2020) – Interviews with residents before and after the referendum found that communities felt disengaged from the EU, with high levels of concern about in-migration, the loss of jobs and lack of real change or demonstrable impact from EU funding.
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It could be argued that what was perceived as a problem arising from EU membership was in fact an issue arising from a lack of effective regional policies within the UK, with economic policies up to 2016 failing to ensure secure and well paid jobs, and local authorities making decisions on how best to spend funding without consulting residents or considering their needs (Cadwalladr, 2020).
Despite the higher per-capita funding from the EU “In the fourteen years 2001-2015, 27,000 manufacturing jobs disappeared. … a proportion of these jobs didn’t vanish into thin air but were relocated elsewhere in the EU, whether it was Continental Teves shifting production to Slovakia or Merthyr Tydfil’s Sekisui moving to the Netherlands. Not unreasonably, the public saw the EU giving money to West Wales and the Valleys to create jobs at the same time as the EU single market encouraged job loss” (Winckler, 2016)
EU funding is unlikely to return to the Welsh Valleys, and the shortfall is not made up by the Welsh Government, or Westminster; The residents of these areas, who felt left behind while being part of the EU, and now subject to further deepening inequality and struggling with resentment of political parties that they feel have failed them.
Political alienation 
A level of political alienation and disenfranchisement with the ‘establishment’ also adds to feelings of inequality, Communities in the ex-mining areas of the Welsh Valleys were historically Socialist, with strong union links, and Labour winning 32 of 36 Welsh seats in 1966. However, “support for the party began to erode throughout the UK as well as at national (Welsh) level and Labour only managed to hold on to 20 seats in 1983 when the Conservatives won a record 14 seats” (Williams, Tanner and Hopkin, 2000) 
Parties such as the BNP, UKIP and in more recent years the Brexit party and ‘Reform’ have targeted the ex-industrial areas (McCarthy, 2014) harnessing the feelings of isolation and inequality felt in these communities, and driving anti-immigration sentiment, which is one of many socio-economic, political and demographic drivers for far-right and politically extreme engagement in these communities.
Goodwin and Harris (2013) identified that areas that are economically insecure and have large areas of urban social housing, often neglected, isolated from town centres in ‘ghettoization’ and with high levels of deprivation and high levels of precarious and/or low paid employment; which are often the areas which have experienced higher levels of unemployment since the last financial crisis are the areas in which far right groups have the most success politically. These areas are often places where voter apathy is traditionally high, and voter turnout low. 
Despite these areas historically being Labour strongholds, analysis of voter profiles show that the profile of the labour voter when heavy industry was thriving are now more engaged with far right politics, with the profile data showing that the demographic in voting age individuals showing strong far right feeling are predominantly “less-well educated and middle-aged men who tend to be skilled workers” (Biggs and Knauss, 2011)
Cutts, Ford and Goodwin (2010) state that voters are “driven to the extreme right by concerns over immigration, which appear to be tied strongly to broader feelings of political abandonment. In contrast to results in England, our findings suggest that immigration-related concerns do not stem from the actual presence or proximity of immigrant and/or minority groups. Rather, it appears that structural economic disadvantage, political disenchantment and the perceived negative impact of immigration provide a more convincing explanation for the limited electoral appeal of the extreme right in Wales.” 
The far right sentiment displayed by these communities, which has occurred as a direct response to their feelings of abandonment and isolation, feeds directly into the root cause of the issue, making the South Wales ex-industrial areas less appealing to investors and large corporations, due to concerns of protest and the safety of workers who are unwilling to re-locate to areas where there is such strong anti-immigrant sentiment (Fleary, 2021).

Possible solutions
There are several possible solutions to inequality in the ex-industrial areas that have been the focus of this essay, considering that factors that increase the inequality, we must examine targeted solutions that alleviate the contributing factors. 

Lack of educational attainment and outmigration feed into a cycle of low paid work, and an older population, many with health issues are unable to enact change. I propose that an overhaul of childcare provision, with grants to providers to enable them to take on more staff which would allow additional adults to return to work, increased ‘free childcare hours’ based on postcode, as identified by WIMD or ‘flying start’ area would enable the government to identify the areas that may benefit from this policy, and being able to access childcare would act as an incentive to return to and retain work, as well as increasing the availability of jobs in this sector. Outmigration may be reduced by increased childcare and reduced childcare costs, as families may be able to stay in their local area. 
Incentives for attending or remaining in education would allow greater numbers of residents to increase their earning potential, current benefit legislation states that an adult is not ‘available for work’ if they are attending an educational setting, and therefore do not qualify for benefits, which exacerbates the benefit trap and means that individuals cannot improve their circumstances without increasing short term hardship. Increased investment in schools and colleges, to teach digital skills, skills for the green economy and adult education may increase participation, but the key factor is ensuring that individuals are not worse off. 

Increased investment in high streets and small businesses/sole traders may increase the feeling of values in local communities, reduced or waived business rates for small businesses and targeted support from organisations such as business Wales may incentivise individuals to start businesses within their local communities, and support should be long term, for as long as businesses and individuals require this support. 
The implementation of the new GCSE Maths program, which comprises ‘practical maths’ including tax returns and VAT will provide a solid grounding in the practical application of numbers, and this will provide a ‘head start’ that previous generations have been lacking. 

Another possible solution is a universal basic income, UBI has been piloted in Wales with some success, and to a greater extent in Helsinki found that “The basic income recipients were more satisfied with their lives and experienced less mental strain than the control group…. they also had a more positive perception of their economic welfare.” (Finland – Universal Basic Income Pilot : Wellbeing Economy Alliance) UBI has been found to marginally increase employment, and to have a greater impact on wellbeing and feelings of economic stability, as individuals are free to take what may be considered risks without fear or being unable to revert to their prior situation. 
Progressive, targeted policies should focus on areas of inequality and deprivation and engage with residents in implementing these; local policies such as a commitment to build affordable homes, with discounts for residents, a cap in the increase of rent in social housing and revaluation of council tax based on property prices may allow residents to feel safer, more secure and more ‘heard’ by those governing their communities. 
Conclusion
A sense of engagement with community and the wider world is a key factor in managing problems of inequality, and for forgotten communities, the need to be heard and supported is more important than ever.
This essay has examined the factors in inequality within the ex-industrial areas of south Wales, and in identifying the factors feeding into inequality, there lies the key to resolving problems of inequality and bringing about real change, politicians and policy makers must work to enact this change. The solutions suggested in this essay are not ‘quick fixes’ and it will take time and considerable investment to change the economic landscape and reduce inequality. 
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Figure 3: Percentage of usual residents aged 16 and
over with highest qualification at level 4 or above, by
local authority, 2011 and 2021
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Figure 4: Percentage of usual residents aged 16 and
over with no qualifications, by local authority, 2011 and
2021
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Figure 12: Pathways waiting more than a year for their first
appointment per 100,000 population, by Local Health Board,

May 2024 [Note 1]
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Figure 1. Regional GDP per capita (2015) and funding per capita (2014-2020)
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