As the election looms in Wales, its time for young people to have their say!
Not just another mundane quarterly Pembrokeshire County council youth club team leaders meeting online, in which I often find myself drifting off into another universe of escapism as we discuss our youth clubs, team updates and moan about the same old topics (often lack of funding). We were introduced to Bethan who had come to today’s meeting to talk about votes for 16 in Wales policy. She went on to explain about her role within Welsh Government about working with stakeholders to ensure that young people for the age of 16+ are aware of their right to vote.
My ears pricked up at this point and my mind went straight to what I was thinking about when I was 16 - getting through the college day, looking sharp, chatting with mates and making weekend plans to go out on a session after playing sport. I came back to the present moment, and it hit me hard that I have very little knowledge or interest when it comes to politics let alone when I was 16, however it shapes so much of our society, and particularly my line of work.
[image: given vote in next UK general election]I thought to myself, if I would have had the right to vote at 16, learnt more about politics and democracy in school, I think I would have felt empowered. Like my opinion counted and this could have resulted in me going on to become a regular voter on election days. So, bang! I am locked into this meeting, focused and ready to see how we can ensure that today’s young people are informed of this opportunity that most of us never had.
The idea behind votes at 16 is straight forward; if your old enough to work, get married, start a family, pay tax and make decisions about your education or training, then your old enough to have a say in how your country is run. But are young people taking up this opportunity and are they informed of this policy? Griffith et al. (2025) describes how the 2021 Senedd election turned out to be somewhat of a false start with uptake of voting for 16–17-year-olds being lower than those who are under 55 and vote of which already have a low percentage of voters. 
Thus, providing perfect ammunition for those who opposed the legislation in the first place. In a recent Welsh Conservative Party news post, young people were described as “disengaged, misinformed and unprepared to vote” (Welsh Conservative Party, 2025) and there is evidence to suggest that this could be the case when a recent Children’s Commissioner survey showed that fewer than half of eligible 16–17-year-olds in Wales are registered to vote.
However, the question is whether young people are informed and educated about their right to vote. Are they exposed to political conversations, debates, party manifestos and do they understand the meaning of democracy? Supporters of the policy suggest that earlier participation in voting and becoming politically informed can create durable habits and form part of a routine as young people age, making them more likely to continuously vote. Education settings provide spaces where discussions and learning opportunities could take place. But from what I am hearing from Bethan still to this day is that the amount of young people registering to vote remains low. Posing the question, is enough work being done to promote this policy and to ensure that young people are informed and feel able to participate?
[image: CYP Now - The decline of open-access youth work and how to turn it around]I thought to myself, how can I play my part as a community youth worker managing a busy youth centre in Pembrokeshire? It’s vitally important for us all to understand that the United Nations (1989, Article 17) states that children have the right to access information that’s helps them learn, stay safe and understand the world. So, whilst learning that democracy and politics might not be a traditional youth club activity, can I co-develop an activity with young people that is both fun and informative for a youth club session which also allows young people to informally learn more about the topic. 
Yet whilst I am motivated to do this, it’s important for policy makers to recognise that just enabling young people to vote is not enough. If we are to promote genuine participation, investment in making voter registration simple, providing information about democracy that is accessible to young people, and creating opportunities to learn about politics in a safe, politically neutral environment are all essential. Lowering the voting age has opened the door for young people to have their say. Whether young people feel motivated or able to walk through, it depends on how we build that doorway around them, ensuring that its transparent and accessible for all young voters is key. 
Votes for 16 has enabled us to recognise that young people are not just bystanders preparing for citizenship. They are already living its consequences; however the task now is to ensure that their inclusion carries real weight, is sustainable and is taken seriously within society.
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At long last! Legislation introduced to remove private profit from children’s care services in Wales.

Having spent the last thirteen years working with children and young people in various roles in Wales. I began my journey, aged 21 and working in private children’s residential homes. Bright eyed and bushy tailed, I was sure that I could make a real impact on those I would be supporting and I was fully motivated to make the lives of those young people who could not stay with their families a little a better in any way that I could. I gave it everything and learned a lot, there were huge highs and incredible lows. But ultimately, I left the private sector to join local government after witnessing the profiteering unfolding before my eyes.
With the introduction of the new Health and Social Care Wales Act (2025), Wales will become the first devolved nation to remove profit‑making from children’s social care services. Meaning that residential homes, fostering services and secure accommodation must be run by local authorities, charities or other not-for-profit organisations. The aim is clear: it should ensure that money spent on children in care is reinvested directly into improving their wellbeing and life chances. The policy is about redirecting money into staffing, training, facilities and support services for children and young people rather than lining the pockets of shareholders or investors.
[image: Foster Care Values | Towyn]In recent years concerns have grown about the increasing role in private companies in children’s social care across the UK. Reports have drawn attention to rising placement costs, unregistered placements and substantial profits made by providers. My experiences, both then and now within the local authority, have strongly reinforced my choice to leave the private care sector. The question I always asked myself is, does financial motive align with the best interests of vulnerable children? The answer I always come back with is, I never entered the workforce within the helping professions to make substantial amounts of money. I did it because I find helping those less fortunate than myself, rewarding and something worthwhile. 
The Wales Centre for Public Policy (2024) describes how the current market allows for profit providers to dictate placement prices to local authorities who became responsible for a young person when they become a young person looked after. The number of children coming into care is increasing, and placement demands are unable to keep up with this.
Care experienced young people also played an important role in shaping this debate. Utilizing Wales’s broader rights-based approach to children’s policy (Welsh Government, 2026). Young people expressed discomfort with the idea that their care placements could generate profit, arguing that they should be viewed as young people with rights rather than financial assets. Article 12 of the (United Nations, 1989) states how children have the right to express their views in matters affecting them and to have those views taken seriously is clearly demonstrated here by the children’s commissioner for Wales report presented to government officials.
Whilst the move in this direction has plenty of positives and in theory should move towards better outcomes for young people, it’s essential to recognise that this is a significantly complex and fragile sector. I have witnessed how some private residential providers do go above and beyond to ensure their children in their care are well supported and have every chance at achieving a positive outcome. In Wales we already have a shortage of providers available to meet the increasing numbers of children coming into care. This policy could encourage private companies to leave Wales and move their provisions across the border placing further pressure on placement availability for young people and further increases the risk of children being placed further away from their local communities and family connections. 
My honest opinion is, this act reflects a powerful principle - that vulnerable children should never be seen as a business opportunity. If delivered correctly and all partner agencies work collaboratively it has the potential to see money reinvested into resources that will improve stability, relationships and long-term support for children in care within Wales, whilst resulting in a great turning point with the overall aim of achieving better outcomes for these young people. However, the success of this reform will depend heavily on the implementation phase, workforce stability and sustained investment all of which are key areas that the public sector tends to have difficulty implementing and delivering on. Careful planning and collaboration with the private sector are going to be critical to ensure that young people remain at the centre of decision making throughout the transition.
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With ever evolving technology, do children and young people have less opportunities to learn through play.

[image: screen smart – NHS Ayrshire & Arran]Too often I find my myself observing children and young people continually in front of screens, whether it be smart phones, tablets, TVs or games consoles. I tend to ask myself is this impacting on young people’s ability to concentrate for long periods and problem solve independently without relying on technology. I then find myself concluding that I often have difficulty concentrating for long periods and rely too heavily on technology to problem solve these days. I think back to when I was a child, when there were far less devices and the amount of time I spent playing, how this helped me learn and shaped who I am today. 

Play is a fundamental part of childhood and is essential for us to develop physically, emotionally and socially (Ginsburg, 2007). Luckily this is recognised in Wales and has been developed into a policy framework and statutory guidance that supports and holds local authorities accountable for ensuring that children and young people have enough opportunities to play in their communities. This was initially introduced through the Children and Families (Wales) measure (2010) and has since been built up further by the development of the Wales – A Play Friendly Country Statutory Guidance (2025) now being implemented. The guidance outlines that local authorities should work with communities, schools and organisations to create play friendly environments recognising that play is not only limited to school or community playgrounds. It can include a wide range of activities such as outdoor play, sports, imaginative play, social play and physical activities that can take place in schools, leisure centres, parks, streets and youth facilities.
The policy states that there is a requirement for local authorities to complete Play Sufficiency Assessments every three years to evaluate the availability and quality of play opportunities for children in their area (Welsh Government, 2025). These should focus on the availability of play opportunities in local communities. The assessment must consider factors such as access to outdoor play spaces, green spaces, safety of neighbourhoods and opportunities for inclusive play for children with disabilities. 
Off the back of these assessments, clear actions plans should be developed that will show a pathway of steps that will be taken to ensure opportunities for play, will be improved and made available for children and young people. An example could be collaborating with a local leisure centre to open up its outdoor tennis court for open access free play rather than a charged booking system that some young people could not afford to access. The importance of play is recognised internationally through Article 31 of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, which states that every child has the right to rest, leisure and to engage in play and recreational activities appropriate to their age (United Nations, 1989).
However, although the guidance provides a strong framework, there are always challenges in implementing play friendly policies. One of the main challenges being funding. As mentioned above, would the leisure centre be able to afford to allow their tennis court to be used free of charge with ever increasing budget pressures and lack of funding being available currently? Another significant challenge is raising the awareness about the value of play. Some adults might view play as less important compared with structured activities, even despite there being clear research that free play is essential for children’s development.
The number of children I am now seeing in youth club sessions who don’t seem to know how to engage in basic play is a worry. Playing basic games with them such as hide and seek and stuck in the mud seems alien to them. But when we do engage them in play, you can see how much they do enjoy playing these games even into their adolescence years.  You can really see how they learn how to communicate, cooperate and resolve conflicts. All of which are essential skills which will enable them to build positive relationships with their peers around them.
The Wales – A Play Friendly Country Statutory guidance (2025) plays a key role in promoting children’s right to play across Wales. They play sufficiency assessments, action plans and collaboration between organisation will be essential in ensuring that children have access to safe and meaningful play opportunities in their communities. Whilst challenges such as technological advancement, funding and urban development [image: The UK's leading Sports Psychology Website]remain and always will. I have seen firsthand in the youth club I run, that continued commitment to play friendly policy can help create healthier and happier communities. It enables us to ensure that the wellbeing and development of children is promoted and held in high importance within society.      
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A good clip around the ear will sort them out! Physical punishment in Wales is now illegal.
[image: Happy & Sad Spoons – DOWSE]
Some of my best childhood memories often resulted in getting into a bit of trouble alongside my siblings or friends. Which involved a clip around the ear or a wooden spoon across my arse. Did I see this as physical abuse? Most of the time no, but on a few occasions my father did go too far in anger and I can remember it hurting. Luckily now in Wales, children are protected from such behaviour management techniques. The Children Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment (Wales) Act (2020) is a law introduced by the Welsh Government in March 2022 that has made it illegal for parents or carers to physically punish children in Wales. The main aim of the act is to ensure that children have the same protection from assault as adults. I shall explore how this legislation has impacted children in Wales since its implementation. 
Prior to this act, parents in Wales could rely on the legal defence of what was called ‘reasonable punishment’ when disciplining their children. The defence meant that physical punishment could sometimes be considered lawful if it was deemed reasonable in the circumstances. I am not sure this would have held up in court in my case when my bare arse met the wooden spoon. But what the existence of this defence demonstrated was a clear distinction between the protection offered to adults compared to children. It also contradicted one of the key articles of the United Nations Convention on the Right of the child, Article 19 which protects children from all forms harm (United Nations, 1989). The new act demonstrates Wales’s commitment to ensuring that the UNCRC is factored into all new polices relating to children and young people, demonstrating commitment to strengthen safeguarding and prioritise children’s wellbeing.
[image: Reasonable Punishment) (Wales ...]The spoon is now out of the equation as we aim to shift towards more positive parenting practices. This was also implemented alongside the introduction of the new act, as the Welsh Government promoted public awareness campaigns aimed at parents and carers focussing on alternative methods of discipline such as communication, setting clear boundaries and positive reinforcement. All of which have better research results for increasing desirable behaviour in children (Rasmussen, 2024). Research has also consistently shown that the consequences of physical punishments in children result in negative outcomes such as increased aggression and poorer mental health (World Health Organization, 2021). By removing physical punishment and promoting positive parenting approaches, we will move towards improved children’s emotional wellbeing and healthier family relationships. I can fully support this, having struggled with my mental health and family relationships into adulthood after experiencing physical punishment as a child. 
Now being a parent myself I have never had to resort to physical punishment as a behaviour management strategy and most of the time, my children behave appropriately. But despite these positive developments the act does have its critics and has caused a lot of debate. Some feel that the introduction of this law will put additional pressure on social services and the police, if reports of physical punishment disclosures from children increase. Critics have also argued that this legislation will lead to parents being criminalised for using physical punishment as part of their parenting approach. It’s important to consider that this might be the only type of approach they know having been subjected to this when they were children. But in the guidance the Welsh Government has emphasised that the primary purpose of the law is educational. In practice, professionals responding to these incidents are encouraged to prioritise support, guidance and early intervention rather than prosecution where possible (Welsh Government 2022, P. 29). This ties in well and reflects the wider safeguarding framework in Wales, which places greater emphasis on supporting families and promoting children’s wellbeing. There is strong evidence suggesting that the public in Wales understands and is supportive of this law change, although ongoing approaches to re-enforce public awareness would be beneficial.
It is fair to say that the Children Abolition of Defence or Reasonable Punishment (Wales) Act 2020 demonstrates a significant step towards protecting children’s rights in Wales. The legislation since its implementation in 2022 has strengthened legal protections for children and placed greater emphasis on positive parenting approaches towards behaviour management. With evidence starting to build showing that public attitude towards physical punishment is moving in the right direction. However, challenges still remain with ensuring the law is being implemented effectively and it’s important that we continue to evaluate the long-term impact of the legislation ensuring that the outcomes are well published both locally and nationally. As the results could provide a vital example to other countries who are looking to strengthen the protection, safety and rights for children within their societies.  

References:

United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 19). Available at: https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-child
 (Accessed: 10 March 2026).
Rasmussen, B. (2024). Parental Strategies for Modifying Behaviour: The Positives of Parental Strategies for Modifying Behaviour: The Positives of Positive Reinforcement Positive Reinforcement. The BYU Undergraduate Journal of Psychology Intuition: The BYU Undergraduate Journal of Psychology .16. Available at: https://scholarsarchive.byu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1631&context=intuition.
(Accessed: 10 March 2026).

World Health Organization (2025) Corporal punishment and health. Available at: https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/corporal-punishment-and-health
 (Accessed: 10 March 2026).
Welsh Government (2022) Children (Abolition of Defence of Reasonable Punishment) (Wales) Act 2020: Guidance. Cardiff: Welsh Government.
The rich get richer, the poor get poorer, where does this leave the young people of Wales.

[image: Money Symbols and Their Countries ...]Growing up in a working-class family, in a small Welsh village famed for its castle and links to famous Welsh poets has been both a privilege and incredibly difficult at times over the years. Often resulting in me thinking about what life might have been like for me if this village was across the border in, say, the south of England.  Most of the young people including myself have moved away from the village in search of employment that will enable us to hopefully obtain our own homes and build lives that can support the next generation. Have any of us been able to afford a property and continue residing in our ancestral village, for most the answer is sadly no. Many homes in the village are second homes bought by the wealthy and let out as rented properties or air b and b’s. 
Child poverty remains one of the most pressing social challenges facing young people in Wales today.  The Child Poverty Strategy for Wales (2025) sets out the Welsh Government long-term commitment to reducing this and ensuring that the children and young people of Wales have to the opportunity to thrive regardless of their socio-economic background. It aims to improve family incomes, lower living costs and ensure that children and young people have access to better opportunities.
Some of the most significant barriers facing young people in Wales are affordability of housing, the lack of social housing, low paid jobs as well as a highly stretched education and health care system. Recent data suggests that around 31% of children in Wales live in poverty, with their household income being below 60% of the UK median after housing costs (Welsh Government, 2024). This equates to one in three children growing up in poverty demonstrating the reality of the situation. There is mounting evidence to show that children growing up in poverty may experience poorer outcomes in areas such as health, education and wellbeing. 
In Wales, patterns of inequality are highlighted by the Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD), the Welsh Government’s official measure of deprivation, which identifies areas of disadvantage across the country including income, health and education (Welsh Government, 2025). With an ever-increasing population, resources decreasing and the continual rise in the cost of living, it appears that this area is going to be a profound topic that the future generations will continue to experience despite governments doing all they can to develop poly frameworks to combat it. It is essential when it comes to developing these polices further that they consider the lived experiences of children and families within these communities.
[image: Wales: '1930s Style Rebellion Needed ...]Ultimately, tackling child poverty in Wales requires long term commitment, sustained investment and collaboration alongside communities. Improved access to affordable housing, education, fairly paid employment opportunities and balanced social support systems will all be vital for Wales to be able to reduce poverty and create a fairer society for children and young people to thrive in. It is essential in my privileged role as a Youth Worker that I educate and advocate for young people that I support in my community around this topic and encourage them to strive for a better future for themselves. This approach will reflect key areas of the five pillars of Youth Work in Wales (Youth Work in Wales: Principles and Purposes, 2018) and will ensure that I am also working in line with the National occupational standards for youth work practice on its key area which looks at encouraging young people to identify, reflect and use their learning to enhance their development (CLD Standards Council, 2019). 
Based on what I've been through, child poverty is more than simply one policy issue. It is something that many families in Wales deal with every day. People who grew up in small rural towns like you did have to deal with more than just money problems. They also must make the hard choice between staying in the area they call home and leaving to look for work. I left in search of opportunity and have achieved stability for my young family in another county. After countless hours of hard work and saving, we have managed to buy a property in an area of high deprivation as it was just about affordable. I am grateful and aware that my position is far better than most. However the dream of returning to my ancestral home remains, but the stark reality is that I will likely never be able to afford to.  
My hope remains that future generations will not have to make the same difficult choices between belonging and opportunity as I did. It is so important that we recognise that addressing child poverty is not only about improving economic outcomes, but there is also an increasing need to ensure that communities across Wales can begin to thrive again and support the generations that follow.
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