	
	
	



A consideration of the effects of Thatcherism on Welsh development, economic growth focusing on the closure of the pits. 
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This investigative project is a consideration of the effects of Thatcherism on Welsh development, economic growth whilst focusing on the closure of the pits. It intends to dissect the political policies during Baroness Margaret Thatcher time in office, and the legacy that Thatcherism has had on Wales 44 years later. To understand the significance of Thatcherism and Wales, this project aims to compare the growth and development in Wales and in England. This project will briefly mention a period of Welsh political history, post second world war, prior to Thatcher’s rise to power, to gain a better understanding of British politics and its treatment to Wales. This will be a small but vital discovery to understand whether English policies have had a detrimental effect long before Thatcherism was put in place, and whether this treatment of Wales was the final straw for co-dependence on Westminster. 
The third edition of the book ‘Chavs: The Demonisation of the Working Class’ by Owen Jones played a major role in the inspiration for this project.  Throughout the entirety of the book, Jones briefly mentions Wales and the relationship between the Miners' Strike in 1984-5 (Jones, 2020). Although the miners' strike of 84-5 does not belong to Wales independently, this project will take place in response to the lack of recognition for Welsh development, growth and social inequality due to the British government. The book’s main focus is the working-class within Britain, but the lack of acknowledgment for the minority that is Wales is yet another attribute towards the hierarchal relationship with England and Wales (Swenden and McEwen, 2014). The fact that Wales as a majority working class country, did not have as loud of a voice as its neighbour when discussing working class problems, has brought inspiration for this research project. The inspiration being the need to determine whether Thatcherism has and continues to have a detrimental effect on Welsh development. 
Across the majority of southern and northern Wales, the industrial revolution brought, an albeit temporary, blanket of security for the working-class citizens and a new level of growth for the country. The rise of the coal and steel industry brought new roads, rail, housing and many other societal improvements (J Graham Jones, 2014). In many parts of England in the early 20th century, collieries were placed within communities which already had other alternatives industries for work meaning existing housing stock could be taken off the market (Daunton, 2008). This meaning the coal industry did not add an extortionate amount to growth and development in parts of northeast England but only increased the already growing rates of development. This was simply not the case for South Wales. An area such as the Rhondda valleys in south Wales, prior to any collieries, was very underdeveloped and remote (Daunton, 2008). Whilst this is a major difference it is not the only one. Many houses that were available to the miners working in the Northeast of England were provided for them through the companies themselves, making many of the available houses rent free or significantly less (Daunton, 2008). This comparison only emphasises the difference between the social and economic status of south Wales and Northeastern England in regard to housing and available work.
Post Second World War for Wales as a nation saw an increase in jobs, security and overall living standards. Inflation rose to an incredible 42% from 1939 and gradually decreased in 1943, but for the average Welsh working class person their wages had doubled (J Graham Jones, 2014). This was plainly due to the rise and aftermath of the second world war, not any governmental policy in Britain at the time. During the 1920s and early 1930s, unemployment rates increased majorly in areas in the Valleys such as Merthyr Tydfil (59%) and Pontypridd (76%) Day, 2002). This was due to the reliance on coal and slate whilst many other global and neighbouring competitors had developed into the consumer and smaller goods industries. (Day, 2002). Whilst Wales having no devolved powers at the time, England's economic status and employment rates differing is an indication towards the British government and its hierarchal relationship with Wales (Day, 2002). 
 In Bridgend in South Wales, many men and women found work in the Royal Ordnance Factory, which was built in response to Hitler’s reassemble of the German army (Council, n.d.). The construction of the Royal Ordnance Factory at Bridgend brought major improvement to living conditions for the locals, this includes but is not limited to, a reservoir which is still in use today, two housing estates for workers and their families, two hostels for 4,000 female workers and over 1,000 buildings which many of them are still in use today (Council, n.d.). These jobs that were introduced to thousands of working-class people were skilled jobs and allowed room for more security in their everyday lives, which had a major impact on Welsh economy (J Graham Jones, 2014).
Prime Minister Clement Attlee was elected in 1945 and throughout his term introduced a variety of acts that would increase living conditions in Wales (J Graham Jones, 2014). Shortly after the Second World War Attlee’s government introduced the National Insurance Act 1946, Coal Industry Nationalisation Act 1947, and Electricity Act 1947 (Gov.uk, 2019). The nationalisation of the coal industry had a major economic impact on Britain and more specifically with Wales, seeing the 40% increase in public sector and public service employment rates (J Graham Jones, 2014). Although many of these political policies had direct impact with Wales, it was not until 1957 that a position that was named Minister of state for Welsh affairs was created withing the ministry of housing and local government (Sheail, 1996). Since Wales has been a part of Great Britian since 1707 and was colonised by England in 1536 under Henry VIII (Swenden and McEwen, 2014) it is increasingly concerning that Welsh representation took over two centuries to begin being put into place. This could arguably be a factor into why development in Wales, to this day, is substantially less than its neighbour and main governing body. 
In 1977, just two years before the general election of 1979, the conservative government funded the Stepping Stones report (Davies, 2021). The Stepping Stones report was essentially a plan for the conservative party and ‘Maggie’ AKA Margaret Thatcher who is mentioned throughout the report, to ensure the demise of the trade unions as a scheme to win over the majority (Hoskyns and Strauss, 1977).The report was commissioned with the driving force of winning the upcoming general election as Labour had held the majority for the previous 5 years. With the desperation of the upcoming general election, the report concludes that the biggest issue the conservatives would face was the powerful political force that was the trade union (Hoskyns and Strauss, 1977). The entirety of this report is dedicated to the demise of the trade's union with an almost step by step guide on how Margaret Thatcher and the conservative party would succeed in doing so. It suggests that the only way to win the upcoming general election and shift the majority from labour is to target the trade union movements as ‘violent’ and ‘selfish’ whilst also tying the holding the labour government accountable for these negative impacts on Britain, thus resulting in the marketing of the ‘Sick Society’ (Hoskyns and Strauss, 1977) This report is essential to understanding the origin of Thatcherism and its legacy that has affected Wales and working-class people for 44 years, giving some sort of explanation for the rejoicing that could be felt throughout various old mining communities in South Wales after the death of the former Prime Minister (Davis, 2013). 
Fast forward to 1979, Margaret Thatcher was elected as the first female prime minister for the United Kingdom (Gov.uk, 2019a). Whilst at the time of this election, for many people this was a sign of progression due to the second wave feminism and Thatcher being the first female prime minister for the United Kingdom (historyinpolitics, 2021) but the legacy of Thatcherism is not celebrated as much within much of the working-class people today (Davis, 2013). Prior to Thatcher’s election, as previously mentioned, the economy and development of Wales fluctuated throughout the years but found stability within Attlee’s labour government and the rise in employment due to the Second World War. During the year of 1984 the conservative party and Margaret Thatcher had called for a closure of many pits across the United Kingdom (Finnis, 2021). Prior to this decision many of the collieries had stopped working thus meaning employment rates for many working-class people fell across the United Kingdom (Gosden, 2014) this evidently caused a fall in the economy of the United Kingdom, causing the conservative government and Margaret Thatcher to act upon it. According to data from the gov.uk site, from the years 1973-1992 the employment rates of coal production across the United Kingdom fell from 231,000 to an astonishing 81,000 (gov.uk, 2013).  Whilst employment rates for the years 1973-1992 had fallen a significant amount, the data also showed that importation of coal for those years had grown from 4 million tonnes to 12 million tonnes. This can suggest that the British government found that the cheapness of importation and the strengthening of allies from countries such as the United States of America, Russia and South Africa (Michaels, 2023) to be of more importance than the security and employment of British working-class people. The favouring of the importation of cheaper coal undoubtedly led to a decline in employment rates across the United Kingdom as the data shows. 
In the contemporary world many members of Greenpeace or Extinction Rebellion groups would be appalled at the idea of campaigning against pit closures across the United Kingdom with the current climate emergency (Greenpeace, n.d.), the reality of the strikes was focused on major concerns for the people’s security and safety within employment. It is obvious that for many people in south Wales the life of a miner was all they knew with coal dominating the workplace and for many years guarantying the security of employment, wages and better living conditions (J Graham Jones, 2014). When Margaret Thatcher and the conservative party thought necessary to call for the closures of many pits across the country, for many working-class people this was a direct threat towards their livelihood. It is worth noting that the reason behind Thatcher’s decision to close the pits and oppose the miners’ strikes was due to the need to reduce power that the trade union and the national union of mineworkers held at the time (Wilsher, Macintyre and Jones, 1985).  With the birth of the Modern Environnmental Movement in the United Kingdom during the 50s, 60s and 70s (Jamison and Eyerman 1995), the conservative party could have had very different reasons and possibly more support for the closure of the pits. In more recent years at the COP26 global environmental conference, Former prime minister Boris Johnson faced backlash for his remarks regarding the closure of the mines (Davies, 2021). At the conference Johnson had said 
"Thanks to Margaret Thatcher, who closed so many coal mines across the country, we had a big early start and we're now moving rapidly away from coal altogether." Followed with “I thought that would get you going.” at the reporters (BBC, 2021). 
This caused major upset across the nation for many reasons. One reason Johnsons remarks were so damaging was that there was no truth to his reference. Whilst it is true Thatcher was determined to see the end of the coal industry alongside the unions within, the damage of fossil fuels to the environment was not a factor in this (Davies, 2021). This remark brought a condemnation from the Welsh First Minister, Mark Drakeford in which he had told the BBC the remarks were crass and offensive, saying further that 
“The damage done to Welsh coal mining areas 30 years ago was incalculable and here we are 30 years later the Tories are still celebrating what they did.” (Finnis, 2021).
Johnson refused to apologise for his negatively impacted remarks regardless of the reactions and condemnations from members of the opposition and members of the conservative government (Davies, 2021). The lack of remorse or acknowledgment of the impact of these remarks from the conservative leader, arguably echoes the longstanding hierarchical relationship that the conservatives and successors of Thatcher have with Wales and Welsh government officials (Swenden and McEwen, 2014). This undoubtedly adds to the fury of the Welsh working-class people who still feel the real-life legacy of the closure of the pits in contemporary Britain (Davies, 2021).
On the day of Saint David’s Day in the year 1979, the year that kickstarted Thatcherism, the people of Wales voted a majority ‘no’ in the 1979 Welsh devolution referendum (Dewdney, 1997). Whilst the referendum was brought forward by a Labour government of James Callaghan (BBC, 2019) the ‘no’ majority can imply a certain amount of satisfaction towards the Labour government in Westminster and its control and governance over Wales. On another note, many members both Labour and Conservative, utilised the division between Welsh speakers and non-Welsh speakers to push for a no majority in the devolution referendum (Johnes, 2012). This was a powerful yet unfair tactic as there was a significant difference between the number of people who spoke Welsh according to the 1971 census, with only 17.4 per cent of people aged 16 to 44, 24.8 per cent of people aged 45 to 64 and only 31.6 per cent aged 16- could speak Welsh (gov.wales, 1971) in comparison to non-Welsh speakers in Wales. One labour government member, Neil Kinnock argued that the money used to build an assembly could be put to better use building more schools and hospitals. He also argued that children in Anglesey in north Wales were being refused to go to the toilet as they did not say it in Welsh. (Johnes, 2012) implying that the vote for devolution would demonize and possibly segregate the non-Welsh speakers in Wales. British lawyer and politician Leo Abse argued that the devolution would only bring a 19th century style nationalism representing only xenophobia and a superiority within the Welsh speaking community (Johnes, 2012). This created more of a cultural problem and division within the referendum rather than a political or economic, implying this would only get worse with a more devolved Wales. With the minority of Wales Welsh speaking this was an easy tactic of ensuring the non-Welsh speaking citizens were worried of the outcome of devolved powers due to the remarks of those opposing devolution and the false narrative they led with.
Unemployment rates throughout Wales increased during Thatcher’s years as prime minister, rising from 73,000 in 1979 to an astonishing 166,000 in 1986 (Williamson, 2013). This doubled increase in just 7 years of Margaret Thatcher’s leadership is an indication to the lack of an alternative to the skilled and fairly paid jobs that the collieries were offered for over a century (Jones, 2020). Seven years After Margaret Thatcher’s eleven-year leadership came to an end, the people of Wales voted in the second Welsh devolution referendum of 1997 (Dewdney, 1997). The referendum was presented under the beginning of Tony Blair’s Labour leadership following almost two decades of conservative governance, brought under the New Labour manifesto (Labour Party, 1997). The referendum passed with only a slight majority with only 50.3 per cent voting yes and 49.7 per cent voting no (Dewdney, 1997). It would be difficult to deny the significance of Thatcher’s legacy and role regarding the difference between the 1979 devolution referendum result and the 1997 result. Although it was not a major change regarding the result, it does indicate a shift in the relationship between the people of Wales and Westminster regarding the capability of Welsh Governance. With the rise of unemployment, lack of sufficient and secure replacement jobs and a fall in Welsh economy, it is not surprising for the people of Wales to want a new system that would allow them to have more control over their country. 
The question now simply is just how much of an effect has the closure of the pits under Thatcher’s government had on the growth, development and poverty on contemporary Wales. In the book ‘Chavs’ Owen Jones throughout the entirety of it briefly mentions the social inequalities that South Wales is problemed with (Jones, 2020). Whilst Jones focuses on the demonisation of the working-class, such as culture wars created by the government and exacerbated by the media, he also failed to discuss the deep-rooted social issues within the history with Wales and England. While what Jones discussed regarding Wales was accurate, it was only what seemed like a quick glance over the socio-economic state of Wales without regarding the hierarchical relationship that predates Thatcherism. It is unfair to categorise Welsh working-class people in the same group as English working-class people without recognising this key attribute, quite plainly Welsh working-class people are a minority within the British working-class. This was clearly highlighted through the tactics used during the 1979 devolution referendum previously mentioned that were made to demonise the Welsh speaking working-class. Jones highlights the unemployment rates and poverty in places in South Wales and links the issue directly to the aftermath of Thatcherism, but the mention was only a quick glance at what is a problem across the entire country (Jones, 2020). 
With the Senedd (formerly the National Assembly for Wales) having more devolved powers since the Wales Act 2017 (legislation.gov, 2017) came into place, and it being 44 years since Britain felt the iron fist of Margaret Thatcher, is it possible to blame Thatcherism for Welsh problems today. Across Wales currently in 2023, economic active unemployment estimates at 50,500 from ages 16 to 64 with an estimate of 32,100 of these people living in the West Wales and the Valleys (Stats Wales, 2023). The measurement of economic inactivity in Wales is over 7 times the amount of unemployment. 362,500 persons across Wales (excluding students) aged 16 to 64 are currently in a state of economic inactivity, which can mean a variety of things such as being too sick to work, and again the highest region with 238,300 was West Wales and the Valleys (Stats Wales, 2023). An analysis by BBC’s Felicity Evans indicates that economic inactivity remains high in Wales due to a high per cent of the working age population neither in work nor seeking employment (Evans, 2023). This was then responded to by Paul Davies MS who then criticised the Welsh government implying that it is possible for the Welsh Labour party to decrease these figures by not being ‘distracted’ by ‘vanity projects’ such as expanding the Senedd. He also added that the government should focus on the deliverance of high paying jobs for the people of Wales not the politicians (Evans, 2023). According to a report, regarding the benefit system in Wales between 2020 and 2021, the number of young people aged 16 to 24 claiming universal credit increased to 50,964 (Welsh Affairs Committee, 2022). Whilst it is important to note the global Covid-19 pandemic and lockdown played a significant role in the increase, the increase from March 2021 from February 2020, was at 87.7 per cent of universal credit claimants (Welsh Affairs Committee, 2022). In 2022, StatsWales and the Welsh government released data showing that the percentage of persons aged 25 and over claiming Jobseeker’s allowance with a duration of 24 months and over, was 52.6 per cent (Llywodraeth Cymru, 2023). So, what challenges face Wales that causes such high rates of unemployment and economic inactivity and jobseeker’s claimants. 
Circling back to the book ‘Chavs...’ by Owen Jones, Jones discovers that one main factor in the increase in Jobseeker’s allowance is the aftermath of closing collieries across the United Kingdom (Jones, 2020). With collieries providing a secure income alongside strong communities, developing surrounding areas for example railways and housing estates, the closure would leave a gap in the market for new industry to flourish. Ynys Owen or Merthyr Vale in English, a village in the province of Merthyr Tydfil, was home to the Merthyr Vale colliery that flourished throughout the industrial revolution and following years (Welsh Coal Mines, n.d.). this specific colliery was famous for the devastating of Aberfan on the 21st of October 1966, which the spoil of the colliery slipped into the village and killed 144 people with 116 being school children (Welsh Coal Mines, n.d.). this was an incredibly sad day that was felt across the nation and continues to be remembered as a fault of the national coal board (Johnes, 2012). With the closure of the Merthyr Vale Colliery on the 25th of August 1989 (Welsh Coal Mines, n.d.) began a rise in unemployment rates in Merthyr Tydfil, when Thatcher was questioned by journalists regarding the poverty in Merthyr her short response of “cheer up” (Osmond, 2013). This is a direct inclination towards Thatcher’s and the conservative government’s relationship with Wales and strongly suggests that there was never a plan within Thatcher’s government to tackle the growing rates of poverty caused by the pit closures. 
Penydarren in Merthyr Tydfil in the 2019 Welsh index of multiple deprivation report scored extremely high and was within the 10 most deprived areas for the income and education domains and within 10 per cent of the most deprived regarding employment, health and housing (Jones and StatisticsforWales, 2019). The report regards the area as deep-rooted deprivation meaning it has consistently been in the top 50 deprived areas since 2005. Merthyr Vale, home to the Merthyr Vale colliery mentioned above was also characterised as a deep-rooted deprivation area according to the report. The report also measures the proportion of people with a low-level income, for example people who are benefit claimants. According to the report, again Merthyr Tydfil and the Valleys scored high on the income deprivation score and also the employment domain which recorded the lack of employment (Jones and Statistics for Wales, 2019). Mental health is also recorded as an indicator of deprivation and yet again Merthyr Tydfil and the Valleys were places recorded as the highest concentraton of the most deprived. The mortality age average in Merthyr Tydfil was much younger in comparison to Cardiff (Jones and Statistics for Wales, 2019). Merthyr Tydfil and the Valleys high deprivation status because of the closure and collapse of the coal industry, combined with the lasted anger towards Thatcher’s government and legacy naturally creates room for the independence movement. September 2019 saw an impressive 5,200 march for independence at the Penderyn square in Merthyr Tydfil (NationCymru, 2019). Arguably Thatcher’s legacy has given the people of Wales an alternative ideology regarding how Wales should be governed, with former miner villages left to decay it is only natural that a growth in independence would seem an ideal alternative to focus on Wales and only Wales. 
The anger towards Thatcher from Wales and its people, especially people born into the aftermath of the closures of the pits, is not forgotten even after her two elected terms lasted. On hearing of the former prime minister's death many old mining villages across the United Kingdom were divided between paying respect for and honouring the dead and cheering her passing, which was directed towards her lack of regard for the communities left to fend for themselves (Davis, 2013). Again, another very strong indicator of the lasting and detrimental effects that the people of the United Kingdom and Wales feel towards her legacy. It is clear that Thatcherism had a major impact in the relationship between Wales and England which continues to deteriorate whilst the rise for an independent Wales is increasing. It is easy to see how the closure of the pits could have been the jumpstart to the rise in independence starting from the devolved powers of 1997 and further devolved powers in 2017. Whilst independence is yet to reach a majority, it is quickly catching up with its Scottish neighbour with a growing number of interests. In a recent poll conducted by R&S Research Team shows that the current prime minister, Rishi Sunak, holds a net approval rating of negative 15 per cent, with 48 per cent of Welsh voters disapprove of his job performance in comparison to just 28 per cent of people who approve (Strategies, 2023). A whopping 61 per cent of Welsh voters are of the opinion that the current United Kingdom government is incompetent which results in an overall net competency rating of negative 44 per cent, with policy performance included in the negative net approval. On the other hand, First Minister Mark Drakeford receives a net approval rating of a positive 2 per cent with 37 per cent of voters approve of his overall job performance. They had also held a poll regarding a hypothetical referendum on Welsh independence with 29 per cent saying they would vote ‘yes’ and 33 per cent would support a referendum being held (Strategies, 2023). Although the vote for yes is in the minority, it is obvious that Welsh people are dissatisfied with the current state of politics and there is a calling for a new form of government whether that is a general election or an independence referendum. 
[bookmark: _Int_X7QookQr]To conclude, this research project confirms the issues of former prime minister Margaret Thatcher’s determination and success with taking down the powerful trades unions within the coal industry. This had detrimental effects on Welsh economic growth and poverty rates especially within The Valleys with Merthyr Tydfil, once home to many collieries and mining families now regarded as one of the most deprived places in Wales (Jones and Statistics for Wales, 2019). It would be hard to deny that the disregard that the Thatcher policies had for the many Welsh mining families inevitably led to the call for devolved powers in 1997. Prior to Thatcher’s leadership, the relationship between Wales and its neighbour would not be deemed as an equal partnership from the beginning. Throughout the industrial revolution Wales relied heavily on coal production whilst many parts of England saw light trade booming with support from its government (Daunton, 2008). Although Wales and its relationship with the main governing body in London saw more of a change in the relationship prior to Thatcher’s Government, there has not been a time when Wales had a satisfactory relationship with Westminster. There is enough evidence throughout this report to regard the relationship that Wales has with England is hierarchical. 
The report finds that Thatcher’s legacy has indeed had a long-lasting impact on Welsh development and economic growth even 44 years after her time in office. Quite simply looking at the level of deprivation in areas such as Merthyr Tydfil and the Valleys where there has been no or very little supplementary employment after the pit closures. Again, Owen Jones puts it quite simply in his book ‘Chavs...’ that the issue of Thatcher’s government having no plan to fund new industry in these areas that once had higher employment rates, would inevitably lead to areas of higher unemployment rates, benefit claimant and long-term health issues (Jones, 2020). With the anger still felt in today’s Wales, it is to no surprise that throughout the years devolution has become more and more popular with even the Welsh nationalists getting stronger and stronger through polls (Strategies, 2023). It is impossible to know what the outcome ad reality of what would be a more devolved or even an independent Wales, but it is a certainty that the long and lasting effects of Thatcherism has slowly but surely assisted Wales towards freedom from the reigns of Westminster. 
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