
Local Government Secretary announces
major shake up of council elections
and details of new Local Government
Bill

The proposals, which form part of a 12 week consultation on electoral reform,
are designed to make it easier to vote and easier to be entitled to vote. If
enacted, they would amount to the biggest change to the Welsh electoral
system since 1970 – when the voting age was lowered to 18.

Under proposals set out in the consultation, 16 and 17 year olds in Wales
would be given the right to vote in council elections – under powers
transferred to the National Assembly for Wales under the Wales Act. 

The consultation also looks ahead to when the UK is due to leave the EU in
2019 and asks whether all foreign citizens normally resident in Wales should
have the right to vote in local elections.

Different options to make it easier for people to vote and modernising the
voting system are also laid out in the consultation. These include electronic
voting at polling stations and remotely, mobile polling stations and voting
at places other than polling stations such as supermarkets, local libraries,
leisure centres and railway stations.

The consultation also asks whether voting could take place on other days of
the week rather than just Thursdays.

Changes would also be made to the voting system itself, with each council
being given the option of using a First-Past-the-Post or Single Transferable
Vote system. Councils would have to consult with local residents before
deciding which system to use.

Following on from a White Paper earlier this year, the Cabinet Secretary has
also announced details of a Local Government Bill that would see mandatory
regional working between Wales’ 22 councils on areas such as economic
development, strategic land use planning and strategic transport.

These services will all be undertaken in three large regions: North Wales,
Central and South West Wales and South East Wales.  There will be scope for
sub-regional working as part of these larger groupings.

Councils would also be required to work regionally on other services like
education improvement, social services, additional learning needs and other
aspects of land-use planning but have more flexibility on the footprint in
which they work together.

Certain specific functions would have to be undertaken regionally, for
example, social services being aligned with the local health board
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boundaries.

Joint Governance Committees, comprising elected members of each constituent
local authority, would be set up for each of the 3 regional areas and would
oversee the services.

As part of a new, more transparent relationship between people and their
councils, it will also become mandatory for local authorities to broadcast
their meetings. 

In addition to the above there will also be a root and branch review of town
and community councils. The evidence-based review will be conducted by a
panel chaired by former Assembly Members, Gwenda Thomas and Rhodri Glyn-
Thomas. The review will consider what needs to change so that the most local
level of government works well and delivers results. The review is expected
to start this summer and will take a year.

Cabinet Secretary for Local Government, Mark Drakeford, today joined a
workshop to encourage young people to vote held at Llamau’s Learning 4 Life
in Bridgend. Llamau is the homelessness charity for the most vulnerable Young
People and Women in Wales. 

Mark Drakeford said: 

“Today I’m announcing a Bill and a wholesale package of reforms
that will change the way councils work and the way they are
elected. We want to make it easier to vote and easier to be
entitled to vote.

“There’s no reason why 16 and 17 year olds can marry, pay taxes and
join the army but can’t vote in our elections. There’s no reason
why, in the twenty-first century, we can carry out all sorts of
daily transactions online but can’t, as of yet, vote online. That’s
why we’re setting out a number of different ideas to modernise the
electoral system and putting out a call for the public to share
their ideas with us too. 

“More broadly, if we’re to achieve real and lasting change in our
councils then we have to change the way they work. I have spoken to
and consulted widely with councils on how best to do this and we
now have a Local Government Bill that will strengthen services
through systematic and mandatory regional working and build a new
relationship between citizens and their councils.

“I look forward to working with local government on the Bill and I
urge everyone to have their say on this bold and pioneering package
of electoral reforms we’re setting out today.” 

Director of the Electoral Reform Society Cymru, Jess Blair said:



“The time is right to have this conversation on how we do things
differently when it comes to voting and engaging people around
politics. This consultation on electoral reform is a welcome step
forward and covers a huge amount of things that we believe could
genuinely improve the way politics works in Wales.

“The inclusion of votes at 16 in this debate is about what kind of
democracy we want to be – one which engages our young people in
their futures, and secures a fair franchise. 

“And we know it works. Sixteen and 17 year olds threw themselves
wholeheartedly into the Scottish referendum, with 75% voting and
97% saying they would vote in future elections. 

“Last week we launched our project, Missing Voices, which is
looking at the barriers to voting in Wales. Therefore, we are
delighted this is happening and believe this is a significant
opportunity to have a debate about how we create a healthier
democracy.”

Chief Executive of Llamau, Frances Beecher said: 

“We’re excited about the proposals from Welsh Government about
revitalising the democratic process in Wales and extending the vote
to 16 and 17 year olds.

“We work with homeless young people and vulnerable women across
Wales. Homeless young people are among the people who are most
affected by government policy, but often the most forgotten about.
It’s vitally important to us that we make sure that they are able
to express their opinion to change the things that are important to
them.  

“It is only through listening to and counting the views and the
opinions of the most vulnerable people in Wales that we can make
significant and real change for them. The turnout of 18-25 year
olds at the recent general election shows us that young people
really are interested in shaping the policies of their country and
we need to pay attention to that.”

Investment boost for green clean tech
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firm will create jobs and boost global
exports

Econotherm UK Ltd design and manufacture heat pipes and heat pipe exchangers
for use in diverse industrial sectors to recover waste heat from furnaces,
boilers, ovens, thermal oxidisers, engines and incinerator exhausts.

The recovered heat is converted to usable hot water, air or thermal oil for
use in process, space heating and electrical generation to significantly
reduce clients’ fuel costs and CO2 emissions.

It supplies blue chip clients worldwide and the investment in two 25 ton
gantry cranes will help speed up production, increase competitiveness and
enable them to handle these large orders more effectively. 

Backed by £50,000 from the Welsh Government’s Business Finance Scheme it will
create 10 new jobs and safeguard a further 12 jobs.

Economy Secretary Ken Skates said: 

“Econotherm operates in the growing green clean tech sector and its
technically advanced products are exported around the world –
boosting Welsh exports while helping to reduce CO2 emissions and
cut fuel costs. 

“The technology it has developed in Wales was recognised early on
with Green technology awards from both Shell Oil and UK Carbon
Trust and I am pleased the Welsh Government is supporting this
expansion project that will deliver business benefits and create
new jobs.”

Econotherm’s patent protected technology means it can recover waste heat from
aggressive environments such as highly acidic or very dirty particulate
matter exhausts. Its products can deal with a wide temperature range, from
-50 to 1000C; with the ability to extract up to 25% more waste heat energy
than conventional heat exchangers and in aggressive environments where
conventional equipment is considered unsuitable.

MD Mark Boocok said: 

“After 10 years of hard work, mostly during abnormal global
economic conditions, the company is now recognised globally for its
technology and can list some of the largest companies on the planet
as customers.

“From the outset Econotherm was supported very effectively by the
Welsh Government in the form of grants and equity investment from
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Finance Wales. This continued support to increase capacity is very
timely and will ensure more efficient production of new orders in
the pipeline.”

 

Since established in 2007 the company has delivered custom built solutions,
ranging in size from a few kilowatts to several megawatts, to businesses
operating across almost all industrial sectors.

More recently its products have been recognised by major petro chemical
organisations including Dow Chemical and China National Offshore Corporation
who have bought and successfully deployed Econotherm heat recovery equipment
and have placed orders for larger equipment.

It has also recently been appointed as the only approved heat pipe air pre-
heater supplier to Exxon Mobil where it is currently working towards securing
orders for refineries in Asia and the USA.

Its customers range from QinetiQ and Toyoda to Spirax Sarco, Ideal Standard
and Saint Gobain. It has recently secured an order for a unit to be deployed
on a US Navy Vessel adding to previous units delivered to the military in the
UK and USA. It has a global network of distributors and exports to North
America, the Middle East, India, Europe, Scandinavia and Mongolia, with
recent orders from Uruguay and India.

Superfast growth afoot for Ammanford
sock maker

During a visit to Corgi Hosiery today, Minister for Skills and Science Julie
James heard how the arrival of superfast broadband has played a vital role in
helping the company develop its worldwide exports.

Originally established in 1892 as a sock maker for local miners in the area,
Corgi now has a reputation as the go-to luxury sock brand with its customers
including the Royal Family.

Since connecting to superfast broadband, Corgi’s ecommerce business has
really taken off making it a significant exporter, with new major
distributors in South Korea, China, Japan and Australia.

The superfast connection has seen the company’s website www.corgisocks.com,
and internet retail business flourish. Corgi is now able to diagnose and
resolve faults in factory machinery remotely, as soon as they occur. Staff
can also speak face to face with client distributors around the world without
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having to leave the comfort of their own office in South Wales.

Minister for Skills and Science, Julie James said:

“It’s been great to see the positive effect superfast broadband has
had on Corgi Hosiery.

“Superfast Cymru is making a real difference in delivering
superfast broadband infrastructure throughout Wales, enabling
businesses which choose to access the technology to deliver a
better quality service and succeed in a global market. Corgi is a
great example of this.

“Across Wales over 645,000 premises can now access superfast
broadband thanks to the programme, and many more will be added
before the end of the year.  Thanks to Superfast Cymru, Wales has
the best availability of superfast broadband among the devolved
nations, with more than eight out of ten premises with access.”

Corgi’s joint managing director, Chris Jones, said:

“As soon as the fibre broadband rollout programme came within reach
of our premises, we signed up, and we haven’t looked back.

“Having access to better connections is helping our company grow
and improve our efficiency. We had identified the potential for
increasing trade in global markets via our e-commerce business. But
we knew we needed faster and more reliable connections to attract,
interact and support new international clients and provide them
with the highest quality of customer service and care.

“Fibre broadband has helped transform the way we run our business
and we’re much more efficient now. Our orders, invoices, accounts
and stock control system are always available, so our staff can
access what they need whenever they need it.”

Ed Hunt, Superfast Cymru programme director for Openreach, said:

“High-speed connectivity is having an enormous impact on the way we
work, live, learn and play.

“Engineers from Openreach, the local network business which is part
of BT Group are working hard to roll-out superfast broadband across
Carmarthenshire and Wales as quickly as possible and it’s fantastic
to see a company like Corgi embracing this new technology and
reaping the benefits.

“Thousands of homes and businesses in Carmarthenshire can do the
same as Corgi and connect to their best ever broadband speeds when



they sign up with a service provider, and we’d encourage local
people to check out their options.

“It’s a highly competitive market, so people could potentially be
surfing at much higher speeds at a similar cost to their current
service. Once you’ve made the switch to superfast, like the team at
Corgi, we’re confident you’ll never look back.”

Superfast Cymru is the partnership between the Welsh Government, BT, UK
Government and European Regional Development Fund, bringing faster broadband
to areas which would otherwise not receive it.

The Welsh Government also runs the Access Broadband Cymru scheme, which can
offer assistance to those not able to access superfast broadband by providing
grant aid to help them receive  it through other technologies.  Further
details are available on www.gov.wales/broadband  

Five star hotel for north Wales

During a recent grading visit, the 5 star hotel – one of three in Wales –
achieved an overall score of 98%.  In addition, they have also been awarded
the Gold Award – which rewards extremely high standards of accommodation. 

Owned by Alan and Angela Harper, who lovingly restored the historic building
to its former glory, Palé Hall opened in September 2016. One of the UK’s most
talented and well-known chefs Michael Caines, lends his invaluable guidance
for the food and beverage at the hotel which is overseen by Head Chef Gareth
Stevenson. Dishes focus on local ingredients surrounding the hotel, including
meat sourced from within Gwynedd and Denbighshire and Llandderfel honey.

Economy Secretary, said: 

“I was delighted to visit Palé Hall and to be able to present them
with their Gold Award – and congratulate them on their efforts and
achievements since opening last year.  Palé Hall is a reputation
changing hotel which will attract to people to Wales.  Achieving a
5 star status and Gold Award is no mean feat, the aim of the Gold
Award is to reward outstanding quality, exceptional comfort and
hospitality in the serviced sector in Wales. The gold award
businesses exceed customer expectation and are first class products
in all respects. Businesses such as Pale Hall are making an
exceptional contribution to the quality of the Welsh tourism
product, I wish the owners every success for the future.

“Tourism in Wales is in a strong position as we head into the main
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summer holiday season.  In a recent survey, 87% of respondents said
they were feeling confident about the season ahead, with 33% of
businesses saying that profitability is up so far this year,
compared with 2016.  18% of businesses who have welcomed more
visitors say that one of the reasons for the lift is that more
British people are staying in the UK.”

The overall volume of visits to Wales in 2016 increased by 15% compared with
2015 –building on growth on the last two years.  

Speaking about the rating General Manager Pim Wolfs said: 

“We are extremely proud to have received this five star rating from
Visit Wales. As a hotel we are focused on providing the best
experience for our guests while championing welsh produce, local
employment and all that the welsh countryside has to offer. The
five star rating is a huge achievement and is wonderful that Visit
Wales has given us this recognition.” 

Partnership working’ key to business
and careers support says Cabinet
Secretary

In a speech in Wrexham on Friday the Economy Secretary said partnership
working between the two organisations could improve the advice and support
given to both businesses and individuals seeking careers and training
advice. 

At present the Welsh Government provides support and guidance for businesses
and entrepreneurs through business Wales and funds the provision of
independent careers advice and guidance for people of all ages through
Careers Wales. The Economy Secretary said there is growing recognition that
the challenges that businesses and individuals face are interlinked. 

Speaking following a business breakfast event in Wrexham, Ken Skates said: 

“Talking to businesses and individuals over the last few months it
is clear that Business Wales and Careers Wales do an important job
in supporting Welsh firms and those looking for training.

“I’m keen that we look to build on that work and explore where
stronger collaboration between the two organisations could
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strengthen services delivered by Business Wales and Careers Wales. 

“We know that businesses need the right staff and the right skills
to maintain and grow their operations. We also know that
individuals need up to date information on what future skills are
needed in their local economy or advice to help them set up their
own business. These issues are very closely linked and very often
overlap. 

“With the business and career support both funded by Welsh
Government, it is important we explore the potential for closer
alignment  between those bodies with a view to better connecting
the delivery of business support and employer-engagement with the
economy and skills systems. 

“I believe closer alignment  and integration could deliver a more
streamlined and effective approach for businesses and individuals
and ultimately improve the level of service we provide. This would
also have a tangible and positive impact on our economy and our
communities too.”

Minister for Skills and Science Julie James said:

“The Welsh Government will now look at options for greater
alignment between Business Wales and Careers Wales and consider
what benefits could be gained out of greater collaboration.

“I want this to be very much an open process and in doing so
meaningfully engage with both organisations, their staff and all
the key stakeholders that work with them. We want to encourage
every good idea to come forward and be heard.”

An initial review of the options for taking this initiative forward is
expected to be completed by the Autumn.


