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The appointment of Ieuan Wyn Jones, the leader of Plaid Cymru on 11 July as Deputy First Minister of the Welsh Senydd (Assembly) sealed a new era in Welsh politics.  Here was the Labour Party forming a ‘Red-Green’ coalition government with its old adversary Plaid Cymru. This historic compromise came after eight weeks of machinations, uncertainties and incriminations. Electoral arithmetic dictated that the minority labour government led by Rhodri Morgan would not have continued for long.  After the May 3rd elections Labour emerged as the single largest party with 26 seats out of the 60 seat Assembly.  Plaid had 15, the Tories 12, the Lib. Dems 6 and Independent 1.  With 31% of the total vote this was Labour’s worst election result in the principality for almost 80 years, its worst since it ended Liberal domination of Welsh politics; incidentally about the same time Plaid was founded.

By a margin of almost 4 to 1 Labour voted at a special party conference in Cardiff on 11 July to back the deal with Plaid to create the coalition government.  The unions and affiliates voted 19 to 1 in favour; the constituencies, county parties and other groups, where the greatest threat to the deal was anticipated, supported it by a 2 to I margin.  Welsh parliamentarians, led by Lord (sic) Kinnock were especially hostile to the deal.  Peter Hain has stated recently that Gordon Brown, the new PM, was opposed to a deal.  The following day Plaid voted by an even bigger majority (92%) in favour. Three Plaid Assembly Members join the Coalition Cabinet holding the education and transport, rural affairs, and heritage, which includes the Welsh Language, portfolios.

In May it seemed probable that a three party ‘rainbow coalition’ of Plaid Cymru, Liberal Democrats and the Tories was poised to take power with Plaid’s leader Ieuan Wyn Jones as First Minister. In the context of Welsh politics this would have been cataclysmic. The Tories, who have never in living memory won a majority of the popular vote in Wales and after being wiped off the map in 1997, would be in government with their hands on our public services. This proved too much for some in Plaid, four assembly members plainly stated their opposition to a deal with the Tories.  Voices on the left of Plaid began to talk of a deal with Labour. The penny dropped that realistically only the combined votes of Labour and Plaid could muster the two-thirds majority needed in the Assembly to secure Plaid’s number one objective: a referendum on securing primary powers for the Assembly, possibly creating a Scottish-style Parliament in Wales. The hapless Lib Dems, effectively sidelined, proved their impotence, veering position from one day to the next. 

Senior Labour figures responded positively to Plaid overtures in favour of a ‘red-green’ alliance and talks were held between the two leaders culminating in the publication of the ‘One Wales’ coalition document which contained many progressive things that socialists must applaud, notably ending both the NHS internal market and the use of private hospitals by the NHS; no PFI schemes in the NHS; a more open approach to NHS reconfiguration with more public consultation; the power to scrap the right to buy council houses in areas of social housing shortage; giving councils the right to insist on 100% affordable housing units in development schemes; grants for first time buyers; radical class-size reductions for three to seven year olds.  

Here is some ‘clear red water’ between the government in Wales and Westminster.

Other elements of the coalition deal include: a referendum within four years on a Scottish-style parliament with Labour campaigning for a Yes vote; seats in the cabinet for Plaid; a Commission to look at Assembly funding; a Climate Change Commission for Wales and extension of Welsh language rights and granting equal official language status for both English and Welsh.  

Coming to terms with the reality of the Welsh voting system is painful.  Proportional representation is unlikely to produce regular overall majorities, maybe only one in five elections, so we must get used to coalition politics and all it means.  Labour has 43% of the seats in the Assembly with only 31% of the votes.  Could we have struck such a progressive deal with the Liberal Democrats?  I think not.  My CLP, Swansea West, voted unanimously to support the deal. 
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