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Chair's Foreword

As a Committee, we are under no illusion that this is a difficult budget to be
making.

The key challenges of global economic uncertainties and a real terms erosion of
funding caused by inflationary pressures has had a significant influence on the
spending decisions made by the Welsh Government.

The Committee is not blind to these factors, however, they should not mask the
choices that have been made or absolve the Welsh Government froftsk being held

to account over the decisions taken. (19
Unfortunately, we found weaknesses in several key areas o\fﬁ‘Draft Budget
which casts doubt on whether it is fulfilling the Ministerf?~ inance and Local
Government’'s main objectives. Q&

The Welsh Government states that this Draft Bu <& protects the services which

matter most to the people of Wales. This is |la le but we received powerful
evidence from those on the frontline who enged this claim.

In particular, we found that the scale he pressures facing public services to be
so significant that some core publjgservices, especially those delivered by local
authorities, are facing serious s,{\s\r; alls and will struggle to operate with the
resources provided. \)é

The Welsh Governmen @o claims that the Draft Budget will deliver the greatest
benefit to householc@@hich are hardest hit. However, we heard evidence that the
opposite is more 'Qe'ly given that the Welsh Government'’s budgetary decisions
will have a disg@%;rtionate impact on the most vulnerable in society.

In short; support for those dealing with the impacts of the costs of living crisis has
flatlined when the need for such services has never been greater.

The Welsh Government also talks of taking steps within the Draft Budget to
prevent the worst impact on services.

Again, we found little evidence to support this, and saw an absence of strategic
thinking within the Draft Budget around the funding of long-term preventative
measures. Several contributors told us that there was an emerging trend in
shifting funding away from prevention in order to fund the Welsh Government'’s
stated aim of protecting frontline services as much as possible. A development we
saw as highly concerning to the sustainability of public services.
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Throughout our scrutiny work, we also found that the Welsh Government could
be clearer in explaining the impact of decisions to reprioritise funding, specifically
the scale of the cuts proposed; the services that will no longer be available; and
the projects that cannot go ahead. As a Committee, it is our job to understand
these details and this was harder than it should have been.

We are not convinced that the Welsh Government has a clear strategy in place to
set out expectations relating to the additional funding it has allocated. This is
particularly concerning in the context of financial constraint, where the Welsh
Government can ill afford to give money to services without setting clear
expectations regarding its use and how it is monitoring outcomes against

financial expenditure. Q(l/
YV
This report is a culmination of work which began with the C ittee’s pre-

budget engagement sessions in June 2023. During this ti@ve have heard
powerful evidence and are thankful to everyone who tq§"ﬁime to talk to us and
express their views. These have guided our considerQ{@h of the Welsh
Government's proposals and been instrumental\iﬁﬁaming our conclusions and
recommendations. O?*

It is now up to the Minister to take these@vs into account so that the benefits of
this budget can be maximised. N

©

v
Peredur Ow&ifﬁths MS
Chair of the Fihance Committee
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Conclusions and Recommendations

Recommendation 1. The Committee recommends that the Minister publishes
ministerial evidence papers at the same time as the Draft Budget in order to
provide clarity on the criteria and priorities behind ministerial decisions, with the
aim of enabling stakeholders to engage in the scrutiny process more effectively
AN At AN CAIIET STAGE ..ot s e Page 24

Recommendation 2. The Committee recommends that, if the Draft Budget is
delayed again in future years:

™

. the Minister and officials continue to attend a pre—scrup‘@q’session with
the Finance Committee; and Q:\

. the Minster works with the Finance Committe Identify approaches
that can enhance scrutiny opportunities, in Ing providing
documentation relating to the Draft Bud%&, at an earlier stage.
................................................................................................... ?:LPage 24

Recommendation 3. The Committee rec ends that the Treasury takes

devolved budgetary processes into acco@ when setting dates for future fiscal
events at Westminster, and announc@\he dates of such events further in
advance, to enable the Welsh Govq%hment to plan and publish its Draft Budget
earlier in the year. /\\\/ ...................................................................................................... Page 24

S

Recommendation 4. Th@ mmittee recommends that the Minister publishes
information about ho %d why different indices are used by the Welsh
Government to meaéyre the impact of inflation on its spending position alongside
budgets and su mentary budgets, if the Welsh Government is making in-year
allocations d %

FUNAING TETACES. ... essssn e sessnnns Page 38

inflationary pressures, to ensure clarity on changes to real terms

Recommendation 5. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
information about the impact of inflation on the Welsh Government's budget at
regular intervals during the year, in addition to the information already provided
at the final budget and supplementary budget stage, to enable the Senedd to
scrutinise any decisions taken by Welsh Ministers to mitigate such pressures.

Recommendation 6. The Committee recommends that the Welsh Government
brings forward its supplementary budget when making significant in-year
changes in future outside of the usual supplementary budget timescales, to
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enhance transparency and to ensure that the Senedd has a final say on such
SPENAING AECISIONS. ...t es s esseesseee s Page 38

Recommendation 7. The Committee recommends that the Minister calls for
maximum flexibility within the Fiscal Framework to remove the annual Wales
Reserve drawdown limits and increasing the size of both borrowing limits and the
Wales Reserve, at least in line with inflatio, given that the real terms value of these
limits have been eroded iN FECENT YEAIS. ... Page 38

Recommendation 8. The Committee recommends that the Minister explores
publishing information at regular intervals throughout the year to provide an
overview of how the Welsh Government is progressing against itsﬁs§€\ding
profiles, to understand the real time impact of in-year changes ofi departmental
PUAGEES. ...t Q, ........................... Page 38

Budget, including:

4
= details of all the non-devolved are;&wich the Welsh Government

believes the UK Government sh be funding; and

. an explanation of why demqg'}d is less in certain areas and the budgetary

impact of this............... Q N Page 54
v
Recommendation 10. The @n’nittee recommends that the Welsh Government
provides a further analg;éi??pthe impact of its budget on areas that may be

considered preventati NAEUTE. oo Page 54

Recommendatl The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
mformatloné%& the prevention pilot will be applied across the Welsh
Governmen udget, and works alongside key stakeholders, to provide
meaningful data to identify the trend in prevention across years........cc... Page 54

Recommendation 12. The Committee recommends that the Minister includes
information in Strategic Integrated Impact Assessments from now on to explain
how the Welsh Government considers the five ways of working within the Well-
being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 when making budgetary decisions.

Recommendation 13. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
details of the review it will undertake of both its Budget Improvement Plan and
Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment, including the membership of the
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Budget Improvement and Impact Advisory Group, the terms of reference of the
review, details of any consultations undertaken and related timescales...... Page 54

Recommendation 14. The Committee recommends that the Minister publishes
the remaining two gender budget pilots and works in collaboration with the
Wales Women's Budget Group / Women's Equality Network to mainstream
gender budgeting across the Welsh Government. ... Page 54

Recommendation 15. The Committee recommends that the Minister:

. commits to monitoring trends in the size of block grant adjustments

over time; and ™
N4

. uses such data to consider whether changes to the Qrp%éss for making
reconciliations through block grant adjustments QRJI be made, to
enable quicker access by the Welsh GovernmeQ‘Qo any increases in its
L6 LT 11 o Qg) ............................................... Page 71

<

Recommendation 16. The Committee recomm ﬁ’és that the Minister works with
the Office for Budget Responsibility and the @Sh Revenue Authority to ensure
that its processes for collecting and sharin li

to Landfill Disposals Tax is fit for purpos@nd provides assurances that problems
in this area will not persist.......! Q '\ ........................................................................................ Page 71

c non-compliance data relating

Q.
Recommendation 17. The Cor@%tee recommends that the Minister provides
an update by the summer re@&s on discussions held with the Scottish
Government, Scottish Fis Qommission, the Office for Budget Responsibility and
HMRC regarding data analytical developments relating to taxation across the
UK, and provides an@ssessment of whether there is scope for the Welsh
Government's c t taxation powers to be enhanced in light of any discussions
held......... Q/ ..................................................................................................................................................... Page 72

Recommendation 18. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
information on the capital plans that the Welsh Government will deliver in 2024-
25 in its final budget documentation, including details of projects that have been
reprioritised, scaled back or reprofile across a number of years in light of
budgetary CONSLraiNts iN thiS Ar€a. ..o sssonne Page 72

Recommendation 19. The Committee recommends that the Minister maximises
capital investments by working with local authorities to develop an enabling

environment that would allow local government to use their prudential borrowing
powers to boost capacity within their capital budgets......eccooeecce. Page 72
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Recommendation 20. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
an update on whether the Treasury has agreed to the Welsh Government'’s
request to switch funding from capital to revenue, and provides information to
explain the budgetary impact should this request be declined, including details of
individual projects, policies and initiatives that would be affected. ... Page 72

Recommendation 21. The Committee recommends that the Minister includes

decisions and documentation relating to general and financial transactions

capital allocations as part of the Draft Budget documentation in future years to

ensure there is an opportunity to scrutinise plans as part of the Draft Budget

SCIULINY PFOCESS. ...
™

Recommendation 22. The Committee recommends that the l\/ﬁ&fsl;er provides
further information to explain how the Draft Budget protect@e frontline
services funded and delivered by local authorities, particu@?in terms of social
care anNd €AUCAION. ... e Page 93

<

Recommendation 23. The Committee recommeﬁyl% that the Minister:

. publishes information on the outc ZE it expects to be delivered by
NHS organisations with the ad iﬁl funding allocated for 2024-25
and future years, so they can,Q crutinised alongside funding
allocations; Q

>

. conducts an assessm@bt’ of the outcomes for NHS Wales, to ensure that

they are quantiﬁa@%and can be monitored effectively; and

. publishes e ear the allocations to Local Health Boards, together
with any gfer documentation issued by the Welsh Government such as
opera% | planning guidance, at the same time as it is shared with the

se% ......................................................................................................................................................... Page 93

Recommendation 24. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information on the outputs the Welsh Government expects frontline social
care and educational services to deliver for the funding provided, and how it will
monitor the impacts of its funding decisions on services more widely. ........... Page 94

Recommendation 25. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information about the funding provided in 2023-24, including the in-year
allocations, to address COVID-19 pressures on NHS services and how these have
been determined, as well as confirm the support provided for that purpose in the
DIAft BUGGET. ... essssssssss e ses s Page 94
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Recommendation 26. The Committee recommends that the Minister reviews
Continuing Healthcare, to include consideration of:

. the eligibility criteria and how they are being interpreted and applied to
ensure care is appropriately assessed as health or social care; and

. how services are being provided and the related costs to assess whether
they continue to provide value for money for the sectors involved.

Recommendation 27. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
assurances that measures will be taken to ensure the most vulnerahlg:in society
are protected should charges for services be increased, as is curre@ being
considered by the Welsh Government. ... Q:\ ......................... Page 94
Recommendation 28. The Committee recommends t Qhe Minister explains
why reductions have been made to the Social Care %rce GCrant, given the
significant financial pressures facing social care an {(s staff, including the Welsh
Government's assessment of the impact of this @&CTSION. ..o Page 94

Recommendation 29. The Committee re mends that the Minister conducts
an assessment of the recruitment and r@ntion challenges faced by NHS Wales

and the social care sector and pu blisl@% itS fINAINGS. oo Page 94
Q.

Recommendation 30. The Co Ittee recommends that the Minister conducts
a review to understand the i xct that the Welsh Government's funding
decisions relating to NHS es has on social care pressures, given both are

inextricably linked......... Q/ ............................................................................................................................ Page 94
00

Recommendati 1. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides

further inform on the in-year funding for 2023-24 and the additional funding

for 2024-25 @Transport for Wales, including how the resources will be used and
the assumptions used to derive the allocations, such as passenger numbers and
whether similar additional allocations will need to be provided on an on-going
DDASHS. oo Page 94

Recommendation 32. The Committee recommends that the Minister:

. provides a timetable for the implementation of the Welsh Benefits
Charter; and

. publishes an action plan to ensure that a consistent package of grants
and financial aid schemes are provided, in line with the Charter's
DU oo e e Page 114
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Recommendation 33. |n relation to the Discretionary Assistance Fund, the
Committee recommends that the Minister:

. publishes information on the number of submitted and successful
applications, including a breakdown by gender; and

. reviews the process of making the payments to ensure gender equality.
........................................................................................................................................................................... Page 114

Recommendation 34. The Committee recommends that the Minister:

. reviews the eligibility thresholds of the Welsh Government Learning

Grant; and Q(l/
\\%
Page 114

. considers increasing the value of the Grant. ... Qv
Recommendation 35. The Committee recommends t he Minister reviews
the eligibility threshold for receiving free school me secondary schools, with a
view to it being extended to children whose parerﬁ; receive Universal Credit.
....................................................................................................................................................................................... Page 114

Recommendation 36. The Comrmttee@ mends that the Minister should
review the childcare model:

S

=  toassess its eﬁ‘ectivenes@{d to ensure it enables the full time
employment of pare@’and

. to ensure it proyides adequate support for women to access further and
higher educe§6ﬁ ............................................................................................................................. Page 114

Recommendati 7. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
information o e impact that an increase in childcare take-up may have on
other areas 6& e budget, and the actions the Minister will take to mitigate those
FISIS oo Page 114

Recommendation 38. The Committee recommends that the Minister reviews
the rollout of the Warm Homes programme to ensure it reaches those in need as
SOON AS PPOSSIDIE. ..o essnnes Page 114

Recommendation 39. The Committee recommends that the Minister reviews
the allocations provided for the supply and development of affordable housing
included within the Draft BUAGET. ... Page 114
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Conclusion 1. The Committee will continue to work with the Minister and other
stakeholders to review the Budget Process Protocol and to ensure that the
Senedd'’s budgetary processes reflect custom and practice developed during the
SIXEN SENEAT tO L.t esenens Page 23

Conclusion 2. The Committee will consult Senedd Committees involved in
budget scrutiny ahead of the 2025-26 budget round to gain a better
understanding of the evidence provided by the Welsh Government in support of
the Draft Budget, and to explore ways to maximise budgetary scrutiny throughout
BN WA ..o Page 24
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1. Introduction

Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

1. Each year the Welsh Government publishes its Draft Budget for the next
financial year. The Draft Budget sets out revenue and general capital spending
plans for 2024-25, updating indicative plans outlined as part of the 2022-23 and
2023-24 budgets.

2. The total amount of the Welsh Government’s Draft Budget is made up of:

™
Funding by the UK Government known as the Block G@l,’

o

\)?“

Welsh Rates of Income Tax: Q)Q‘

Borrowing plans and use of the Wales Reserve;

Non-domestic rates; and <O<<

4

Fully devolved taxes (Land Transa@ax and Landfill Disposals Tax).

3. The Welsh Government's Draft Budq&@ZOZZPZS (‘the Draft Budget’) was laid
before the Senedd on Tuesday 19 De@nber 2023, along with the following
supporting documents: QQ'

\4
Draft Budget narra@%;1
D
Chief econor*r{z@ report;?
O

Distributj g%l analysis of devolved spending;®

e
Ta%@cy report;*

The Office for Budget Responsibility’s forecasts for devolved Welsh
taxes;®

Welsh Rates of Income Tax ready reckoner.®

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

14


https://senedd.wales/media/b42jasfi/gen-ld16224-e.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/welsh-budget-2023-chief-economists-report.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/distributional-analysis-of-devolved-public-spending-in-wales-december-2023.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/tax-policy-report-december-2023.pdf
https://obr.uk/wto/welsh-taxes-outlook-december-2023/
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/welsh-rates-of-income-tax-ready-reckoner-2024-to-2025.pdf
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4. Other outputsinclude, a budget improvement plan,” budget expenditure
lines,® tables supporting spending plans,® a Draft Budget leaflet’® and detailed
proposals (in the format of the budget motion)."

5. The Finance Committee (the Committee) is responsible for considering the
Draft Budget from a strategic, overarching perspective, in accordance with
Standing Order 19.? Individual policy committees undertake their own focused
evidence sessions in order to examine and report on the areas of the Draft Budget
that fall within their respective remits.

Budget Process Protocol b‘

6. The Budget Process Protocol (the Protocol) is required unde'r@(tlz/anding Order
20.1A"® and sets out the administrative arrangements for the T&tiny of the Draft
Budget and other related budgetary matters. The current@%’tocol was agreed by
the Senedd on 21 June 2017%. It sets out the two stages gfkinformation that will be
published by the Welsh Government relating to theé(fgudget:

. outline proposals that set out the higl=tevel strategic spending and
financing plans of the Welsh Gove@went; and

. the detailed Draft Budget in V\ﬁ&h the Welsh Government will provide
budget proposals for each fdrtfolio at the Budget Expenditure Line
(BEL) level or equivalent h appropriate supporting narrative.
\4

7. However, for the past @ears (including this year), uncertainties relating to
the Welsh Government’s? ding position has meant a delay to the publication of
the Draft Budget With@%ﬁ the outline and detailed proposals published at the
same time. As the wing infographic demonstrates, this had led to a

constrained scr%w process within the annual budget cycle:

O

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

15


https://www.gov.wales/budget-improvement-plan-2024-2025
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/2024-2025-budget-expenditure-lines.ods
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/2024-2025-tables-supporting-spending-plans.ods
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/draft-budget-2024-2025-leaflet.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2023-12/draft-budget-proposals-2024-2025.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/ue1dqdmg/so-eng.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/ue1dqdmg/so-eng.pdf
https://senedd.wales/laid%20documents/gen-ld11075/gen-ld11075-e.pdf
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UK Budget / lFinancial

Spring year start
Statement

Next ye
ar’
(R
v]

Final Budget
debate / vote

Public services prepare
for next financial year

Final
Budget

Draft Budget || published
debate

Committees’
recommendations
and suggested
amendments

Outturn
report

Accounts
laid

Budget
Priorities
debate

Outline and
detailed Draft
Budget published

Consolidated accounts
submitted to the AGW

UK Autumn Budget /
Spending Review

Key: Q
AGCW = Auditor Gen Q(or Wales

PAPAC = Publi@tcounts and Public Administration Committee

8. The Committee is currently considering changes to the Protocol, as
requested by the Business Committee™ in light of experiences in the Sixth
Senedd to date. These proposals are currently subject to discussions between the
Committee and the Minister for Finance and Local Government (the Minister).
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Public Engagement

9. Prior to the publication of the Draft Budget, the Committee conducted a
series of engagement activities in June 2023 to inform its scrutiny of the Welsh
Government’s funding proposals. These included:

. an external stakeholder event at Wrexham Glyndwr University, on 15
June 2023;

. an online workshop with members of the Welsh Youth Parliament on 29
June 2023; and

™
. focus groups with organisations and individuals facilita qby the
Senedd'’s Citizens Engagement Team, held throughodt June 2023.

Q~

10. The views expressed during these sessions were su@sed ina Summary
Engagement Report, published in July 2023.¢ Qg)
1)

Budget Priorities Debate 4

M. The Committee’s annual budget priori@debate was held on Wednesday 12
July 2023 and was informed by the Com ee's engagement work, as detailed
above.” The debate provided a formal.bpportunity for Members, and particularly
Senedd Committee Chairs, to infl ce the Welsh Government'’s spending
priorities prior to the formulatW the Draft Budget later in the autumn.

12. During the debate, th air of the Finance Committee outlined five priority
areas which had beené@tiﬁed from the engagement sessions:

. innovativ@g%proaches are needed to tackle the root causes of poverty

and@&ality;

. coﬁgborative approaches are needed to meet the financial challenges
facing the public sector;

. more targeted financial support is needed for those studying and
working in the education sector to maximise the opportunities available;

. local authorities need growing levels of financial support in the face of
mounting pressures;

__________________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________
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https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s138209/Welsh%20Government%20Draft%20Budget%202024-25%20Finance%20Committee%20Summary%20Engagement%20Report%20-%20July%202023.pdf
https://record.assembly.wales/Plenary/13407
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. ensuring that the Welsh Government focuses on investment that turns
Wales's potential for green energy into a reality.

Pre-Budget Scrutiny

13. The Committee held a pre-budget session with the Minister on 13 September
2023 A private technical session was also held during the same meeting with the
Welsh Government's Chief Economist.”® The purpose of this session was to gain an
insight into the economic and fiscal context informing the Welsh Government's
budget formulating process.

14. A further session was also held with the Minister on 15 Novem 20232%1in
light of the oral statement made in Plenary on an update on the(&lsh
Government'’s 2023-24 Financial Position.? Q‘

. NS

Consultation Q)Q.
15. The Committee issued a pre-budget consult i&’\ on the Draft Budget from

22 September to 30 November 2023 on behalf4f all Senedd Committees. A total
of 52 responses were received. The consulta@ focused on the following areas:

" the impact of the Welsh Gove@gent’s 2023-2024 Budget, including
funding related to the reco@'?y of the pandemic;

. the effectiveness of t elsh Government’s business support policies,
given the economi&tlook for 2024-25;

" ways in WhiChQ/% Welsh Government could/should support the
economy @@business following the pandemic, Brexit and inflationary

and ot%@economic pressures;

. W YNer organisations are financially prepared for the 2024-25 financial
year;

. whether the Welsh Government should take action to help households
cope with inflation and cost of living issues;

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

_____________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________
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https://record.senedd.wales/Committee/13647
https://business.senedd.wales/ieListDocuments.aspx?CId=734&MId=13647&Ver=4
https://record.assembly.wales/Committee/13814
https://www.gov.wales/oral-statement-update-2023-24-financial-position
https://business.senedd.wales/mgConsultationDisplay.aspx?id=529&RPID=1037553411&cp=yes
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. whether the Draft Budget addresses the needs of people living in urban,
post-industrial and rural communities and supports economies within
those communities;

. whether the Welsh Government's plans to build a greener economy are
clear and sufficiently ambitious;

. the effective use by the Welsh Government of the financial mechanisms
available to it around borrowing and taxation.?

Timetable

™
16. On 22 June 2023, the Minister for Rural Affairs and North \/ﬁ/ ,and
ble

Trefnydd, wrote to the Business Committee setting out a timetdple for publication
of the Draft Budget, in accordance with the timescales set under Standing
Order 20. The letter proposed that the outline and detai draft proposals would

be: Q&
" laid before the Senedd by 12 DecembekE%ZB; and

?\

. debated on 6 February 2024, With@‘gg Annual Budget laid on 27
February 2024 and debated o arch 2024.%°

N
17. The Committee expressed disaB%ointment at this timetable in light of the

“the practical difficulties that shq; ned timescales pose to Committees in
fulfilling their scrutiny functi@ as well as the pressures it puts on stakeholders
who wish to submit evide Isb and engage with our work, particularly when three
weeks of that period %&ver Christmas recess” 2¢

&

18. However, due@e the UK Government Autumn Statement taking place later
than anticipat N 22 November 2023, the Minister confirmed that “it is no
longer possi&or us to publish a Draft Budget within the timetable indicated
previously”?” This involved delaying the publication of the Draft Budget until
Tuesday 19 December 2023, with the remaining dates of the timetable left
unchanged.
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19. In light of this, the Committee wrote to the then Chief Secretary to the
Treasury, the Rt Hon. John Glen MP, expressing disappointment that the
budgetary processes of the Senedd were not taken into account by the Treasury
when setting the date of the Autumn Statement, and asking for such issues to be
taken into account as part of future budget discussions.?®

20. In his response, the Chief Secretary noted that “the Chancellor considers a
wide range of factors when considering the timing of the Autumn Statement”
and that he “has to balance these considerations against other factors when
setting the time for a fiscal event, which does sometimes mean this is not as
favourable as would be ideal for the Welsh Government or Senedd Finance
Committee” ?®° However, the Chief Secretary recognised “the chall@es this poses

for the Senedd in scrutinising the Welsh Government”3° \\(1,
21. The practical impact of the constrained timetable w ised by the Wales
Council for Voluntary Action (WCVA) in its response to ommittee’s

consultation. Whilst recognising that “the short timqu‘ne between the Autumn
Statement and the Welsh Government'’s draft b%&bt publication introduces

limitations to what Welsh Treasury is able to uce alongside the budget’, the
WCVA suggest that “more of the available j mation could be shared with the
public’3 It added that: @

N

‘We typically see ind/vid&gj ‘ministers’ responses outlining the
policy implications W'@n their portfolios in the weeks following
the budget pub/ic@ n. Publishing those responses at the same
time as the drq dget should be explored. The responses
could more rly demonstrate the criteria and priorities
behind t ecisions. This, alongside timely publication, would
enable ?é}eho/ders to engage in the scrutiny process more
effe ly."2

22. The Minister “recognise(d) the criticism”** that the Welsh Government had
received for publishing the Draft Budget in recess, but added that:

‘.. what most people don't appreciate is what sits behind that,
that we only find out our budget in— Well, it was 22 November

3% Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 64
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this year, and that gives us very little time, really, to be able to
craft a budget of over £23 billion and do all of the work that is
required to do that, and to assure ourselves that we've got
things right, to publish the vast range of documentation that
goes alongside the budget. We would absolutely love to be able
to do it earlier, but three and a half weeks is, | think, the
absolute bare minimum that we need to be able to craft a
budget.”**

Scrutinising the Draft Budget 2024-25

23. The Committee considered the overall strategic decision-ma i’F@E‘and
prioritisation behind the allocation within the Draft Budget pro Osals, along with
taxation and borrowing plans, against the backdrop of publ| ances and the
wider economy. The Committee’s approach centred on %@Yur principles of
financial scrutiny:

. Affordability - Is the big picture of totaiémenue and expenditure
appropriately balanced? QV

] Prioritisation - Is the division of ®§at|ons between different
sectors/programmesJustlﬂabk nd coherent?

" Value for money - Are p@%c bodies spending their allocations well -
economically, efficie&%’and effectively?

" Budget proces%Qre they effective and accessible? Is there integration
between co ate and service planning, and performance and financial

manage@@ﬂt?

24. The Chai ote to Senedd Committees on 14 November 2023*> noting that
the scrutmyg?the Draft Budget is likely to centre on the cost of living crisis, rising
energy costs and high inflation.

Committee View

25. The Committee notes that this is the fifth successive year that the two stage
budget process provided for in the Budget Process Protocol*® has not been used
as a basis for the scrutiny of the Draft Budget. As we have previously and
consistently stated; this is deeply unsatisfactory. Not only is it detrimental to the

34 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 64
35 Letter from.Chair to Senedd Committee Chairs, 14 November 2023
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ability of all Senedd Committees to engage meaningfully with stakeholders on
issues of fundamental importance, it is also a barrier to effective scrutiny,
particularly in understanding the true impact of the Welsh Government’s
budgetary decisions on the people most affected by them.

26. Nonetheless, the Committee has taken steps to mitigate the challenges
posed by a tight budget timetable, building on work it has undertaken since the
beginning of this Senedd, which are intended to provide as many opportunities as
possible for stakeholders to inform the Senedd'’s consideration of the Draft
Budget. This includes undertaking engagement work early in the financial year;
holding a Plenary debate on the Welsh Government's budget priorities before the
summer recess; conducting pre-budget evidence sessions with th% Inister early
in the autumn; and issuing a pre-budget public consultation. \\qf

27. These exercises have greatly informed the Committe%?s“crutiny of the Draft
Budget 2024-25, and many of the themes and prioritiqu'entiﬁed as early as last
June still ring true and have directly influenced a nu@ er of recommendations
made in this report. We are therefore extremely rgbeful to those who have taken
the time to engage with us, either by attendi N event, a focus group or by
submitting a written response. As a Commi , we believe that the views
expressed are essential in bringing issue@s the ground’ to our attention. This, in
turn, greatly enhances our ability to f‘@?ﬂ the Welsh Government's decisions to

account and to make meaningful@bmmendations.
v
28. The Committee’s pre—b@et work is an intrinsic part of the Welsh budget

process, and we are grate%I o the Minister for her support and openness in
considering changes t %e Budget Process Protocol to reflect these
arrangements. We alsg welcome calls from the Business Committee to explore
updating the Sen?éa's budget procedures in light of the experiences of the Sixth
Senedd to da@@nd we look forward to continuing such discussions with the
Minister, Wit&he aim of ensuring that our financial procedures reflect current
custom and practice.

29. Despite these positive developments, they are no substitute for detailed
scrutiny and this remains difficult as a result of the short number of working
weeks provided to scrutinise the Draft Budget. Providing a little over four working
weeks to scrutinise a budget of over £23 billion produces huge practical and
strategic challenges. The Committee acknowledges that the Welsh Government'’s
ability to publish the Draft Budget sooner is highly dependent on the date of the
UK Government's autumn statement, and that its lateness in 2023 posed
particular challenges for the preparation of the budget and associated
documents.
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30. The Committee believes that the Treasury could do more to ensure that the
date of its autumn statement takes devolved budgetary processes to account, and
we have written®” to the Chief Secretary to the Treasury to express those views.
However, we also believe that the Welsh Government should investigate taking
further steps to explore providing information on budgetary decisions sooner, in
order for Committees to maximise the opportunities available to scrutinise and
improve outcomes.

31. The announcement made by the Welsh Government of its decision to
reduce non-domestic rates relief for businesses (considered in further detail in
Chapter 4) is a case in point, as the constrained timetable makes it virtually
impossible for committees to meaningfully engage with those m ikely to be

affected. \\qf

32. The Committee also notes evidence received from tIQWCVA which suggests
that publishing individual ministerial responses at the sq%e time as the Draft
Budget should be explored, and agree that this app@%ﬁh has merits. Following
last year's report, we consulted Senedd Committ é@on their experiences of
scrutinising the Draft Budget.3® The CommittegWwvelcomes discussions on these
issues and would like to continue with thi roach for the 2025-26 budget
round, particularly given the potential f ortened timescales again next year.
The aim of this would be to explore k:@é‘get scrutiny opportunities for committees,
both within and outside the Draft@dget scrutiny window, without infringing on
the autonomy of individual co ittees to decide on priority areas of focus. This
remains an area of interest f§rthe Committee as we aim to improve the way
information on budgeta Qnatters is shared between the Welsh Government and
Senedd at the time on%é Draft Budget's publication.

33. The Commj notes that there may be even more uncertainty regarding
the Welsh Go ment's next Draft Budget for 2025-26, given that there are no
provisional fgﬂres from the UK Government for funding for 2025-26 and the UK
General Election is currently expected in the second half of 2024. The Committee
considers that it is crucial to ensure that arrangements are put in place to
maximise the opportunities for stakeholders to feed into the budget setting
process, and calls on the Minister to provide assurances that the Welsh
Government will engage with Senedd Committees at the pre-budget stage.

Conclusion 1. The Committee will continue to work with the Minister and other
stakeholders to review the Budget Process Protocol and to ensure that the
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Senedd'’s budgetary processes reflect custom and practice developed during the
Sixth Senedd to date.

Conclusion 2. The Committee will consult Senedd Committees involved in
budget scrutiny ahead of the 2025-26 budget round to gain a better
understanding of the evidence provided by the Welsh Government in support of
the Draft Budget, and to explore ways to maximise budgetary scrutiny throughout
the year.

Recommendation 1. The Committee recommends that the Minister publishes
ministerial evidence papers at the same time as the Draft Budget in order to
provide clarity on the criteria and priorities behind ministerial decisip#is, with the
aim of enabling stakeholders to engage in the scrutiny process e effectively
and at an earlier stage.

&
Recommendation 2. The Committee recommends th@é@Pthe Draft Budget is
delayed again in future years: <(Q/

. the Minister and officials continue to attend a pre-scrutiny session with
the Finance Committee; and %Qv

. the Minster works with the Fin@@e Committee to identify approaches
that can enhance scrutiny G@'bortunities, including providing

documentation relating @c’he Draft Budget, at an earlier stage.
N\
Recommendation 3. The C@nittee recommends that the Treasury takes
devolved budgetary proc ‘aés into account when setting dates for future fiscal
events at Westminster, announces the dates of such events further in

advance, to enableé‘ﬁg elsh Government to plan and publish its Draft Budget

earlier in the yeart
@\%v
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2. Overview and Economic Context

34. The current economic context has exacerbated the challenges faced by the
Welsh Government in preparing its Draft Budget for 2024-25. The key factors
include:

. Very slow growth for UK economic and public spending, with real gross
domestic product (CDP) expected to increase by only 0.7 per cent in
2024 and 1.5 per cent on average between 2025 and 2028.

. Inflation is expected®® to continue to fall to around 3 per cemt by the end
of 2024, but still above the Bank of England’s 2 per ce %q(get. The GDP
deflator estimate for 2024-25, which measures the afe of domestic
inflation within the economy, is 1.7 per cent.*® Ve

" Stubborn rates of inflation have also signific y reduced the
purchasing power of 2024-25 spending Igﬁs compared to when
originally set, and interest rates are exgégcted to fall at a slower rate than

inflation. Q
>

. Despite real terms wage grow@expected in 2024-254 real household
disposable income is expec@ to fall, a key factor being that boosts to
savings income are outv@'hed by rises in interest payments.*?

v
35. The economic outlook iéﬁSo subject to “substantial” uncertainty due to
external and internation tors.*®

36. Ingiving evider@o the Committee, the Future Generations Commissioner
(‘the Commissions@"stated that “we all recognise ... the incredibly difficult
financial situatiQ@'and difficult decisions that are facing Welsh Government” *
adding thatQ‘ﬁs not an easy budget to be making”.4®

37. A number of respondents to the Committee’s consultation also commented
on the difficulties posed by the current economic context. The Welsh Local
Government Association (WLGA) stated that “the outlook is extremely bleak and

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

43 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 43
“ Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 13
45 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 13
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the options for many local services will be unpalatable”*® The WCVA also told us
that it is in “no doubt that the outlook remains tough for ourselves and many
organisations in the voluntary sector”*

38. Similar views were expressed from respondents in the private sector, with the
Wales Retail Consortium emphasising that the “outlook remains uncertain given
the pressures on household disposable incomes and supply chain and statutory
cost pressures affecting retailers”*®

39. These comments also echo views expressed during the Committee’s
engagement sessions in June 2023, where respondents felt that budgets were
being squeezed due to the main cost pressures of high inflation aanPﬁigh energy

prices.*® \\(1,

Draft Budget Overview \)VQ‘

40. Compared to funding outlined in the Final Budé&OZB—Zéh the Welsh
Government's Draft Budget 2024-25 allocates an a@ itional 3 per cent funding
across all Departmental Expenditure Limits (DEL)NHowever, the Welsh
Government claims these additional funds @3 been offset by inflationary
pressures (which is explored further in thi apter).

41. Compared to previous indicativeQ'ﬂans for 2024-25, the bulk of these
increases fall within the Health anﬁ)%écial Services DEL and amount to £678
million. Transport for Wales, WKLgﬁ received additional in-year funding for 2023-24,
has received an additional million allocation compared to original indicative

figures. Q/O

42. Thereisasm Gﬁcrease, £25 million, in the Finance and Local Government
DEL, but all othgy@epartments see reductions from revisions to the indicative
allocations a@ther changes comypared to previous provisional figures for 2024-
25. Changes ih allocated revenue and capital compared to the Final Budget 2023-
24 is set out by department in the following infographics:*©

Research calculations
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Revenue DEL

£20,860m

A

+£776m
+3.9%

\4

Capital DEL

£2,793m

-£92m
-3.2%

£26,429m

Departmental Expenditure Limit (DEL)
Total= £23,655m A

+£684m
+3.0%

‘ +£1,401m

+5.6%
AME: Annually Managed Expenditure
TME: Total Managed Expenditure

Total revenue and 2023-24 Final

capital allocatiom\{~ Budgetérestated)
o

Q)Q‘ 2024-25 Draft Budget
< £929m
Health and Social Services £11,g§gm A
{ 8.6%
—
Lo Ve -£33m
|.|'| Finance and Local Government* Q 5,092m v
Iglgl S -0.6%
\ 4
4 -£84m
Climate Change r\® £2,848m v
! Q -2.9%
\V]
Education and the Welsr\/Q &5 -£56m
L Hok N ,586m
anguage é& -2.1%
< N) -£4m
nnn Economy Q £541Im v
ﬁm AQ > -0.8%
-£29m
ﬁg Rural Affaj £420m v
DN -6.4%
Celﬁ~ ervices and £333m -£27m v
Administration 7.4%
-£12m
Social Justice £142m v
-7.6%

*Excludes around £1.1 billion non-domestic rates income.

*Includes allocation of £514 million of non-fiscal revenue due to student loans.
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Autumn Statement 2023

43. The majority of the Welsh Government'’s funding is received directly through
the block grant from the UK Government. The Chancellor of the Exchequer issued
the autumn statement on 22 November 2023, which included an additional £305
million in funding consequentials.® This includes an additional £133 million in
resource budget in 2023-24, and £167 million in resource and £5.8 million in
capital in 2024-25.*2

44, The UK Government's announcement also included:

] £1 billion to fund the electrification of the North Wales MEp'i?Une;
Q

(]/

= £160 million for two investment zones in north-east afd"south-east

Wales; \)v

. £5 million for Monmouthshire transport Iin{lz%gg}

. £500,000 for the Hay Festival; and \\<0
. £111 million in levelling up funding@v
O

45, The Minister confirmed that the W Government received an additional
£167 million in resource funding folloWing the autumn statement “and most of
that related to the business rates d&cisions that were taken across the border” 5

\4
46. |In terms of other fundi onsequentials, the Minister confirmed that “there'’s
been no funding provide@to the Welsh Government in respect of the UK

Government's spend far on HS2", adding that:

O

‘we've c@%ﬁdy lost .. £260 million in consequentials that should
righ 'y have come to Wales, and there's no indication at the
m&hent that the UK Government has any intention of
providing that, although we continue, of course, to make the
case.”>*

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

54 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 35
55 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 23
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47. The Minister also mentioned that the Welsh Government is “experiencing a
loss in replacement of EU structural and rural funds worth around £1.1 billion”
adding that “there’s just no way on earth we can fill that gap in its entirety”. >®

48. According to Wales Fiscal Analysis (WFA), taking into account consequentials
from the spring budget 2023 and autumn statement 2023 plus £61 million net
positive changes to devolved tax forecasts and block grant
adjustments/reconciliations, the Welsh Government would have an additional
£368 million of funding to allocate in 2024-25.57

49. In terms of discussions about funding between the UK and Welsh
governments prior to the autumn statement, the Minister expresseci?}oncem
about the current arrangements: \\Q,

‘What's always frustrating ... is the level of informggion that is

shared ahead of these events. | had my usu I with the

Chief Secretary to the Treasury on the mo é@; of the autumn

statement, but those calls are very perﬁ,{@c ory: you are just told

your overall increases to the budget, Q( ecreases to the

budget. You can ask a series of q lons—as | always do—trying

to probe what else is in the btg@t that would have an impact

for Wales, what are their taxi¢hoices that will have impacts for

us, but the information isyever forthcoming. So, lots of the

announcements vve,{\a 'y just see alongside everybody else.”>8
50. The Minister also alludeﬁo practical difficulties which have been caused by
a lack of engagement f 9 the UK Government during the year, and the impact it
has had on the Wels@@ovemment’s ability to manage its funds:

‘Our @“get could increase significantly at the end of the year,
a en we're faced with choices as to how to deploy money
very quickly ... we could have taken difficult decisions up to that
point that we might not needed to have done in the event. Or
Yyou can see our budget decrease significantly at the end of the
year as well. Again, that's very difficult for us to manage.”>°

%6 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 184
57 Wales Fiscal Analysis, Welsh Budget Outlook 2023 Presentation, 14 December 2023
58 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 65
59 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 66
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51. The Minister added that:

‘What we want to see is for the UK Government to put
arrangements in place where we can manage those things
over financial years, so if, late in the year, we find ourselves with
an additional £50 million, for the sake of argument, then we
should be allowed, as a matter of course, to take that into the
next financial year, outside of the constraints of the Wales

reserve.

Those are just simple things that the UK Government

could do to help us manage our budget more effectively and

spend public money more effectively.”¢°

™

52. The Minister highlighted that these issues could be add ress@relatively

quickly, without a wholesale review of the Fiscal Framework: Q,

X
?\

‘.. UK Government could do this almost instg If it was
inclined to do so, and that's one of the fru; ing things,

because what we're asking for, in terms

he borrowing

powers and for the Wales reserve to “\indexed, for example,
these things aren't big deals for T@ury at all; they've already
agreed them through the rev/§@>f the Scottish fiscal
framework for Scotland, a ere is nothing different here as
to why those things sho%@ﬂ t be appropriate for us here in

Wales ...

This is something that the UK Government could do

today if it wanted nd it would be a great help to us and no
oddsatalltot K Government. So, we continue to make

that case.™’
O((’

53. When asked

\Q'rether a change in government at an UK level would make a

difference, th@ster told the Committee that:

‘I'm definitely confident we would have a different kind of
conversation with a different coloured Government in
Westminster, because | know that there would be a different
approach to devolution. One of the challenges that we get, |
think, is a Treasury that is hostile to devolution, and doesn’t look
for ways in which it can support the Welsh Government to
make the best use of money.”¢?

0 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 66
¢ Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 437
62 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 68
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Impact of Inflation

54. The Welsh Government claims that its funding settlement for 2024-25 is
worth up to £1.3 billion less in real terms than expected at the time of the 2021
Spending Review.®®* The Minister's official explained that this calculation is based
on consumer price index inflation (CPI) at 2021-22 prices.®

55. When asked why the Welsh Government had used CPI inflation rather than
the GDP deflator when making this calculation, the Minister’s official
acknowledged that “the GDP deflator is generally the right index to use” but
added that “there are a couple of things in this period, particularly the impact of
the pandemic that had some particular impact on the GDP deﬂatgl’[’, He

explained that: \\‘1/

‘.. the £1.3 billion uses the consumer price index. e were
using the GDP deflator it would be more like %700 million, so
it's kind of in that range. We think £1.3 billj {QAS a more accurate
reflection than £700 million in termsif%)e loss of spending

power." 66 %O?\

56. A further note explaining the differe$ between the two indices and how
they are used to calculate the impact af nflation by the Welsh Government was
provided at the Committee’s requegqs..

57. In contrast, WFA calculate(%tﬁat the inflationary impact amounted to a
funding shortfall of around O million, using the GDP deflator, or £1.5 billion

using CPI. Q/O

58. WFA explaine%@aw the “slight difference’® in its inflationary figures were

reached:
Q)?*

S@mg the GDP deflator measure of inflation .. that hit to the
overall budget is about £800 million, we think. Using the CPI
measure of inflation, it's about £1.5 billion. Again, not to confuse
things too much, that's a slightly different figure from the Welsh
Government's figure of £1.3 billion that they use for CPI inflation.

84 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 42
65 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 31
6 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 29

58 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 111

3]


https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-government-response-uk-autumn-statement-2023#:~:text=Following%20today's%20Autumn%20Statement%2C%20the,terms%20reduction%20in%20our%20settlement.
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-government-response-uk-autumn-statement-2023#:~:text=Following%20today's%20Autumn%20Statement%2C%20the,terms%20reduction%20in%20our%20settlement.
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s143893/Additional%20information%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Finance%20and%20Local%20Government%20GDP%20deflator%20Consumer%20.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s143893/Additional%20information%20from%20the%20Minister%20for%20Finance%20and%20Local%20Government%20GDP%20deflator%20Consumer%20.pdf

Scrutiny of the Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

And the reason for that is that we've put it in current prices. So,
our figure reflects the amount of .. additional funding .. that the
Welsh Government would require next year to offset the hit
from higher inflation, whereas the Welsh Government'’s figure of
£1.3 billion was in the context of 2021-22 prices, so, the
unexpected inflationary hit from 2021 in that base year."?

59. WFA concluded that “it's probably in the range between £800 million and
£1.5 billion” and that “both [measures] are valid, depending on what exactly you're
looking at”’° It added that:

‘We were looking at it from the perspective of how muclal/b‘
additional funding the Welsh Government would ne 6\% get
back to the real-terms value of the budget they WQe expecting,
back three years ago, when it set its budget.””! 0?“

60. The Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) agreed thaté‘(&&ss the public sector as a
whole inflation faced probably does lie somewheréetween the GDP deflator
and CPI inflation”,”? adding: v~

Y

“.. that's because energy costs food costs, much of which is
imported, make up and conkr ute to the CPI, but aren't in the
GDP deflator because it’ @/y domestic inflation, where they
make up a smaller sharf®of the Government's budget than
households’ budig,\b\ﬁt not a zero share. Also, earnings
growth lies betw those two things, and that's an important
part of the p%@ sector’s inflationary costs. So, | think those two
factors—so energy costs, but less than households’, and
wage C Qs lying between the two—mean that across the public
sect a whole, the appropriate figure for inflation would,
pr&&%y, lie between them, hence the hit between that £800
million and £1.5 billion level.””*

61. The IFS also provided further information about the Welsh Government'’s net
financial position, once inflation and additional funding from the UK Government
had been taken into account:

%9 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 111
7% Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 113
7 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 113
72 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 131 - 133
7 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 131 - 133
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‘.. if there had been no top-up to the Welsh Government's
budget, the hit according to the GDP deflator would be about
£1.6 billion, but, because there's been that extra £800 million or
so of funding, that has been reduced down to £800 million; it'd
be about £2.3 billion on the CPI inflation, but the extra funding
reduced it down to about £1.5 billion.””#

62. \When asked about the impact that falling inflation would have on the Welsh
Government'’s funding position, both the IFS and WFA issued words of caution,
with WFA stating that:

‘.. one of the biggest drivers of costs for the public sector
public sector pay, and | imagine that public sector w, rs will
be expecting pay raises probably exceeding the /o@e levels of
inflation that we've seen, given that they've bee king the hit
in terms of real-terms pay cuts. In terms of qge¥dge earnings
next year, | think, off the top of my head, H{é bout 3 per cent, so
you'd expect that increase, at least, for ;§©b/ic sector workers
next year. And going forward beyo@bhat, | suppose the
context is very tight public secto &partmenm/ spending totals
being carried forward, which \@pcreote very difficult budget
decisions having to be mo@'\beyond 2024-25, unless there are

significant changes in tl@jepartmenta/ spending plans.” 7>
v
63. The IFS added that ‘It W{@till be a difficult year, despite inflation coming
down, because of minim age and that lagged impact of inflation””®

64. |Inrespondingt the points raised by the IFS and WFA, the Minister stated
<

that: <&
Q)?*
“/t@od to see that we haven't had a great deal of challenge
in terms of the work that we've done to demonstrate that £1.3

billion figure.””

65. The Minister also provided practical examples of how inflation was informing
the Welsh Government's budgetary considerations:

‘.. through the budget process, we ask local government, health
and others to provide us with significant information that sets

74 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 128
75 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 146
76 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 147
77 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 463
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out the impact they believe that inflation will have on the
pressures and on the budgets. For example, WLGA identified a
number of areas impacted by inflation, but pay was the most
significant of those ...

Other areas outside of pay that are, again, very significant
within the NHS in terms of inflation relate to prescribing and
medicines .. So, inflation is definitely having a big impact on
those areas.””8

Welsh Government In-Year Savings Exercise 2023-24

66. Prior to the publication of the Draft Budget, the Minister anm@mced
significant in-year reallocations within 2023-24 on 17 October,Z023,7° outside of
the usual supplementary budget procedures. The statem ¥confirmed the
allocation of an additional £425 million to the NHS and&S million to rail

services.t° QQ/
o

67. The Minister stated that these changes w equired “to address the impact
of our budget being worth around £900 mil less than when it was set in 20277,
adding that economic and fiscal pressu§}aused by the triple impact of
inflation, the impact of more than a decade of austerity on public services, and
the ongoing consequences of Brexié%ad placed the Welsh Government’s budget
“ 1

under unprecedented pressu/rz\\/

68. The Minister explainec@y such action was required within the financial
year and outside the us&/@su pplementary budget procedures:

“.. the eff that we made over the summer to make the
state%&v that we did in October were to address the fact that
ou @dget was worth £900 million less than at the time it was
originally set. So, we needed to undertake some action to
reprioritise across Government”5?

69. When asked if there was scope to bring forward a supplementary budget in
October, the Minister stated that:

78 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraphs 515-516

________________________________________________________________________________________

_________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________

82 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 9

34


https://www.gov.wales/oral-statement-update-2023-24-financial-position
https://www.gov.wales/oral-statement-update-2023-24-financial-position
https://record.senedd.wales/Plenary/13522

Scrutiny of the Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

‘I think two supplementary budgets a year is probably plenty. |
think that that does afford a level of scrutiny that would be
appropriate as well."8?

70. However, WFA told the Committee that “there wasn't a £900 million hole in
the budget needing to be filled"® and questioned the timing of the Welsh
Government's statement:

A lot of the inflationary hit was already known when the 2023-
24 budget was set, especially the first supplementary budget
during the summer. It seemed like almost only a month
afterwards you had the statement saying that they Wereq/b‘
looking for in-year budget mitigations.”8> (’[,

4
71. WFA added that bringing forward such changes thro he usual
supplementary budgetary process would have been pr&) ble:

.in terms of transparency around the r&ess | think perhaps
hc:vmg a detailed breakdown in a su /ementary budget
would have been a better way iding the detail on the
cuts being made in-year, rath @g the very high-level
document that was pub//she\ October .. It perhaps wasn't
particularly useful.”#é Q'Q

Q
Committee View &\\’

its impact on househ
the strength of feeJing expressed by stakeholders who are facing stark financial
choices in they head. We also acknowledge that this has been one of the
toughest bu?&ary rounds since devolution, and note the difficult decisions that
the Minister Has had to make in light of a deeply challenging fiscal context.

72. The Committee full \?ognises the incredibly difficult economic climate and
Tﬁublic services and businesses across Wales, and notes

73. The Committee also recognises the significant impact of inflation and pay
settlements, which have not been compensated by equivalent increases in
funding. This has led to further constraints on the Welsh Government's spending
position resulting in very little room for manoeuvre for the Minister in terms of the
budgetary decisions that can be made. The Committee also notes with concern
the continued shortfall resulting from a reduction in EU funding that is likely to

_________________________________________________________________________________________________

84 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 143
85 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 143
86 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 143
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come to an end in 2025, and notes that areas which were previously funded by
such funds have had to be cut as a result of the current fiscal context.

74. \Whilst the Committee agrees with the Minister that inflation has led to
significant real term reductions in the value of the Welsh Government’s budget,
compared to when funding was originally announced in the 2021 Spending
Review, the different indices used to assess this impact has led to some
uncertainty regarding the actual funding shortfall being faced. The Committee
recognises that measuring inflationary shocks is notoriously difficult, complex and
dependent on a number of factors. However, the Committee believes that the
Welsh Government could do more to provide greater clarity in terms of explaining
the metrics it uses to accurately measure inflation and the impacté?tus has on its
spending power. We are grateful to the Minister for providing zip(ate explaining
how the GDP deflator and the CPI is used to calculate inflatj ry impact.

However, we believe that this information should be pu ed alongside future
budgets to explain how the Welsh Government meas@s inflation on an on-
going basis, for clarity and transparency. <’.)<<

4

75. In addition, the Committee has previous)y¥ecommended that the Welsh
Government publishes additional informati o explain the impact of inflationary
pressures and interest rate increases on Q&e elsh Government’s planned
projects, targets and expected outc:om'és.87 Whilst the Minister has provided
information about the general im@f of inflation during recent budget and
supplementary budget rounds®the Committee calls on such information to be
provided at more regular in als to enable the Senedd to see the impact of
inflation in ‘real time’ so t@t any decisions taken by the Welsh Government to
mitigate such pressur@%an be held to account.

76. The Commitﬂe&.understands that the impact of inflation on the Welsh
Government’ dget was the primary reason why the Minister published in-year
changes to tf(é Welsh Government’s budget in October 2023. The Committee
recognises the reasons for such an exercise and welcomes the Minister's
willingness to be transparent in her decision-making, including attending
Committee to discuss these matters with Members. However, the Committee
notes that many of these inflationary pressures were known and discussed during
the previous budget round?®® and believes that they would have been better

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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addressed either through the First Supplementary Budget for 2023-24, or an
additional, supplementary budget. We believe that this approach could set an
unfortunate precedent and weaken the Senedd'’s role in considering key budget
decisions.

77. The Committee is particularly concerned by the lack of a formal procedural
role for the Senedd in such processes, as well as the lack of opportunities for
Members to consider and vote on such proposals in detail. The Committee has
previously recommended that the Welsh Government brings forward its second
supplementary budget so that funding can be allocated to areas as a matter of
urgency, given exceptional inflationary pressures.?° b‘

Q;

78. It is therefore disappointing that the Minister did not consid@%uch an
approach as part of the Welsh Government's recent exercise,QTe&pite accepting
our recommendation in July 2022.°" We therefore call agal BTW the Welsh
Government to explore adopting a more transparent an'bach, which includes

giving the Senedd the final say on such decisions, w making significant in-year
changes to its budget. 4
79. The Committee discusses the Welsh G nMent's decision to reprioritise

funding in response to the latest forecas§@ demand in certain areas, such as
childcare, in Chapter 3 of this report. Hewever, in order to improve transparency,
the Committee would like to moniioy-these issues as they emerge to understand
the impact of these in-year cha&es in greater detail. We therefore call on the
Minister to explore publishin@ﬁformation at regular intervals to provide an
overview of how the Wel vernment is progressing against its spending
profiles. This would gr enhance the Senedd'’s ability to scrutinise the Welsh
Government's spending decisions and to hold them to account.

Q.

80. The Com ee notes that the Welsh Government continues to face
difficulties i gaging with the UK Government on fiscal matters and is deeply
concerned by both the Treasury's reluctance to engage with the Welsh
Government prior to the autumn statement and its seeming lack of interest in
updating fiscal rules, despite repeated requests. This is particularly frustrating
given that the improvements needed to boost the Welsh Government'’s funding
position could be achieved through relatively simple changes, such as providing
enhanced flexibilities for the Welsh Government in terms of how it handles funds
from one year to the next. The Committee shares the Minister's view that these
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changes could be made outside of any future review of the Fiscal Framework and
are needed as a matter of urgency given the real terms value of these limits have
been eroded by inflation.

81. These issues are not new and the Committee hopes to explore them in
greater detail as part of its inquiry into fiscal intergovernmental relations,
launched in December 2023.? In the meantime, the Committee stands firm with
the Minister in calling for the Fiscal Framework to be updated to enable greater
flexibility and provide the Welsh Government with enhanced fiscal discretion. This
is particularly important during a time of stubbornly high inflation which has
effectively curtailed the Welsh Government's spending power.

Recommendation 4. The Committee recommends that the er pubhshes
information about how and why different indices are used b% Welsh
Government to measure the impact of inflation on its spe ng position alongside
budgets and supplementary budgets, if the Welsh Goveriment is making in-year
allocations due to inflationary pressures, to ensure ¢ on changes to real terms
funding it faces. \\GD

Recommendation 5. The Committee reco ends that the Minister provides
information about the impact of inﬂatio@ the Welsh Government’s budget at
regular intervals during the year, in adgdg to the information already provided
at the final budget and supplementgry budget stage, to enable the Senedd to
scrutinise any decisions taken % elsh Ministers to mitigate such pressures.

Recommendation 6. The @%mlttee recommends that the Welsh Government
brings forward its supp ntary budget when making significant in-year
changes in future o e of the usual supplementary budget timescales, to
enhance transpa y and to ensure that the Senedd has a final say on such

spending dec@ws.

Recommen%ation 7. The Committee recommends that the Minister calls for
maximum flexibility within the Fiscal Framework to remove the annual Wales
Reserve drawdown limits and increasing the size of both borrowing limits and the
Wales Reserve, at least in line with inflation, given that the real terms value of
these limits have been eroded in recent years.

Recommendation 8. The Committee recommends that the Minister explores
publishing information at regular intervals throughout the year to provide an
overview of how the Welsh Government is progressing against its spending
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profiles, to understand the real time impact of in-year changes on departmental
budgets.
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3. Budget Narrative and Presentation

Prioritisation and Pressures
82. In the foreword to the Draft Budget narrative, the Minister states that:

‘In making this Draft Budget, we have had to take incredibly
difficult decisions - the starkest and most painful since
devolution. This has not been a typical year, where we have had
an abundance of positive choices to make about where we can

target increased and additional investment.™? (l/b‘
Q
83. In terms of how decisions relating to the budget were readbg/d, the Minister
told the Committee that the Welsh Government had “core ciples .. that
guided our work’, explaining that: Q)Q‘

‘.. those priorities were about protecting céz% front-line public

services as far as possible .. and then delfvering the greatest

benefit to households that are hor@?ﬁ hit by the cost-of-living

crisis, prioritising jobs wherever RY sible, and then working in

partnership with other public&&ctor bodies to face the financial

storm together and refocu$ing spending away from non-

devolved areas."”* Q>

\4

84. The budget narrative g on to state that the Welsh Government has
‘radically reshaped” its bt@ t to prioritise frontline NHS services and to “protect
the core local govern t settlement, which in turn funds schools, social services,

social care and otf@@ital everyday services we rely on”%°

85. The Mini @also outlined that the Draft Budget “addresses the fact that the
budget is W&h £1.3 billion less as a result of inflation” and that, as a result:

“There have been changes across every single department, so
every Minister has looked to make changes to their existing
plans so that we could reshape the budget towards those front-
line core public services.™®

% Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 12
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86. However, in terms of funding decisions, the Minister explained that “the room
for manoeuvre is relatively small” and that “there are so many statutory
commitments that we have, there are things that are legally binding that we have
to deliver as well”"®” The Minister also emphasised that the changes made to the
Draft Budget “reflect only around 5 per cent of the overall budget”.®®

87. In order to make investments in priority areas, the Welsh Government states:

‘.. we have taken the decision to refocus some spending away

from non-devolved areas, which the UK Government should be

funding - these are areas where we have previously stepped in

to make up the shortfall.”? ™
N4

88. However, WFA pointed out that the only non-devolved a specifically
identified in the budget narrative was Police Community ort Officers (PCSQOs)
and that it wasn't obvious “anywhere else in the budge&)@here they've found cuts
to non-devolved areas”.'°° <(Q/

89. In terms of the impact of refocusing prioritids,(avFA emphasised the need for
detailed scrutiny of written Ministerial state s, by portfolio, as they are issued
to better understand “where these cuts m{@fit come”.'”' The Bevan Foundation
also suggested that the language useq\iﬁhe budget narrative isn’t always clear,
noting that: Q

>

.. reprioritised’, it's G,the word, isn’t it? Nicer than ‘cut’”'9?

90. The IFS added that “@Welsh Government has done a pretty good job here
in being upfront in th as where it has made, if you like, difficult decisions

certainly if we com to documentation for UK Government budgets or
Scottish Govern t budgets”'?® But went on to say, in agreement with WFA,
“there is a bit on these areas where they're saying that demand or take-up is

less—well, W%is that the case?"°* and “there are some areas where a little bit
more information could be provided”°

97 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 464

% Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 464

9 Welsh Government. Draft Budget 2024-25, December 2023, page 4
190 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 207

19" Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 209

192 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 322

103 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 209

9% Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 210

105 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 211
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Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015

91. The Welsh Government says that throughout the budget process, it has
“been guided by the principles embedded in the Well-being of Future
Generations Act” (the WFG Act), going on to note:

‘We have maintained our approach of understanding the
integrated impacts of the choices we are taking and the need
to act to prevent the worst impact to services. This means we
are taking action in the short-term to protect them for the
future. We maintain our commitment to respecting these
principles as we progress and reflecting and adapting @E‘re
necessary."9¢ Vv

<

92. In November 2023, the Commissioner published “Cy Can’, described as
‘our new strategy for 2023 - 2030 and our long-term vi Q’T 197 1In his written
evidence to the Committee he stated that for thisy is “overarching mission
will focus on ensuring that the Well-being of Fut f©Cenerations Act is being
delivered to its full potential across all public bO@les in Wales" 108
93. The Commissioner told the Commité é

“The approach that I've tal@'} this time is to look at how the five

ways of working have bé&a ’o,o,o//ed to the decision making ...

what is the evidenceg&"that taking place and what difference

has that mode?'”{g)

94. The Commission@%ﬁso drew attention to his use of the ‘'maturity matrix’
which is a “self-ass ent tool for public bodies so that they can assess where
they are in ter%ggra;gress in delivering on the five ways of working”"® He
described th@atrix as a ‘much more objective process” the Welsh Government
and public bddies could apply to themselves to identify areas for improvement: “It
looks at things like processes, people and culture and leadership”. ™

95. In terms of identifying the impact of the WFG Act on spending decisions
within the Draft Budget, he stated:

9% Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 19
"% Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 47
M Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 47
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.. what | was unable to see is the difference that taking
account of the well-being of future generations Act made to
the decisions themselves. So, the workings and the implications
of the Act to the decisions that were taken, it was unclear to see
from the documentation that we considered—and we looked at
all the documentation available—what the implications were
from considering the Act to the decisions that were eventually
taken.?

96. He also emphasised that:

‘It's important for openness and transparency that we seeﬁbw
decisions are being taken and that assessments abou acts
are considered when budget decisions are taken. “iNeIsh
Government also has a leadership role here for t@?r“est of the
public sector in their budget decision—makin&ocesses, and
being able to show how Welsh Governmek% doing it would be
very helpful, | think, for the public bodi\eksotb do the same."™

97. The Commissioner’s official built on thi @nphasising that similar comments
had been made “repeatedly” over the ye&nd that it was “a little bit like
groundhog day” in re-stating the sa indings to the Welsh Government again
this year.™ He described a lack of %Qgress in responding to the findings around:

‘.. the importance \éaningfu//y applying the five ways of
working, the clefin@ n of prevention that you've heard us talk
about often i is committee and the use of the budget
improvem plan as an important document to articulate
how th%@ovemment have considered the Act.""”®

98. The Mir@%r refuted these comments, saying “I think you can see all of the
ways of working” in the way the WFG Act influences its work, going on to say “we
see the benefit of the Act in action through the collaborative way of doing things.
It does sharpen the mind around those preventative areas.”®

2 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 15
5 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 16
" Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 25
5 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 25
6 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 529
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Prevention

99. Prior to the publication of the Draft Budget, the First Minister told the
Committee for the Scrutiny of the First Minister that there is a tension between
“taking money out of things that people need today in order to be able to attend
to the long run, and that judgment has to be made against every budget line”."”

100. When asked for his view on preventative spending within this Draft Budget,
the Commissioner stated that “embedding prevention into the budget process
has not yet materialised”,"® adding:

“The preventative spend is essential for future generatior}i,/band
it's essential for this agenda. We worked very closely \M@ the
Government to put together a definition of what “)weon by
‘prevention’, and we want to see that applied a

implemented into budget decisions. It's one e five ways of
working, it's absolutely at the heart of the -being of future
generations Act, and if we don't c:ddr(iis%.‘, as | keep saying,
we'll be sewing up problems for the &ture. o

101. The IFS shared this view, telling the& mittee:

‘.. In many instances, octucﬂ}> in order to provide funding for
those core, front-line se és, some of the services you might
think as being mor Med to preventative actions have been
cut back ... it loo e there's been a shift from the preventative
spending to t%@cute end of the spending.”?°

102. The Commissjgier agreed with the IFS™?, adding that it was difficult to make
a full assessme% the extent to which preventative spending has been reduced
‘because we@nable to see what counts as preventative spend according to the
definition arolUnd prevention”?? The Commissioner recognised that the Welsh
Government is piloting an approach to look at how preventative spend is
considered within the budget, but for this reason “we know it's not a
comprehensive approach that they're applying at the moment”.'>

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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103. The Welsh NHS Confederation also shared concerns that moving funding
away from areas that are preventative in nature, is likely to impact on people’s
health and will inevitably lead to increased pressure on the NHS. It highlighted
obesity, and health complications associated with obesity, as well as the long-
term effects of poor quality housing as particular areas of concern driving up
demand on the NHS.

104. The Commissioner agreed that a lack of investment in preventable diseases
will “cause greater demands on the health service in the future”* and that “‘we
have to understand how cuts to budgets today may impact on the long term."?>
He went on to say: V

Q)

‘That is, in some ways, a perfect example of where W@‘?@ed to
see the workings—so, what assessment was made hese
budget lines, what the cuts are going to do to /“Q&“bers of cases
and impact on the health service in future, qﬁ'whcrt is the
Jjudgment or the balance that's being m how of the benefit
now to investing in our health service E\o% compared to the
potential burden on the health servgg; but also on the health of
our future generations, more im antly. | think that those are
really critical considerations. @ 're of course difficult
considerations and they're @'b//’tica/ considerations, but that is
the lens in which the W@&)'e/ng of future generations Act asks
us to consider the bg@et and what we need to see done on a
comprehensive b@ in future.”?®

105. The Minister toId&%Qommittee that:
O

ron is always difficult when you've got a challenging
nt, but actually the fact that we have prioritised those
co@ ront-line public services is an act of prevention, if you like,
in itself, because those services, many of them are preventative
in terms of preventing harms from becoming even greater, and
if we hadn't supported the health service and local government
in that way, you would have known about it in terms of the
impact in future years as well."?”

2% Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 40
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106. The Committee questioned the Minister on the impact of the budget on
public bodies’ ability to deliver their well-being objectives. In response the Minister
said:

‘.. the fact that we have prioritised those particular front-line
services in itself will allow them to do the important work of
delivering the Act, which should be at the heart of everything
that they do. So, lots of the decisions that they take won't
necessarily be funding related, they'll just be ways of working,
they'll be ways in which they identify priorities, and so on. So,
funding is part of it, but certainly not all of it."?® b‘
N4

(]/
4
&

Assessing the Impact of the Budget

Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment 8

107. The budget narrative includes a Strategic Integ@& Impact Assessment
(SIIA), the purpose of which is to “identify key trends, str

impacts at portfolio level, across a range of area@\ncluding giving due
consideration across the statutory requirer‘r‘@f)s’.129

@)

108. The Draft Budget notes, “a robust ,S\N&ensures every pound invested delivers
the greatest positive impact”.*° It al @utlines the considerations made as part of
the SIIA process, including statuto@ requirements associated with five pieces of
legislation, one of which is th G Act™

ategic and cumulative

109. In its SIIA, the Welsh@ovemment also considers a range of macro evidence
sources, including the llbeing of Wales Report®®? and the five-year Future
Trends report.’®® Q‘

T10. In his cow@’tation response, the Commissioner says:

‘From previous years, we are still not seeing the assessed
impact of budget decisions in the budget documents, like the
Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment (SIIA)."4

28 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 490
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1. He goes on to say he would like to see clearer links back to the well-being
objectives and goals, as well as the current carbon budget.’*®

N2. The Commissioner says he will continue to review how the Welsh
Government has applied the WFG Act through the budget setting process. He
notes that scrutiny of the 2023-24 Draft Budget found the “Act is still not
embedded into budget decision-making in the way he would expect it to be"*®

3. His evidence to Committee builds on this, noting that:

“There is increased transparency within the narrative and the
Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment (SIIA) this year grgund
the impact of decisions. However, the documents lac é@lysis
of the long-term impacts and detailed evidence of pew the
involvement of public bodies and other people nged by the
budget has helped with assessing the potenti&~mpact.”*”

T4. The Committee asked for further cIariﬁcation%ﬁ%is issue, to which the
Commissioner responded: <
Q?*
‘.. what | think needs to change | e SIIA document... because |
think that is the place you Wo@xpect to see the workings, and
that is the place that you WQS'J\Td expect to see a more detailed
understanding of the dif@fnces being made by the well-being
of future generationxﬁt&t. My reading of that document is it's
largely a list of ex@ation of the decisions that have been taken,
rather than an @a ysis or an explanation of the analysis that was
undertaken tg'decide whether one budget was sacrificed or cut
at the exgg:fse of another one that was increased or kept."8

?\
15. The Cor&;@%sioner’s official also added that:

“There is little to no evidence that we've seen that Welsh
Government have been able to articulate how the budget
would impact on the public bodies’ ability to deliver on their
well-being objectives and steps. It's really important in the five
ways of working that integration isn’t solely about one Minister
to another, but, actually, from one public body to another. So,
we now have a scenario where public bodies have now got to

38 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 34
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reassess how they're going to deliver their well-being objectives
and steps in light of the draft budget, and, in some cases, that's
going to dramatically have an impact. We can't see the
evidence that Government have considered beyond the walls of
Government into the well-being objectives and steps, which is,
we would argue, a requirement under the ways of working.’*®

T16. The Minister said that the Welsh Government would undertake a more
detailed review of the SIIA in 2024 to “embed further the future generations
Act”*° and that she was “absolutely” committed to working with the
Commissioner on it She also stated:

(l/b‘
‘We have undertaken early engagement with [the B t
Improvement and Impact Advisory Group] BIIAG will be
engaging with a range of stakeholders to take @forward with
the intention of concluding this review alon e the 2025-26
Draft Budget and taking forward any ref forthe 2026-27
Budget.#? \\@

M7. The Commissioner told the Committe t he would like to use the review
of the SIIA as an opportunity to work wit &Ae Minister and her officials “to give
clear advice on what we would expe%'{o see in that document in future years,
and to dedicate resources from mygeam to work with her officials to get that
right, so that we're not in thatzw lon next year”“*

T8. The Minister's official s d that the Welsh Government “would very much
want to talk both throu he budget improvement and impact advisory group,
but also directly to t ture generations commissioner about how some of the
stuff he's talked a@ut around the matrix can be reflected within that review ... so
we're definite@@)en to having that conversation”

Budget Improvement Plan

T9. The Budget Improvement Plan (BIP)"“*> aims to “improve the budget process
using the Well-being of Future Generations Act and the five ways of working to
drive continuous improvement”“® The Welsh Government has committed to

%9 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 67
40 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 489
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publishing the plan annually, with the objective of improving transparency and
demonstrating how the WFG Act has influenced budget decisions. The Welsh
Government says it has worked in partnership with the Budget Improvement
Impact Advisory Group (BIIAG), to support development of the BIP. BIIAG provides
advice from an equalities and inclusion perspective to “ensure that budget and
tax processes improve over the longer term to better align funding to
outcomes” ™ In its BIP, the Welsh Government says:

"As part of the work with BIIAG, a sub-group continues to look
at embedding prevention into our processes, using biodiversity
as an area to pilot ideas. Subject to the findings from this work,
a whole budget approach to preventative activity will
explored, testing practicalities, and identifying the Cgkn%ﬁtions
needed to do this effectively across the whole org@r’sot/on. 148

N

120. The Commissioner says the BIP provides a “vvelcorQ?Tndication that long-
term and preventative thinking are still an evolving 3@ of the budget
development process’. However, he would “expeitot)hat by now, seven years in,
they would be far more embedded in curren get setting”. He says the
information suggests the Welsh Governm akes reference to ‘long-term’ and
‘prevention’ but it does not do the sam the other three ways of working.'*®

N
121. Inits BIP, the Welsh Governn@tgoutlines the planned activity between2024

and 2026 in terms of assessin%\\Qg impact of budget decisions. It will:

‘Implement an /r«@%ved impact analysis of the Annual Budget
that effective @msiders all the developments in previous years,
inawayt ore clearly demonstrates how the WFG Act
underpi Il these considerations. This will include addressing
reco endations from a commissioned review.*°

122. The Commissioner said he would “like to work” with the Welsh Government
to review the BIP, saying:

“.. we need to model good practice at the Welsh Government
level in order to do that for the rest of the public sector, and |
think these are specific ways in which we can move on from
this cycle of saying the same things and getting to a place
where we can see how the impact assessment, against the

___________________________________________________________________________
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well-being of future generations Act, is influencing those
decisions. ™!

Gender Budgeting

123. In response to a recommendation by the Committee last year'®? the Welsh
Government committed to providing an update on gender budgeting in the BIP
for 2024-25. The plan states:

“‘We have continued to evolve our work to embed a gender
focused approach and are ensuring that Welsh Treasury are
driving forward this important activity.”*3 qu‘

$
124. Going on to say: <

Q~

‘We will also be engaging with the Welsh Wo @%Budget
Group and other stakeholders through the get
Improvement Impact Advisory Group (Bl to develop our
approach to gender budgeting.* ay

?\

125. The Wales Women's Budget Group (W&Q&Z) and Women's Equality Network
Cymru (WEN) said that more informatio s needed on the progress and
evaluation of the Welsh Government’ nder budgeting pilots, which were
conducted in 2022-23. They said: QQ‘

‘While we welcom %/Welsh Government'’s continued piloting
of gender budgebibg and the publication of the Personal
Learning Acc ts (PLA) pilot evaluation, attention must now
be given t veloping plans to mainstream gender budgeting
across Q‘We/sh Government to support better policy making

and&)urce allocation.”®*

126. The WWBG/WEN described gender budgeting as:

‘.. a really critical tool that could help us restructure spending
decisions in a way that takes account of gender impacts and
helps us eliminate inequitable outcomes. And it's so important

1 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 29
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in this context, because equality concerns are all too often
deprioritised in the context of budget cuts, but this is when they
should be really essential.”>®

127. Whilst welcoming the “‘comprehensive” evaluation of the first pilot, the
WWBG/WEN said:

‘We're still awaiting the evaluation of the other two pilots and,
at the moment, we're completely in the dark as to how this
work is progressing. The thing we are concerned about at this
moment, just to say, is this work becoming siloed because,
really, it has to be mainstreamed, it has to be impleme

across the whole budgeting process. And | think the S
Women's Budget Group in particular would be rec@y%e//ghted
to work with Welsh Government officials to ens hat this

piece of work is progressed.”>” Qg)
1)

4

128. The Committee recognises that the We %ovemment has had to reshape
its budget to deliver priorities in accordan€aWwith its guiding principles. We also
note the positive comments from witnesses that the information published
alongside the Draft Budget is helpfq&. articularly when comparing to documents
produced by governments eIsev@@re in the UK. However, we believe that more
information could be provided ¥ relation to certain areas of the Draft Budget to
explain the impact of the de}lsions taken. In particular, the Draft Budget narrative
makes it difficult to un tand where funding has been reduced in real terms
and the impact this on services and on the Welsh Government’s ability to
meet its stated olj8cCtives. The Welsh Government uses terms such as “protecting”
budgets wher, nding has been maintained in nominal terms but, when
considering{ére impact of inflation, it equates to a cut in real terms. We note the
comments made that using language such as ‘reprioritised’ is too vague and
contributes to the difficulties we, as well as stakeholders, have in understanding
the areas which will feel the impact of the decisions made in this budget the
most. We feel it is necessary to repeat the views that were expressed by the
Committee last year that “being able to identify the consequences of funding
decisions is a fundamental purpose of the budget process”® and it is regrettable
that, again, this is not evident.

Committee View

56 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 261
57 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 261
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129. There are also suggestions throughout the documentation that decisions
have been made to ‘refocus some spending away from non-devolved areas” and,
as a result of “demand-led cuts”'*®* However, the narrative does not outline which
areas this relates to and the likely repercussions . We are particularly concerned
about the lack of evidence to identify the root causes of the low take-up of some
of these services, especially around childcare, which last year the Welsh
Government said was a provision it was intending to expand (this is covered
further in Chapter 6).

130. Several contributors believed that there was an emerging trend in shifting
funding away from prevention in order to fund the Welsh Government’s stated
aim of protecting frontline services as much as possible. The Com@l&tee considers
this to be a worrying development and although we understarlq(ahe logic behind
the principles that are guiding the Minister, we are concern@about the adverse
long-term impact that this approach will have on a rang ﬁ} public services that
are not considered core or frontline. Again, the Commiftge want more
information to understand how those decisions w ré(made, what the trade-offs
were, the risks the Welsh Government is accepting Tn the priorities it identifies and
where there might be negative impacts, bot the short and long-term.

131. Witnesses suggested that areas in t@%raft Budget that seek to address
long-term structural problems, such Q’boverty and inequality, are experiencing
the biggest cuts. The Committee a@'notes stakeholder concerns regarding the
particular impact that cuttingg*’@ventative expenditure will have on the NHS.

132. The Committeeis n qured by the Minister's comments that prioritising
core front-line public %ées is an act of prevention. We feel that there is very
little evidence in th cumentation published alongside the Draft Budget which
shows how thesetshort-term decisions are balanced by strategic long-term
objectives. Th mmittee therefore agrees with the Commissioner that
prioritising p%ventative spend is essential as a long-term measure to support
future generations. If the Welsh Government is not doing that, however, the
impacts of those decisions should be identified. We are also concerned by the
Commissioner’'s remarks that there is a lack of evidence within the Draft Budget
to show the impact that cutting preventative funding now will have on the
sustainability of future services. The Committee believes that the Welsh
Government should demonstrate how it assesses the impact of these decisions
and this should be detailed in the Strategic Integrated Impact Assessment in the
next budget round. The Committee recognises that the Welsh Government has
done work in this area and is conducting a pilot to quantify how preventative

59 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 208
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spend is changing within its spending plans. However, the Committee would like
to see further details regarding this pilot, particularly on the assessments carried
out to justify this move away from preventative funding towards protecting
frontline services. Furthermore, we request information as to how the pilot will be
used to rollout the approach across the Welsh Government. We feel that this
would be a step towards meaningfully embedding prevention, one of the five
ways of working as defined in the WFG Act, into the budget process.

133. The Committee was encouraged by comments from the Commissioner that
there is increased transparency within the narrative and the SIIA around the
impact of decisions. However, the Committee also acknowledges coomments
made by the Commissioner’s office that, even if the Welsh Govern@bnt is
considering the five ways of working alongside its decision maﬁ(r%n it is not seeing
the progress “around the importance of meaningfully apply@'the five ways of
working”. We also agree with the Commissioner that the sh Government
should outline how its budget decisions impact on t @oility of public bodies to
deliver their well-being objectives. For this reason, é(would urge the Welsh
Government to demonstrate these details withirlthe SIIA, giving due regard to the

‘maturity matrix’. %Qv

134. The Committee notes that the Wel overnment is in the process of
reviewing the SIIA, and welcomes bo@'\the Commissioner’s offer to dedicate
resource to work in collaboration @1 the Welsh Government on this issue, and
the Minister’'s willingness to er)Qége with the Commissioner. It is crucial that these
documents are effective an@e Committee believes that a collaborative
approach to reviewing b@ he BIP and the SIIA would help ensure transparency
around how the WFG is helping guide decisions.

135. The Commj welcomes the publication of the Personal Learning Accounts
(PLA) gender geting pilot and is encouraged that it provides comprehensive
evaluation a&! recommendations to learn from.

136. The Committee notes the Welsh Government’'s commitment in its BIP for
2024-25 to “embed a gender focussed approach” to its work, but believe that it
cannot do this unless the findings of the two remaining pilots are accessible. We
also share the frustration of stakeholders who are “in the dark” about their results.

137. We feel that these findings could be used, not only as a tool to progress the
mainstreaming of gender budgeting across the Welsh Government, but also as a
way of incorporating it into whole policy making. We therefore urge the Welsh
Government to publish these results.
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Recommendation 9. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information about where funding is being re-prioritised in the Draft
Budget, including:

. details of all the non-devolved areas, which the Welsh Government
believes the UK Government should be funding; and

. an explanation of why demand is less in certain areas and the budgetary
impact of this.

Recommendation 10. The Committee recommends that the Welsh Government
provides a further analysis of the impact of its budget on areas that y be

considered preventative in nature. (19
Recommendation 11. The Committee recommends that t inister provides
information on how the prevention pilot will be applied ss the Welsh
Government'’s budget, and works alongside key stake ers, to provide

meaningful data to identify the trend in preventio%g’cross years.

Recommendation 12. The Committee reco nds that the Minister includes
information in Strategic Integrated Impac essments from now on to explain
how the Welsh Government considers tb\& Ive ways of working within the Well-

being of Future Generations (Wales) /@'}2015 when making budgetary decisions.
Q

Recommendation 13. The Co %tee recommends that the Minister provides
details of the review it will ur@c&take of both its Budget Improvement Plan and
Strategic Integrated Imp gssessment including the membership of the
Budget Improvementé?lmpact Advisory Group, the terms of reference of the
review, details of a&\ggonsultations undertaken and related timescales.

Recommend ?r;m. The Committee recommends that the Minister publishes
the remainir{g/ wo gender budget pilots and works in collaboration with the
Wales Women's Budget Group / Women's Equality Network to mainstream
gender budgeting across the Welsh Government.
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4. Fiscal Levers

Devolved Taxation

138. There are three devolved Welsh taxes: Welsh rates of income tax (WRIT), land
transaction tax (LTT) and landfill disposals tax (LDT). Two local taxes - council tax
and non-domestic rates - also provide revenue to fund public services.

139. The Welsh Government published its Tax Policy Report alongside the Draft
Budget which “presents progress with the tax policy agenda in Wales".'®° This is its
third report since the publication of the Tax Policy Work Plan 2021—(%/5&‘61

Q

140. Since the 2020-21 budget round, the OBR has provided im\i‘e;kendent Welsh
tax revenue forecasts. Its latest Welsh taxes outlook was pu ed alongside the
Welsh Government'’s Draft Budget and sets out the OBR@Iorecast for WRIT, LTT

and LDT 2 <<(§>

Attitudes to Taxation 4

Y‘
141. Attitudes to devolved taxation was co ered during the Committee'’s

workshops with Welsh Youth Parliamen YP) Members and focus groups
conducted by the Senedd’s engagen@'?ﬂt team. Across both strands, views on
using taxation or borrowing differ@v\/ith arguments made for and against.

142. A majority of those Who@'%\\k/part in the Committee’s focus groups only
wanted to see increased | me tax for those who can afford it,'®* however, this
view was not universal(;g} one participant stating that “we live in a society now
where we can't av%@ e conversation of increasing tax".'®

143. Members he WYP noted that higher taxes were considered to be
instrument the delivery of high quality public services.'®> However, there was a
strong feeling that, if the Welsh Government used its powers to increase tax, it
would need to clearly show where the money will be spent so that the public see
the benefits of such an approach.’®® WYP Members also acknowledged that
raising taxes in the current financial climate was difficult as it could exacerbate

_____________________________________________________________________________________
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the cost of living crisis. As a result, they felt that increases should be targeted at
higher earners.'®’

144. These views were reflected in submissions to the Committee consultation.
The Welsh Retail Consortium told us that “Workers on low or modest earnings
should continue to be protected from rises in Welsh income tax”.'¢8

145. In terms of general awareness, WYP Members knew that the Welsh
Government has tax raising powers, but were not aware of the specific taxes.'®®
The majority of focus group participants also had some awareness of how the
budget was funded in terms of devolution, but not of the specific amounts and
the specific taxes involved.”® (1?‘

Q

Devolved Tax Income and Forecasting 0:\(1/

Y
146. The OBR notes that, relative to March 2023, WRIT f(@éasts are up by an
average of £231 million (7.5 per cent) for the period u %)2027—28.‘71 These
changes largely reflect upward revisions to the OB% UK-wide forecast, primarily
due to higher earnings combined with freezes @he personal tax threshold.

147. \When asked to explain the reasons focﬁ increased forecast, the OBR told

the Committee that: \@

‘.. by far the biggest reasd@d for the increase in the forecast is the
increase in the UK—V&Q@mcome tax forecast .. and that was
primarily due to t ct that between March and the autumn
we saw higher tion than we had previously expected .. And
combined witkvthe freezes in the personal tax threshold, that
has gene d pretty significant fiscal drag, so pulling more
peopl Vgc%ﬁ:igher rate tax bands or pulling more people into
the §) system."7?

N2

148. The OBR confirmed that the national insurance contributions cuts
announced by the UK Government in its autumn statement 2023 was also a
contributing factor to its upward revisions:

______________________________________________________________________________________________
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.. we have assumed that they lead to an increase in labour
supply, and as a result of that increase in labour supply, with
more people working or people working longer hours, that
boosts income tax receipts, and a portion of that boost to
income tax receipts increases the Welsh income tax forecast.””?

149. Other factors which boosted the forecast include:

“.. welfare reform measures that the UK Government
announced, and also measures to support childcare, which we
similarly assumed boosts labour supply and therefore
increased income tax in the UK and in Wales.””4 Q(l/b‘

150. The IFS told the Committee that the freeze in personal a ance tax
thresholds would “benefit the Welsh Government'’s net tax ition".”>

151. WFA agreed, stating that the number of people Qr:g the additional rate of
income tax “will significantly increase””® as a resultef(freezing thresholds, adding
that this also makes the Welsh Government's tax\powers “more useful” in that “If
you did increase the higher rate and the addi€ipnal rate, you'd raise slightly more

revenues” 77 O

152. In terms of whether improvemeq§§ could be made to Welsh forecasts, the
OBR confirmed that they wanted @‘hake further progress in getting a better
understanding of “the impact&ﬁ.&he personal allowance, both increases and then
freezes, on the Welsh tax ta@nd the tax take for the other devolved
administrations”."”® Q/Q

153. However, WFA §I50 felt that improvements to the forecast could be made,
including conce ting on “changes from December to December, rather than
March to De&g&ééer".m It also asked for:

‘.. more detail on the forecast for comparable UK Government
revenues and perhaps an outline of the block grant

adjustments and how those are changing so that we can have
a proper detailed analysis and narrative around how and why

73 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 12

74 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 13

75 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 226

76 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 228

77 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 229

78 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 96

7% Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 217-218
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Wales is doing better at the moment than during the absence
of tax devolution, because it's quite stark”8°

154. WWhen asked whether there are any additional information or outputs that
the Welsh Government would consider valuable additions to what is currently
being produced by the OBR, the Minister stated that she was “satisfied with the
information that is produced”'® and that “the system works well as it is".'8?

155. The Minister’s official also confirmed that:

.. we don't feel, at the moment anyway, that there are any
glaring gaps that urgently need to be filled, but we need_te.
keep that under review."'83 (19

156. In terms of wider trends in the devolved forecasts for , the OBR
published a working paper on 26 October 2023 which | Qd in detail at trends in
Welsh income taxes.”® The paper found that the Wel {&hare of UK tax take fell
throughout the 2010s, but that this trend has stabg,ijgé for the last three or four
years.'®s The OBR confirmed that it is planning telcarry out further work to
understand the changes “to see whether th% N tell us any more about the likely
evolution of the Welsh share in future”®® ()

157. WFA felt that the methodology L@'éol by the OBR as a basis for its forecasts is
‘pretty sound” and commended t@r’working paper as it “drills down in more
detail in terms of what in the p@%t/ historically, has driven the differences in the tax
base performance”.'®” \)é

Block Grant Adjustm and Reconciliations

Ov
158. When askedf&the Welsh Government anticipated any changes to its budget
in light of the fe¥écasts for devolved Welsh taxes being revised upwards, the

Minister's oﬂ{é'ral explained that:

“There’s that lag in terms of getting the outturn for the Welsh
rates of income tax, and that means that the reconciliation is
applied three financial years after the financial year in question

80 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraphs 217-218
81 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 386
82 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 389
8 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 394
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.. Overall, we've got around about £67 million additional to
spend next year in relation to the devolved taxes and block-
grant adjustments and reconciliations compared to the
position as at the final budget last year. So, that's a positive
movement."88

159. When asked how long it would take for the Welsh Government to receive its
outturn for WRIT, the OBR stated that “what actually happens in outturn will not
be known for, | think, about 18 months because there is a long lag here”.'8°

160. The Minister’s official recognised that the process takes a “long time” and that
it is “a product of how HMRC administers the system”.?° He addedgtﬁét:

‘It would obviously be preferable to have all of tha ne
quicker than it is, but that'’s the quickest it can one at the
moment. It's something we'll continue to %c;&@- MRC about.
It's really an HMRC thing rather than a Tr ry thing.” ™!

161. However, when asked if this could be mitigated by updating the block grant
adjustment annually, alongside the Draft Bu t, the Minister said it “would
further complicate an already complicag stem”.192

162. The Minister's official added tha@e Welsh Government needed “more time
to work out” the benefits or otherv@’of more “frequent reconciliations”'®* but
that it would be “something w&Wook at as we go along”.®*

D

163. The Minister's officia mentioned the addition of devolved tax and block
grant adjustment fore€§6t in the Draft Budget documentation which has been
included for the fir e in response to a recommendation made by the

Committee in it ort on the Draft Budget 2023-24,'° “to provide more clarity
about the int tion between tax forecasts and block-grant adjustments and
reconciliatiogs".196

88 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 79
89 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 34

190 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 82
9T Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 82
92 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 417

193 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 422
9% Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 424
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164. Such a development was noted by WFA as a “welcome addition to the
budget” and that it “does a really good job of explaining the breakdown between
actual revenues and reconciliations, and breaking down the two areas”.'’

Welsh Rates of Income Tax

165. According to the Welsh Government's ready reckoner, the estimate for
changing the rates of income tax bands by +/- 1p in terms of Welsh Government
tax revenue for WRIT in 2024-25 are:

. Basic rate: +/- £263 million

| . ™
. Higher rate: +/- £40 million (19(1/
" Additional rate: +£5 million, -£6 million™® ?93
166. The Draft Budget narrative states that: Q‘

‘In line with its commitment not to tokqéﬁ?r/e in Welsh Rates of
Income Tax from Welsh families for at4east as long as the
economic impact of the pandemid&osts, the Welsh
Government proposes to set W, Rates of Income Tax for

2024-25 at 10p."?? Q\

167. The Minister explained the re%%hs behind this decision:

N
‘. we do conside@ﬁfresh every year, but this year, again, we're
very mindful of, fact that people are still experiencing the
cost-of-livin 'sis and they've got the highest tax burden since
after the skfond world war. You can't just think of Welsh rates
ofinc%ke tax in isolation from people’s overall tax liabilities. ?°°

168. In termge)f the options available to the Welsh Government, the Minister
explained that changing the basic rate was the only option available that would
‘make any real difference”?°' to the Welsh Government's revenues, given that “we
have relatively few people in the higher and additional rates” 2%

97 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 224

200 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 439
201 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 443
202 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 443
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Land Transaction Tax

169. According to the OBR, total LTT forecast receipts are on average £59 million
(16 per cent) lower between 2023-24 and 2027-28 when compared to February
2023203

170. In terms of why the OBR assumes no divergence on house prices between
Wales and the UK, the OBR told the Committee that “there’s been a very close
tracking of both prices and transactions in Wales and the UK over the past year”
and that on that basis “we didn’t see any case for assuming divergence in the
future” 204

Landfill Disposals Tax

Q“’b‘

Vv
=
171. The OBR notes receipts for LDT in the first half of 202 —&re down by £8.8
million (35.3 per cent) on the same period last year, driv a reduction in the
amount of standard-rate waste sent to landfill.2° Q&

172. When asked about the reasons for this, thng'BQ explained that:

?\

‘.. there are probably a couple o tors here. One is that
generally subdued economic@s vity, compared to our previous
forecast, may have had sor@é impact in reducing waste. But |
think the bigger effect is@/’e to some capacity issues at some
of the landfill sites, b on information that we have from the
Welsh Revenue A@ority and the operators. And so, on that
basis, o/thougk@/ assume some of that shortfall persists
through the cast, we don't assume that all of it persists. So,
essential, e assume that some of that unexpected weakness
will u@hd over the forecast period.”26

173. In termgof whether discussions had taken place with the Welsh Revenue
Authority (WRA) regarding lack of non-compliance data, the OBR confirmed that:

‘.. we discussed that in the report, and that is an area that we
will be doing more work with analysts in Welsh Government
and the Welsh Revenue Authority on.™?°”

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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174. However, the OBR reassured the Committee that:

‘It doesn't mean that we are not capturing any kind of non-
compliance in our forecast, because, essentially, non-
compliance that may be happening now is built into the
baseline from which we project."°8

175. The OBR also added that:

‘I don't think there's any problem that we feel we have that
information is sort of being withheld ... We have a good working
relationship with all our counterparts in Wales, so | think tis
more about developing the ability to collect and asse is
information.”29° Q§

176. \When asked about the reasons for the lack of data @mg to non-
compliance associated with LDT, the Minister stated thb

‘.. the OBR revenue forecast for LDT inlé'i%/t/y assumes that
current levels of non-compliance r in constant throughout
the forecast, but | do have regul eetings with the Welsh
Revenue Authority, and we, /'n@r ably, talk about LDT and
collection, and they talk ab@'bt the work that they're doing to
identify the main areas Q@/’sk 210

N

Non-Domestic Rates R

\J
177. In the Draft Budge@rrative the Welsh Government confirms that it will cap

the increase to the domestic rates (NDR) multiplier in Wales to 5 per cent for
2024-25 at a cost 18 million this year.?" 40 per cent relief for retail, leisure and
hospitality is ed at £110,000 per business (rather than 75 per cent in England)

at a cost of £48 million.22

178. A number of respondents to the Committee’s consultation, which were
submitted before the Draft Budget was published, called on the Welsh
Government to use its fiscal powers to support businesses.

179. The Welsh Retail Consortium requested an approach to tax “which helps
retailers keep down prices for shoppers and which helps retail destinations and

208 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 85
209 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 88
20 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 396
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economic growth rebound” and called on the Welsh Government to “Rule out any
uplift in the business rate” ?* It also called on the Welsh Government to “Set out a
timetabled plan to lower the business rate permanently over the medium term to
a more financially sustainable level for firms”?*

180. The Federation of Small Businesses also called on the Welsh Government to
extend the 75 per cent rates relief “for businesses in the hospitality, tourism, and
leisure sector” as “a targeted and essential demand to address the unique
challenges faced by these industries” 2

181. The Minister told Committee that “This is one of the difficult choices that
we've had to make as a result of our focus on core front-line public sefvices,

essentially”. She also outlined the support made available to th tor within the
Draft Budget: Q,

‘For the retail, hospitality and leisure sector, decided to

set that relief at 40 per cent for next year, ssentially

tapering down from what was only everismtended to be a short-
term relief in any case, but also putting*in place a £20 million
capital fund so that businesses wjtiee able to look to that fund
to provide support for becom/@ore sustainable in future ...
So, we did take a different %sp oach. It's worth as well just
remembering that we spend £384 million a year supporting
businesses with their rQte relief in Wales, and that's a really

significant investrr\)@g) 216
Further Devolutioan)raxation Powers

182. The Committ@.c?ecommended in its report on the Draft Budget 2023-24
that the Welsh GQgvernment undertakes foundational work on the benefits and
risks associa with devolving powers to modify WRIT bands and thresholds.?” In
its response, the Welsh Government agreed with the recommendation in
principle, but recognised that:

“This would be a step change in the Welsh Government’s
devolved tax responsibilities and would mean much greater

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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exposure to relative tax base growth risk between Wales and
elsewhere in the UK."8

183. There was some support for further devolution of tax powers from
respondents to the Committee’s consultation. The WWBG wanted “serious
consideration given to the use of more progressive sources of tax revenue, such as
devolved income tax increases, or income tax reform to include more bands and
flexibility as in Scotland”#®

184. The Bevan Foundation also wanted "to see steps taken to grow the tax base
in Wales, and also to continue the exploration of the potential of new devolved
taxes’ 2?9 |t pointed to the limitations of the current powers, stating &&at ‘it is very

difficult for the Welsh Government to pursue .. an anti-austerity nda .. And
that's a product of the settlement that we have”?? Q§

e
185. When asked about the work being carried out by t elsh Government to

u

develop its taxation powers, the Minister stated that<< system that we have at
the moment here in Wales is new, it's still beddingén, but | think it's proven itself
to be advantageous”.??2 However, the Minister referred to the benefits of the
Scottish tax model in delivering a greater ra@ of policy outputs:

“..if you do have a larger rarg&f bands, then you can offer
relative protection to peo, @on the lower bands. So, there are
more policy choices tho%/ou could make in that kind of
scenario, whilst als ing on board the financial risk to the
budget.”?# )

O
186. The Minister addéq‘hat:

. we %é?gﬁterested in what they're doing in Scotland, and we
do to consider what the implications might be for us here
in Wales ... but there are certain risks. %

187. In terms of developing a greater understanding of devolved taxes, the
Minister mentioned that the Welsh Government is part of a “group that includes
Welsh Government officials, officials from Scotland, the Scottish Fiscal

_______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Commission, the OBR and HMRC, and they look, again, at data and analytical
developments that are happening” across the UK.??°

188. In terms of devolving powers to enable the Welsh Government to introduce
new taxes, the Minister noted during Draft Budget scrutiny in December 2022
that progress on a vacant land tax had “stalled”.??¢ When asked whether there
were any developments in this area, the Minister said “No’ is the short answer to
that”, adding:

“.. it seems that if the UK Government understands, approves of
and agrees with a policy behind devolving a tax, then it's happy
to do it, whereas if it's not something the UK Governme

already intends to do itself in England, then it Wi//justq%wtinue
to push back. So, the approach isn’t very equitabl

N
Other Fiscal Levers Q)Q‘

Borrowing and use of Reserves (,;(

*
189. The Draft Budget outlines that the Wel i@évemment is looking to
drawdown £75 million from the Wales Re@e in 2024-25,%% and the Report on
Outturn 2022-23 confirms that the full £ million reserve was carried forward to
2023-24 financial year.??® In terms o &rrowing, the Welsh Government intends to
use the maximum £150 million avallable to it.2*°

&\\’
190. The Minister told the Cammittee that, in relation to borrowing, “we're limited
to borrowing £150 millior@ year, and up to f£1 billion” and that “Every year since

we've had those powers, e've been aiming to borrow the maximum” 2!

Capital oy?‘

\Z
191. In the E{(a t Budget narrative, the Welsh Government states the “majority of
allocations for general capital will remain static for this Draft Budget”.#*? The
Minister confirmed that the Welsh Government will continue its
overprogramming approach to budgeting for capital ** and also clarified that the

225 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 387
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Welsh Government'’s approach to capital funding had not changed since the 2021
UK autumn statement:

‘Our plans on capital haven't changed significantly since we set
them at the point at which we undertook our zero-based
review, and that was as part of our 2021 spending review,

which looked across the next three years. So, we haven't
significantly changed those, although we would hope—as we
would hope this year—to be able to potentially switch some
capital to revenue.”?3*

192. Respondents to the Committee’s consultation commented oralt?ﬁe need for
increased capital investment in particular areas. The Chartered rﬂ%tute of
Housing Cymru called for increased capital funding “to ensur@ge have enough
affordable homes to meet the rising need here in Wales aQy?fo overcome the
current housing crisis’;?*> an issue echoed by Cymorth <$7ru236 and the WLGA 7

193. The Welsh NHS Confederation also called for @%her capital funding “to
support public bodies to reach the Net Zero ta@~ by 2030 set by Welsh
Government in the NHS Wales Decarbonisa@ Strategic Delivery Plan” adding
that “the lack of capital funding and inveé@ent is @ major barrier to service
delivery now and in the future” 28 N

194. In giving evidence to the Con%gnittee, WEFA explained that inflationary
pressures experienced since t \s\e/capital budgets were set in the 2021 UK
autumn statement “signific@j ly erodes the value of the budget, and we think
that, by 2028-29, the W, Government's core block grant for core capital
spending could fall @Qbout 15 per cent in real terms”2*°

195. WFA adde at construction and infrastructure projects have been
particularly ipgidacted by these pressures.?+°

196. The IFS also mentioned that the Welsh Government's decision to switch
capital to resource funding in order to prioritise funding for frontline services
could further exacerbate pressures on capital budgets:

2% Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 17

29 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 149
240 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 149
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‘Whilst there's been this £800 million top-up for resource
spending, there's been no top-up for capital, so the pressure
was already building there, and the switch from capital to
resource will add to that pressure on the capital budgets. 4

197. The IFS added that, as a result, the “Welsh Government will have to really
ruthlessly prioritise its capital budgets” ?#? but suggested that:

‘.. one way it can maximise capital investment in Wales is by
creating an enabling environment that allows local
government to feel confident to maximise their use of their

prudential borrowing powers’. 243 Q(l/b‘
198. The IFS added that: Q:\q’
‘I think those two things—more clarity for loca ernment and

more flexibility—will help them maximise pypaQential borrowing,
which is an important source of actual cféitc:/ investment,
especially for things like schools and lélcdl transport

schemes. %44 %Qv

Financial Transactions Capital @O
N

199. The Draft Budget includes sopéallocations of financial transactions capital,
further allocations will be madsaj; Final Budget.?*>* The Draft Budget narrative

states that:
\5%

‘.. the t/mesca@ within which to develop proposals and the
late annm@@ment of the UK Autumn Statement have
constraiyed our ability to make full FT allocations as part of the

Dra@@zdget 246

200.\When asked for an update on this issue, the Minister confirmed that any
reallocating of capital between the Draft and Final Budget would be in relation to
the allocation of financial transactions capital, “because there's no additional
capital to allocate” 27

241 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 137
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244 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 160
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201. The Minister added that:

“.. the only new funding will be in relation to financial
transactions capital. | did announce £41 million of financial
transactions at the draft budget, but | expect to announce
some more, as we continue to work through those plans, at the
final budget. %48

Committee View

202. The Committee notes the views on taxation expressed during our
engagement work and in response to our consultation exercise, ang Wwelcomes
the diversity of opinions regarding raising and lowering taxes. We‘@elcome that
awareness of devolved taxes appears relatively high and hop at the discussions
held in relation to these are reflective of an increased matt\:s?y in the discourse
around taxation in Wales. Q)Q‘

203. The Committee welcomes the reasons provi by the OBR on why its
income tax forecasts for Wales have been revis dlupwards, and notes that this is
due largely to UK-wide trends. The Committ Qgrso found the OBR'’s latest
assessment of Welsh taxes, which show trends in Welsh income taxes
compare to wider UK trends, particularly seful and agrees with the Minister that
the information produced is robusé@ comprehensive.

204. The Committee also WeIoQ}(es work undertaken by the OBR in its working
paper on devolution and tfke)ﬁeps taken to improve its Wales-specific
methodology relating t @x forecasting. Developing devolved taxation in Wales is
dependent on accurafddnd meaningful data. The Committee is confident that
the OBR's approac@geill greatly enhance our understanding of how the Welsh tax
base is changi nd that this will help inform future approaches to devolved
taxation. Q/

205. The Committee is pleased to see information provided within the Draft
Budget showing revenues, block grant adjustment and net revenue impact for
each of the devolved taxes. As noted by the Minister, this has been included for
the first time in response to recommendations made by the Committee in our
report on the Draft Budget 2023-24.24° We welcome this as a positive

248 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 485
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development which has provided an additional layer of clarity and we expect to
see such information included in future budget documentation.

206. The Committee notes the evidence received on how the block grant
adjustment is calculated and particularly the time lag between the OBR’s forecast
and the outturn position, where revenues are available to the Welsh Government.
Although the Committee is frustrated with the time this process takes, we
recognise that there could be risks associated with streamlining the current
approach. We therefore call on the Minister to monitor this process and to use the
data collected to consider whether changes could be made to enable quicker
access by the Welsh Government to any increases in its funding recejved as a

result of any adjustments. Q(l/
YV
207. The Committee notes the Welsh Government'’s decisio keep devolved

tax rates relatively static for 2024-25 and believes this is a %?@matic approach
within the current economic context, especially given i@éases to the cost of
living and the continued squeeze on household inc :

o

208. The Committee is concerned by the lack o@!‘ata captured by the WRA on
non-compliance activity relating to LDT, an impact this has on producing
accurate forecasting. We note that the OBR/is planning on working closely with
analysts in the Welsh Government andihe WRA on this issue. The Committee is
also pleased that a good working @ ionship exists between the OBR and the
WRA and that information relatj o this matter is not being deliberately
withheld. Nonetheless, the mittee believes that these issues should be
addressed to ensure that ?Qolems do not persist and we call on the Minister to
provide assurances th§§ch gaps in data will not hinder the forecasting of LDT in
future. @)

Q.

209.The COZ@GE notes the views expressed regarding the limitations of the
Welsh Gove ent’s current powers over income tax, including the relatively
modest amounts of funding that could be raised through current devolved
income tax rates. We also note the inability of the Welsh Government to introduce
new tax bands and thresholds, in contrast to the Scottish Government’s powers.
We are disappointed with the lack of progress in devolving powers to introduce
new taxes, and support the Minister in her efforts to engage the UK Government
on these matters.

210. The Committee has previously called on the Welsh Government to undertake
foundational work into the benefits and risks associated with devolving powers to
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modify WRIT bands and thresholds?*° Although we recognise that devolving such
powers carries risks, the Committee is disappointed that the Minister is not
exploring this option with greater enthusiasm. It would enable the Welsh
Government to develop a more progressive income tax regime in Wales, in line
with the broad aims of its tax policy, thereby allowing the Welsh Government to
develop more effective tax policies for higher earners.

211. Despite this, the Committee is pleased that the Minister is taking an open
and pragmatic approach to the issue. We also agree with the Minister that it is
essential to understand the impact of such powers in a Welsh context before
considering whether further powers should be devolved. b‘
212. The Committee is particularly interested in the group Iookier%qt/data and
analytical developments relating to taxation across the UK, tPQJ; includes Welsh
Government officials, officials from the Scottish Governme@fhe Scottish Fiscal
Commission, the OBR and HMRC. We are pleased that& level of engagement
on taxation matters exist across the devolved admin{é tions and central
government and ask the Minister to keep us info\r\rgéd of developments.

213. The Committee expressed concerns la ar about the level of the Welsh
Government'’s capital budgets and calle more detail on how its capital
programme will be affected by constrained budgets and inflationary pressures.?!
The Committee believes that ques&@ms remain about the Welsh Government'’s
ability to deliver stated commitwnts within its capital budget envelope,
especially given that it has b subject to significant erosion since the budgets
were set at the time of t% autumn statement in 2021.

214. The Committe es that a full update on capital mapping will be provided
alongside the Fin @udget on 27 February 2024. The Committee is aware of the
impact of infla on capital projects, particularly in the area of school
constructio d is concerned that it was not possible to understand from budget
documentation what capital plans the Welsh Government will deliver in 2024-25.
The Committee found it particularly hard to work out whether projects have been
reprioritised, scaled back or reprofiled across a number of years and the impact
this will have on the delivery of outcomes in 2024-25, especially given funding for
capital projects has fallen in real terms.

___________
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215. The Committee recognises that the Minister has few levers at her disposal to
boost this aspect of the Welsh Government’s budget However, the Committee
heard evidence that the Welsh Government could do more to develop an
enabling environment to allow local government to feel confident in using their
prudential borrowing powers to boost capital capacity. We believe there are
metrits to this, and ask the Minister to look at ways in which such an approach
could be nurtured.

216. The Committee also notes that the Minister hopes to be able to switch
capital to revenue funding, as is planned within the current 2023-24 financial year.
We understand why the Minister has taken this approach and acknowledge that
it carries risk given that it requires agreement by the Treasury, whi@[me
understand has not been provided. We therefore call on the Mm@ter to provide an
update as soon as the Treasury considers the Welsh Govern t's request, as well
as explaining the budgetary impact of the request bein lined.

217. The Committee further notes that the timing OQ%?UK autumn statement
2023 has constrained the Welsh Government'’s ajltif@y to make full financial
transactions capital (FT) allocations as part of Draft Budget. The Committee
has previously recommended that the We overnment provides regular
updates on FT allocations.?*? It is therefo Isappointing that these issues remain
unaddressed and call for clarity on FT@'Nocations for 2024-25 to be provided as
soon as possible, and for this infor@ﬁon to be made available sooner in future
budget rounds. &\\/

Recommendation 15. Tg\aommittee recommends that the Minister:

. commits t onitoring trends in the size of block grant adjustments

over ti Qand
S

. us@ch data to consider whether changes to the process for making
reconciliations through block grant adjustments could be made, to
enable quicker access by the Welsh Government to any increases in its
funding.

Recommendation 16. The Committee recommends that the Minister works with
the Office for Budget Responsibility and the Welsh Revenue Authority to ensure
that its processes for collecting and sharing public non-compliance data relating

___________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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to Landfill Disposals Tax is fit for purpose, and provides assurances that problems
in this area will not persist.

Recommendation 17. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
an update by the summer recess on discussions held with the Scottish
Government, Scottish Fiscal Commission, the Office for Budget Responsibility and
HMRC regarding data and analytical developments relating to taxation across the
UK, and provides an assessment of whether there is scope for the Welsh
Government’s current taxation powers to be enhanced in light of any discussions
held.

Recommendation 18. The Committee recommends that the Miniet%‘r provides
information on the capital plans that the Welsh Government wil liver in 2024-
25 in its final budget documentation, including details of pro{?x; s that have been
reprioritised, scaled back or reprofiled across a number of@%?s in light of
budgetary constraints in this area. Qg)

Recommendation 19. The Committee recommeng% that the Minister maximises
capital investments by working with local auth@%ies to develop an enabling

environment that would allow local govern t to use their prudential borrowing
powers to boost capacity within their ca@ budgets.
N

Recommendation 20. The Commi @e recommends that the Minister provides
an update on whether the Treasu@ as agreed to the Welsh Government's
request to switch funding fro }apital to revenue, and provides information to
explain the budgetary impadt should this request be declined, including details of
individual projects, poli@and initiatives that would be affected.

RecommendatioQE?. The Committee recommends that the Minister includes
decisions and mentation relating to general and financial transactions
capital alloc Ns as part of the Draft Budget documentation in future years to
ensure there is an opportunity to scrutinise plans as part of the Draft Budget
scrutiny process.
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5. Sustainability of Public Services

218. The Welsh Government notes that its budget settlement from the UK
Government:

“.. is not sufficient to respond to the extreme pressures
experienced by public services, caused by persistently high
inflation, unfunded pay settlements, increased energy costs and
rising demand.?>3

219. It added: ™
N4
“The stark reality of the extraordinary financial circum(s}onces
we are facing has necessitated a more fundame&%‘!

approach. >4 Qp
N2

220. The Welsh Government said the adopted appre{@%‘h meant “‘some really
difficult decisions to radically redesign’?®® its speqoﬁ%g plans and its priorities
included “protecting core frontline public ser@%, as far as possible”. It added:

“These priorities enable us to 1@5 allocations on those areas
which deliver the services ich matter most to people and
communities. Among o iority areas for funding are frontline
NHS services and the\ggre local government settlement, which
funds schools, socj rvices and social care.”*¢

221. However, the WeIOsQ/@overnment acknowledged:

‘. even this extra investment, health boards and councils
will @igniﬁcont pressures and difficult choices in managing
vvi@ their settlements in 2024-25."%57

_____________________________________________________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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Financial Sustainability

NHS Wales

222. The Welsh Government said that NHS Wales will receive an extra £450
million for 2024-25,2° which is additional to the £425 million of funding as part of
its in-year savings exercise for 2023-24, announced in October 2023.2*? |t noted:

“This is equivalent to an increase of more than 4% in 2024-25,
compared to less than 1% for the NHS in England.™¢°

Service Pressures (l,b‘

Q
223. In April 2022, the Welsh Government published its program(t)ﬂe for
transforming and modernising planned care and reducing ing lists in Wales.

This set out five “key ambitions” to reduce waiting times.?zp

224, The waiting times data for September 2023 sh d that the Welsh
Government had not yet met Ambition 1 (No on \f@iting longer than a year for
their first outpatient appointment, by the en 2022) and Ambition 2 (Eliminate

the number of people waiting longer than years in most specialties, by March
2023). The target dates for Ambitions 3—@@ | from Spring 2024.22
N

225. The Welsh NHS Confederatio&@agld the waiting times data for September
2023 showed increasing deman\q/and this was coming at a time of financial

challenges, adding: \)é&
‘.. unless we ctively tackle demand - that is, all sectors and
govemmee:@epclrtments doing all they can to support the
popu/o@s health and wellbeing - the sustainability of health
and QD services will be at risk.?%3

"

226. It told the Committee:

.. we're also seeing an increase in pressure and demand at the
front-door, and acuity of demand as well. When people are

_____________________________________________________________
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coming into the NHS, the problems they've got are generally
more serious. %4

227. In its response to the NHS waiting time data for October 2023, the Welsh
Government said:

‘It's disappointing to see overall waiting lists reaching their
highest levels on record.?%>

228. In its consultation response, the Welsh NHS Confederation said a range of
‘external drivers” have had a “significant” impact on NHS Wales, leading to
‘increased financial uncertainty and deficits”**®* These include underlying deficits
from 2022-23, workforce pay pressures, inflation and increased s ing on
Mmedicine and prescriptions.?” Q§

229. It also said the 2023-24 budget allocations assume ID-19 driven cost
pressures could be “removed as the NHS became Ies@)osed to COVID
restricted operations” 268 5

230. However, the Welsh NHS Confederation Qi the Committee the impact of
COVID-19 continues to cause pressure on services, for example, in managing
additional bed capacity that is still in opgb ion, running vaccination programmes
and infection-control risks.?¢? It addeot)'\

Q

‘.. we changed the sh@e of services and we put in capacity
during the time of SOVID that is now baked in .. to our cost

base.?7°
&

NHS Productivity al@utcomes

231. Following @tiny of the Welsh Government'’s budgets for 2022-232"272 and
2023-24773 t ommittee recommended the Welsh Government provided

264 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 87

269 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 161
270 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 161
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information about the outcomes it expected NHS Wales to deliver for the
additional funding allocated, including allocations to address the backlog of
treatments.

232. In responding to those recommendations, the Welsh Government referred to
its programme for transforming and modernising planned care and reducing
waiting lists in Wales.?”* However, while it provided a range of information, it did
not include quantified outcomes it expected NHS Wales to deliver for the
additional funding allocated.?”®

233. In relation to the additional funding for 2024-25 and additional in-year
funding for 2023-24, the Welsh NHS Confederation told the Comea”i/%e:

“The Government and the Minister have been quit <lear in the
expectations that they're setting. The additional @%;cotions /
think were ultimately to stabilise the service.. andd/'tiono/
allocations are dependent and need a co@tment from the
NHS to deliver on planned care and redidce waiting times.”°

234. In commenting on the pressures facing NHS, the IFS stated that “there is
still, at least somewhat, an underlying progtetivity issue in the NHS"?”7 This issue

was also reflected in evidence provide(j\@WFA, which stated:

Q
“.. there are more resou@’ova/lab/e for the NHS, but activity

rates or activity in th@Q\VI—IS hasn’t really grown by as much,
which suggests... t there are demand changes, and also, in
terms of the p @’uctivity of the NHS, how much healthcare that
budget prox&’s perhaps hasn't been increasing suggesting,
maybe, the pandemic has had a longer term hit on the
prod@ity in the health service.?78

235. WFA als%suggested medium and long-term planning in relation to
recruitment and training of new staff was necessary to improve productivity.?’® It
added:

________________________________________________________________________________________________
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“That I think, is the only way that you can reduce the amount of
time that people are staying in hospital beds that don't
necessarily need to be there, for example."8°

236. In commenting on decreased productivity within the NHS on a UK-wide
level, the IFS suggested a growing elderly population and a complexity of cases, as
factors which have impacted changes in demand.?®

237. In terms of the situation in Wales, the IFS added:

‘I think it is important to not just think about NHS funding, but
NHS productivity and NHS operations as well. As it becomes a
bigger and bigger share of the Welsh Government's b et it
becomes more important that it's delivering effectjyely, which
also matters, of course, to people’s health as well

In-year Allocations Q&Q
238. The additional £460 million allocated to Loc f’-P-IeaIth Boards (LHBs),
announced in November 2023, included recyr@nt funding of £336 million. Of this,
£186 million was to support inflationary pr res, and £150 million for
‘organisational underlying deficits and t@recurrent impact on the cost base as a
result of the COVID-19 pandemic”.2® Q'\

Q.
239. The Welsh Government eXQ@gs LHBs to reduce their planned deficits (or
overspends against their Rev@sue Resource Allocations) for 2023-24 by 10 per
cent, reporting an overal@?@rspend of £123 million for the year, which it terms the
“Target Control TotaI".ZBO“Q/

240. In response ow achievable this will be for LHBs, the Welsh NHS
Confederation each LHB will have “different positions” 2> The Committee was
told Cwm T&Morgannwg University Health Board is forecasting to break-even,
which required making the 10 per cent improvement, but:

280 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 179
281 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 181
282 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 182
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‘“That's not necessarily all recurrent, and so there is a challenge
going into next year in terms of the underlying position that still
needs to be addressed as part of our planning. 8¢

241. The Welsh NHS Confederation said the additional funding has “supported
the in-year position”, but noted:

‘.. the delay between the original budget and the revised
budget delayed collective action which could have improved
the current financial position.™”

Social Care nb‘

|4
242. The Welsh Government stated it set the Local Govemmem\gléttlement at 3.1
per cent, with a total core funding contribution of £5.7 biIIio@t’said no local
authority will receive less than a 2 per cent increase %8 Q‘

243. WFA told the Committee the provisional Settle@%’nt:

“.. doesn’'t meet all of the pressures, @357’7 higher inflation since
the 2024-25 indicative allocatio ere initially set] but it's
somewhat protected in term%@he big hit."#8°

Q’\
244, The WLGA said there is a: QQ’

‘.. very real concern qu\}f with the scale of the financial
challenges bein ed the level of protection that has been
afforded to socdgl services to date will not be possible for much
longer put&@ councils” ability to successfully deliver social

care.”9° Q~
v

245. In com %ng on the impact of the financial pressures facing the social
care sector, ADSS Cymru stated:

‘I think the issue about protecting front-line services and one of
the concerns, | think, for social care is that they are part of that
local government family, and, whilst we welcome the 3.1
average settlement, it's not meeting the cost pressures that
local authorities are finding at the moment. So, with significant

286 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 137
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in-year pressures last year and again this year, | think
authorities have tried very hard to protect front-line services
over the last few years, but | think now it's more difficult to do
that, and, in fact, | think it's becoming impossible, because
those services which, maybe, are not front-line, or are not social
care or education related, have taken the brunt in previous
years, and it's more and more difficult now for local authorities
to be able to protect those front-line services in the way that
they would want to because we don’t have the funding
available. !

246. \When asked about the impact of this, ADSS Cymru said: Q(l/b‘

(l/

‘... what you would see is a rising of thresholds acr@s%du/ts’
and potentially children’s services as well. There@??ovvhere else
to get the money from; there's no income m&anism, it's very
prescribed in terms of where we must get(rwolved and where
we shouldn’t. We're under significant s;f\é@,/tory responsibilities,
so there's no wriggle room. | suppose\the only thing that you
can do is how you interpret an c@é@ment and how you then
choose to provide the services@s) you could meet the need and
instead of meeting it throuqﬁ | don't know, a 28-hour care
package—that's four ca@v’ day, seven days a week — maybe
we could try and se@{%We could do it on just two calls.?%?

Service Pressures 00
247. In its consultati esponse, ADSS Cymru noted its report, published jointly
with the WLGA, set out:

Q

@soeia/ care sector in Wales is experiencing
unprecedented and acute challenges. The number of people
needing care and support has and continues to increase, which
in turn is creating unsustainable financial and demand
pressures on social care services in both adult and children’s
services. 93

291 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 89
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248. It noted several key factors impacting services, including future financial
sustainability, in-year budgetary pressures, workforce impact, complex cases,
policy implications and other contributing factors.?

249. The joint report also highlighted issues with access to Continuing Healthcare,
which is described by NHS Wales as “a complete package of ongoing care
arranged and funded solely by the NHS through LHBs, where an individual’s
primary need has been assessed as health-based”?°> The report noted:

“.. local authorities were persistently having to fund the majority,
if not all, of these care packages rather than health.?°¢

™
250. However, the Welsh NHS Confederation told the Committe@&%ntinuing
Healthcare was also a “significant pressure” for the NHS, addi@&

‘It's grown significantly over recent years. The that's going
on as part of the value and sustainability b, is looking at the
effectiveness of packages of care and {iitoring our providers,
but we're really conscious of the need-hot to just transfer issues
to social care, so that is explicitly luded as part of the work.
It's about, ‘Are we getting value money and good packages
of care that support people R&ntm//y to improve and be
rehabilitated? But not al @s, because we've got a range of
different services within that designation. But, yes, we are not
aiming to tronsfer@g\:\s/ure into social care through that

work. 297 )

251. ADSS Cymru ano@%é WLGA noted a survey, carried out by the WLGA with the
Society of Welsh T rers,??®¢ which showed the social care market “‘remains
fragile” and this@vbacts on the long-term sustainability of the sector.??®

Local Goverxhent

252. In regard to the Local Government Settlement, the WLGA told the
Committee that the uplift in funding for 2024-25:

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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‘It's welcome. That's £170 million more, and that will help us
bridge some of the gap. However, it only amounts to around a
third of the pressure facing local services, so it will inevitably
mean difficult choices, job losses and service cuts across local
government.™°°

Service Pressures

253. The WLGA provided an assessment of the overall pressures facing local
authorities in 2024-25, which amounted to £809 million.*°" It noted that those
pressures amount to £604 million in 2025-26, and £613 million in 2026-27 22

™
254. In October 2023, WFA published a paper on the medium-t q6ut|ook for
local government. It concluded that local authority finances ‘é?\oear to be on an
unsustainable path’, and there could be “significant reduc&@s in local services

over coming years” 293 Q)Q‘
255. When asked whether the Draft Budget prote%&ervices provided by local
authorities, the WLCGA said: <
e
“Can this protect services?, and answer is ‘No, it can't.” Even

though there has been an inc@ose, it's important to note that
the increase can't protect @/ices, and we're all looking at cuts

to those services." 304 QQ°
N\
256. Due to the financial pre@es faced by local authorities and the necessity to
protect frontline servicesé@WLGA said:

‘.. the impe@it will have within the communities that we
represe Qwi/l be devastating, because of the areas that we
serv@th/n the non-statutory services.”%°

257. WFA noted the local government funding gap has continued to grow over
recent years, saying:

‘.. there are big draw-downs on the reserves that local
government have to fund day-to-day spending, and | think next

300 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 228
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year, in 2024-25, they'll be able to do that again on a Wales-
wide level. Obviously, that will vary by local authority, their
ability to do that. ™%

258. However, it went on to say:

‘But | guess the crucial point then is that after 2024-25 that
isn't a longer term solution to that growing funding gap, and
based on the indicative spending plans of the UK Government
and what that means for the Welsh Government, that funding
gap is going to increase over the next years. You are going to
see, perhaps, in terms of next year, it's likely that counci/f@x will
increase faster.%7 \\(],Q

259. The Committee was told of the challenges faced by Iﬁuthorities in
relation to producing a medium-term financial plan.soaé@e LCA said:

".. No government is giving us any directi%fﬁin that regard, and it
makes our role almost impossible. -\

Q?‘
260. The Minister and her official referred er information sources available to
local authorities to assist with long-ter nning such as OBR forecasts, WFA

research and the Chief Economist’s rqg'brt, adding:
Q.
‘We'd love to be in o&%ion where we're able to give longer
term certainty. W\h)@sz ver we can, we do.=°
261. The Minister acknqé@dged there are:
O

. really Qg%h choices ahead for local government as a result
of th ttlement, but what | will say is that the settlement is
th st that we could do in the circumstances. ™"

Education
262. The budget narrative for 2024-25, states:

“There are a number of protections in place for school funding
under the Education and Welsh Language portfolio, and a

306 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 190

307 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 191

308 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 269

309 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 269

510 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 523-525
51 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 592
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consolidation of grant funding streams to enable local
authorities to have more flexibilities to react and deliver in
these changing circumstances.™'?

263. However, the WLGCA warned:

‘Even the councils that have protected schools in recent years
say that they cannot be given the same support in the future
given the scale of funding gap.™"”

264. In reflecting on some of the issues experienced by schools, the WLGA said
head teachers are starting to report “the devastating effect of cuts orneducational

standards” 3" Q
R

¥
‘School budgets is something that causes g ngconcern, and
especially this morning, when we receive e-mail from Estyn
stating that they're concerned aboutm@)g people’s

attendance in schools, and we are 'INg more money out of a

265. The WLGA told the Committee:

service that needs more invest , because those young
people find it difficult to comq&s terms with the effect of COVID
and mental health prob/et@'s\... we're now destroying their
futures by making these@’cisions. 315

D

Transport for Wales R

\J
266. In October 2023, tl@Q\/elsh Government announced additional funding of
£125 million for Tran@grt for Wales (TfW).2'® The Welsh Government says, following
this, it has provid%&édditional funding for 2024-25 compared to when it set its
plans in Marc 3317

<

267. In responding to the level of subsidy afforded to TfW, the Minister’s official
said:

‘There is a lot of work going on looking at the rail system in the
sort of medium to long term, and looking at the level of subsidy
that's provided. It is a lot higher now, as a result of the farebox

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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being lower than expected, and the expansion of services,
particularly in the Valleys lines. So, TT\W are looking at a range of
options for delivering more efficient services, maximising fare
income, and all that kind of thing, because, yes, the kind of
subsidy cost for the rail system is extremely high, and, obviously,
much higher than it was before COVID. ™8

268. Whilst acknowledging it was not unusual for rail passenger numbers not to
have returned to pre-pandemic levels, IFS noted the statistics suggested TfW sat
mid-range in terms of its recovery. It noted:

‘.. when speaking to Scottish Government officials and /@%ing
at the Scottish Government budget, ScotRail is also i "l(?ot
middle-of-the-pack sort of range, but they haven ’thd to make
the same sorts of big in-year top-ups to the Sc il
operational subsidy So, | think there's a quesQ& there about to
what extent is this because of differences perational
assumptions about growth.. Or is it th\c(tot%ere’s something
more beyond just the passenger n ers going on? Is there
something going on with regar he well-known issues in
Valleys line services on deloys,@q, actually, collection of fares,
when you've got lots of,oeo@é doing replacement buses
instead of the tra/ns?”379QQ'

&\\’
269. |t went on to add: é
N)

‘.. given the p@aved subsidy levels for 2024-25, and likely

passengeré}hbers in that year, the subsidy per passenger
Jjourney. fW—well you're up to a £13 or £14 per journey

sub@ 320

270. On the additional funding to TfW, WFA noted:

‘.. they're holding the fort, if you like, in terms of being able to
top up the lost passenger income, but there needs to be more
to bring people back, to reduce the Government subsidy.™?!

518 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 179
319 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 169
320 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 173
521 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 164
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271. In relation to the particular challenges facing rail, the Minister told the
Committee:

“.. some of the costs are fixed costs and the choices that you
have to reduce those costs are very, very limited, and also the
impact of the pandemic, which is still being seen. So, the figures
now have increased to the point at which they were—for
patronage of rail—before the pandemic, but we've lost out on
three years of expected growth, so that's where the pressures
still remain. And, of course, we've got the £1 billion
transformation programme in rail as well.”*?2 "
Inter-relationship of Public Services \\‘19(1/
272. In commenting on the historical trends of Welsh Gov. frment funding
allocations for Health and Local Government, the IFS s%‘

“‘We saw a lower prioritisation of health @%he 2010s allowed
local government to see smaller cut. But in the 2020s, this
shift towards NHS funding has m more difficult decisions
for local government in Wa/es&@

273. The WLCA details in-year pressuﬁé'?of £219 million for 2023-24. Of this, 50 per
cent (£109 million) relates to socia@%re, with high-cost children’s care and
“soaring demand” for adults’ sefQ%rT care accounting for most of the costs.>?*

274. ADSS Cymru highli d local government social services, by the end of
November 2023, had eceived any further in-year budget support from the
Welsh Governmen@@contrast to NHS Wales.3?°

275. In comr@ing on the inter-relationship of health and social care, and the
need to protgct social services, the WLGA said:

‘Health and social care needs to be viewed as a sector as a
whole. We can't just put money into the NHS and then have
unintended consequences of cuts in social services heaping
more pressure on the NHS. ™26

522 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 466
525 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 198
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276. On the prioritisation of funding for NHS Wales, ADSS Cymru added:

“The challenges in social care are exactly the same as they are
in the NHS, so to just fund the NHS and not also fund social
services doesn't seem right to me."”?”

277. The Vale of Glamorgan Council noted:

‘. I'min an overspent position in My local authority the likes of
which | have never, ever seen before, by a factor three times
larger than I've ever seen before.®?8

278. The Minister told the Committee: (19(1?‘
. in this financial year, local government saw a gr@}er uplift

than health saw, whereas in the next ﬁnanC/aqsggF health will
see a greater uplift than local governme think that they
don’t always get the same increase ever 4(@ But local
government, this year and last year, th/ had significantly good
settlements.”2° O?‘

279. The Welsh NHS Confederation emphasised the close working relationship
with the social care sector, and share%'}ts concern for the financial challenges that
it faced. It said:

‘.. the two servic ~§b¥h and social care, are so intrinsically
linked, if the chaNenges in social care are not met then things
are going to g?/ﬂvorse for citizens, for social care and for
health."s C?O

280. It highligh@from a financial perspective, “looking after people” in the NHS
is “the most ensive bit of the system”. It continued:

‘.. in recent conversations that we've had, is it a case of moving
money from the NHS to support social care? | think at the
moment, and it's a controversial thing for me to say, we do
need to be considering some of those things ... If you look at the
cost per day of looking after a patient in hospital when there'’s
no need for them to be there, the cost of looking after them in
social care is significantly lower. So, the cost to the taxpayer is

527 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 145
328 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 145
329 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 500
330 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 159
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more. But as important as that is the negative impact on those
people in laying in a hospital bed deconditioning, more likely to
come back into the NHS. ™37

281. The Welsh Government said, given its budget is under “such extreme
pressure”, it would need to:

‘.. carefully consider whether additional funding can - and

should - be raised by increasing charges for a range of services

while we continue to ensure we protect those who are least

able to afford higher charges. Revenue from charging is

retained by public services.>*? ™
N4

282. It noted people in Wales already pay charges for services ‘(.Zkl as NHS dental
care, tuition fees and domiciliary care. It added it would cogsdlt if it decided to
increase charges.®*? Q)Q‘

283. On the possibility of increased charges for ser%gés, ADSS Cymru said:

‘Without sufficient additional bud meet those demands,
there are going to be cuts and ges to services ... |
appreciate it's not where cmygf\us would want to be, but | think
that would make far moreq;*'\nse than allowing things to go
wrong. "3 QQ ’

N
284. When asked if iﬂCreaSG@arges would impact the most vulnerable in
society, it noted: 0\5

‘So, somet@ﬁj like the domiciliary care cap, actually, if you're
the mo or in our society, you don't pay. So, actually, it's
arz@y the more wealthy who benefit from that cap than the

poerest. 3>

Workforce

285. While the Welsh Government has identified social care and social services
within “core day-to-day local government-run services’, it has reprioritised £11

331 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 99
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million from the Social Care Workforce Grant, stating this will result in “impacts on
local authorities and social care partners’ ¢

286. ADSS Cymru explained the impact of this decision:

“This money is used to fund social care staff and to ensure that
they're sufficiently trained. And so, with less of it, there will be
fewer staff, and they will be less well trained. ™37

287. In its consultation response, ADSS Cymru said its joint report with the WLGA
identified that the recruitment and retention of social care workers, including
qualified social workers, are "major challenges”. It added "many sociatcare workers
feel undervalued and underpaid, potentially leading to workforceShtrtages’, with
some councils mitigating some of the recruitment challengeé?y relying on

agency staff, which adds to the cost pressures.®® OV
288. The Committee asked whether there had been improvements in the
recruitment and retention of staff in the health an%g()cial care sectors. ADSS
Cymru said: <
e
“.. the issues relating to qualifie ial workers are very

different to the issues, Isuppo@re/ating to agency staffin a
care home or commission@'\dom/c/liary care. They're all quite
different. A piece of Wor@fot ADSS Cymru has done is create a
pledge across Wa/es{hvterms of children’s agency social
workers. That's faikigrecent, but | suppose the early indications
are that that i ving some improvement in retaining people
in local aut%obs, rather than them moving into agency. It's
not goin be the whole answer. It doesn’t stop somebody
mov/%% Bristol and becoming an agency social worker on a
m higher pay rate. So, it's a continually moving feast.™3°

289. In relation to the use of locum GPs in Primary Care, the Welsh NHS
Confederation said it was important to build resilience in terms of “broadening
the primary care workforce, using different skill bases”, and highlighted the use of
pharmacists within practices as an alternative to seeing a GP.*>*°

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,
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290. The Welsh NHS Confederation also told the Committee about the
international shortages of healthcare professionals which sees people moving
around .

291. The issue of an aging profile for medics in specialist areas such as
ophthalmology, orthopaedics and ENT, was also raised as a concern by the Welsh
NHS Confederation. It noted over 60 to 70 per cent of senior clinicians in these
specialties are over 55 years old and so “they're not going to be around for much
longer” 342

292. The Welsh NHS Confederation also provided a positive example about the
planned recruitment and retention around nursing, and particularl;q}?ealthcare
support workers. It said it had started to see benefits from “plannig that on a very
active basis and moving away from using the more expensiv encies and trying
to really focus on retention as well” 3% |t added it had startggv"working with the

individual” and introducing greater flexibility in workin tterns. >
Pay . 1%)

\\
293. The Local Government Settlement for 2§Z¥TZ4 ‘included funding to enable
authorities to continue to meet the additj§nal costs of introducing the Real Living
Wage for care workers” 345 N

Q
294. In December 2023, the Comr@tée asked the Minister how the Draft Budget

for 2024-25 accounted for incbe\&’es in public sector pay awards and the real living
wage, compared to the origi assumptions in 2021. The Minister told the

Committee:
&

‘. there @ing wage for social care workers, which was one of
our cqg itments. There is no specific funding available to
su%/ that this year...*46

295. In relation to staff recruitment and retention, ADSS Cymru said:

‘Funding the Real Living Wage and paying care staff properly
makes a massive difference.”*”

341 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 178
342 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 184
343 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 179
344 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraphs 179 and 181
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296. However, in terms of the Local Government Settlement for 2024-25 it said:

".. quite simply—3.1 per cent doesn't translate into funding the
real living wage, so, it isn't there.%8

297. |t added:

‘We're not going to be able to increase those rates [for

domiciliary care staff] by very much at all next year and so it's
likely that the position will deteriorate and we could end up in
the position that we were in before, which was people delayed
in hospital because there aren’t domiciliary care workers t@ do

that care.”4° Q
R

¥
298. A theme running through this report is the chall %g fiscal climate and the
difficulties this has caused. The Committee recogn's&s he difficult financial
position faced by the Welsh Government and no.lee?the focus placed within the
Draft Budget on protecting frontline services@%‘wever, the Committee is
concerned that this Draft Budget will not ect these services.

Committee View

299. The Committee believes that th%é»are huge issues facing public services and
fundamental questions about Wh@ér current levels of service can be sustained.
It is evident the health, social ¢ and local government sectors, once again, all
face difficult decisions abo@e services they provide in the coming year given
the significant financial ssures they are being placed under. We note, with
regret, evidence that &pact of this within communities will be “devastating”.
The context for loc vernment and social care appear to be acutely
challenging giv e continued rising demand for their services, increased

complexity @ses and inflationary pressures, amongst other factors.

300.The Committee is particularly concerned the Local Government Settlement
may not be sufficient, given significant inflationary pressures. Stakeholders from
local government told us last summer that adequate resources were needed to
deal with mounting policy and services demands, and it is disappointing these
concerns have not been fully addressed.**° In practice, the proposed funding
levels for 2024-25 mean some local authorities may no longer be able to afford to
protect their core services. In light of the evidence received, the Committee is

348Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 194
349 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 196
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particularly concerned for the education and social care sectors. However, the
Committee notes the possibility of some additional funding for local government
in Wales, associated with decisions in England, and would like to understand how
this funding will be used >

301. In relation to the funding provision of social care services, the Committee
notes with concern that this could mean a rising of the thresholds for services and
scaled back packages of care. The Committee was also alarmed by the evidence
from local authorities regarding school budgets, which seems to contradict the
Welsh Government’s claims that the Draft Budget contains “protections” for
school funding. Such testimony is worrying at a time when those ser;&ces are
needed the most and calls into question whether the Draft Budg%lz meeting the
Welsh Government's stated priorities of protecting frontline sem&s.

302. The Committee welcomes the additional in-year fun for NHS Wales,
which includes recurrent funding of £150 million to su %‘rt organisational
underlying deficits and the recurrent impact on theﬁbase as a result of the
COVID-19 pandemic. However, the Committee n & the evidence suggesting that
COVID-19 driven cost pressures may have beeafemoved from the 2023-24 budget
allocations even though the costs to NHS s are now baked in to its cost base.
Although the pandemic is over, the im of COVID-19 continues to cause
pressure on NHS services and the Cord?hittee calls for clarity on whether funding
for COVID-19 cost pressures has b@'removed from Draft Budget allocations from
2023-24 onwards. &\\/

303. The Committee is e b)raged to hear that the Welsh Government is
providing clear guida 0 LHBs on what they are expected to deliver in return
for the additional f Ng. It is an area of crucial importance for the Committee,
having previous%%ade a series of recommendations targeted at this issue.®>?

304. Despit&ﬁs, the Committee notes that underlying issues remain with
productivity in the NHS and ensuring its services are delivered effectively. It is
becoming increasingly important to understand these issues as it receives a
bigger share of the Welsh Government'’s budget. The Committee is also
concerned that, at the time of its consideration of the Draft Budget, the Welsh
Government's expectations on outputs and deliverables were not publicly

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

____________________________________________________________________________________

91


https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-politics-68086282
https://senedd.wales/media/nb2i2txi/cr-ld14918-e.pdf#page=74
https://senedd.wales/media/nb2i2txi/cr-ld14918-e.pdf#page=74
https://senedd.wales/media/hjla5txa/cr-ld15239-e.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/hjla5txa/cr-ld15239-e.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf#page=80
https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf#page=80

Scrutiny of the Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

available and open to scrutiny. This falls short of the transparency standards we
expect.

305. The Committee notes the inter-relationship between health, social care
services and housing, and the similar challenges and pressures they face. We are
therefore concerned that the Welsh Government has proposed to increase NHS
funding without a proportionate increase in allocations in these services. We
believe this lacks strategic thinking, especially as greater pressures on social care
services could create additional pressure on the NHS, with more people being
admitted to hospital, which we heard was the “most expensive bit of the system”.
We ask the Welsh Government to conduct further assessment work in this area.

306. The Committee heard about the significant cost pressures fé&d by local
government and NHS Wales with Continuing Healthcare an t more care has
been funded by social services in recent years. We heard tinuing Healthcare
has grown significantly and welcome the work the NHQ?*?OI partners are
undertaking, through the Value and Sustainability , to look at the
effectiveness of care packages and monitoring pro<@ders. However, the
Committee would like the Welsh Governmenbwreview Continuing Healthcare,
including the eligibility criteria and how t re being interpreted and applied to
ensure care is appropriately assessed as@ or social care. The review should
also consider how services are being Qg'bvided and the related costs to assess
whether they continue to provide @’ue for money for the sectors involved.

307. The Committee is conc%@\d/ by the Welsh Government'’s consideration of
increasing charges for ser, 'bés such as NHS dental care, university tuition fees and
domiciliary care, but u é

insufficient funds withih the Draft Budget to sustain public services. However, we
also recognise evivgﬁce which suggests that such an approach needs to be
considered gj current budgetary constraints. The Committee therefore
believes tha& a decision is made to increase charges for certain services, the
Welsh Government should take measures to ensure that the most vulnerable in
society are protected, particularly given the hardship people are already facing
with the cost of living crisis.

stands that these may be necessary if there are

308. The Committee is alarmed by the continuing staff recruitment and retention
challenges faced within NHS Wales and the social care sector, especially for social
care workers and qualified social workers in adult and children’s services. We also
note with concern the additional challenges these areas are facing, such as the
age profile of medics and a competitive global recruitment market. We have
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made a number of recommendations®**® relating to these areas previously. While
we heard about some initiatives to drive improvement, it is disappointing to hear
that the issues persist and the scale of the related challenges.

309. Civen this, we do not understand why the Welsh Government proposes to
reduce the funding for the Social Care Workforce Grant, which the Committee
was told would have a direct impact on staff and their training. The Committee
also heard that the increase in funding for local government, set out in the
provisional Local Government Settlement, did not “translate into funding the real
living wage” for social care workers. The Committee is concerned about the
impact these factors may have on the recruitment and retention of social care

workers. Q)
1

310. The Committee notes the additional in-year funding of QZ% million and the
additional funding allocated in the Draft Budget for Transz?E for Wales (TfW). The
Committee acknowledges the challenges TfW faces, iné?ticular, the three years
loss of expected growth in terms of rail passenger n ers. However, the
Committee is concerned that TFW seems to be n&:@ving greater amounts of
public funding than comparable rail services gl§ewhere in the UK, which calls into
guestion the sustainability of the funding ib@eives.

Recommendation 22. The Committ ﬁcommends that the Minister provides
further information to explain hov\6q§e Draft Budget protects core frontline
services funded and delivered %Ipcal authorities, particularly in terms of social

care and education. &
\)%

Recommendation 23. Committee recommends that the Minister:

O

. publishng?ormation on the outcomes it expects to be delivered by
NHS nisations with the additional funding allocated for 2024-25
an ure years, so they can be scrutinised alongside funding
allocations;

= conducts an assessment of the outcomes for NHS Wales, to ensure that
they are quantifiable and can be monitored effectively; and

. publishes each year the allocations to Local Health Boards, together
with any other documentation issued by the Welsh Government such as
operational planning guidance, at the same time as it is shared with the
sector.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

93


https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf#page=80
https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf#page=80

Scrutiny of the Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

Recommendation 24. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information on the outputs the Welsh Government expects frontline social
care and educational services to deliver for the funding provided, and how it will
monitor the impacts of its funding decisions on services more widely.

Recommendation 25. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information about the funding provided in 2023-24, including the in-year
allocations, to address COVID-19 pressures on NHS services and how these have
been determined, as well as confirm the support provided for that purpose in the
Draft Budget.

Recommendation 26. The Committee recommends that the Min'@%r reviews

Continuing Healthcare, to include consideration of: \\(’[,Q

. the eligibility criteria and how they are being int% ted and applied to
ensure care is appropriately assessed as healt%@-; social care; and

<

. how services are being provided and theor%é(ated costs to assess whether

they continue to provide value for mog&y or the sectors involved.

Recommendation 27. The Committee re mends that the Minister provides
assurances that measures will be taken @ensure the most vulnerable in society
are protected should charges for ser\,@'és be increased, as is currently being
considered by the Welsh Governn@ﬁ

\¥
Recommendation 28. The @mittee recommends that the Minister explains
why reductions have bee ?Qade to the Social Care Workforce Grant, given the
significant financial pr res facing social care and its staff, including the Welsh
Government's asseé@ent of the impact of this decision.

Recommend n 29. The Committee recommends that the Minister conducts
an assessme%t of the recruitment and retention challenges faced by NHS Wales
and the social care sector and publishes its findings.

Recommendation 30. The Committee recommends that the Minister conducts
a review to understand the impact that the Welsh Government’s funding
decisions relating to NHS Wales has on social care pressures, given both are
inextricably linked.

Recommendation 31. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
further information on the in-year funding for 2023-24 and the additional funding
for 2024-25 for Transport for Wales, including how the resources will be used and
the assumptions used to derive the allocations, such as passenger numbers and

9%
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whether similar additional allocations will need to be provided on an on-going
basis.
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6. Cost of Living Support

31. The Draft Budget is described as a “difficult budget in extraordinary times”
but states that the Welsh Government has “reshaped our budgets in line with a
set of guiding principles .. to deliver the greatest benefit to households which are
hardest hit" >

312. As mentioned in Chapter 2, inflation is expected to remain higher for longer.
Living standards, measured by real household disposable income (RHDI) per
person, are forecast to be 3.5 per cent lower in 2024-25 than their pre-pandemic
level. UK unemployment is forecast to rise to 1.6 million people by td-@‘second
quarter of 2025.3%° 4(19

313. The Welsh Government Chief Economist’s Report, acbskgﬂedges:

‘High and prolonged inflation has eroded |j standards, with
high energy and food prices d/sproporti%ﬁ%te/y affecting people
on low incomes and other disadvantaded groups.”¢

314. The UK Government continued to provide Cost of Living Payments to
households on certain benefits, pension@ and people with disabilities during
2023-243%7 In a written response in N@'bmber 2023, the Parliamentary Under-
Secretary of State for the Departr‘r@f for Work and Pensions confirmed “there are
currently no plans to extend tbe\\?Ost of living payments beyond the Spring

[2024]" 358 \)%

315. The support prov@?by the Welsh Government to households include the
following: @)

Q.

. £18.8§@Won additional funding to the Discretionary Assistance Fund in
20%—24.359 It also supported households on prepayment meters and off-
grid households through the Fuel Voucher Scheme operated by the
Fuel Bank Foundation.®¢©

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

_____________________________________________________________
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. £2.2 million additional allocation was made in 2023-24 to support the
basic income pilot, providing a group of young care leavers with an
income of £1,600 each month ¢

. £9 million additional allocation was invested in to the Pupil
Development Grant (PDG) for 2023-24 “to help children and young
people from lower income households and looked-after children

overcome the additional barriers that prevent them from achieving their

full potential”.*¢2

. £10 million was allocated to the homelessness prevention budget to
‘boost investment in homelessness prevention and relief @%rvention
across Wales" 33 \\(19

Q~

Welsh Government Spending Priorities OV

316. The Committee asked witnesses about the imp f the reprioritisation of
funds that were made in the Welsh Government'’s ate on 2023-24 Financial
Position.64 -\

QX

317. The Bevan Foundation said it recognie@that:

‘.. the Welsh Government v@ faced with a very difficult position
and some very difficult @/’ces that it had to make mid year,
and I'm sure nobody, Nkes to have to halt or scale back things
that you, only a fesemonths ago, had been committed to.™%°

318. However, it empha&iséd that the Welsh Government “did make choices” and
prioritised the NHS Transport for Wales, “rather than some of the other
measures that it taking”. It went onto say:

@10 welcome the fact that the discretionary assistance
fund was protected—there were concerns that it may not be—
and also things like the roll-out of universal free school meals
for primary school pupils and discretionary housing payments.
When everything's up for a trim, we were pleased that those
didn't get it. But, nevertheless, we were very sorry to see that
some of the other measures that the Welsh Government had

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________

___________________________________________________

365 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 245
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previously been committed to went, such as the free school
meals in the holidays, that there will be no winter fuel support
scheme, and that some of the ideas that were emerging from
the cost-of-living expert group, which | was a member of,
basically suddenly hit the brick wall that there was no funding.
So, as a result, people have gone into a very, very difficult winter
for households, especially low-income households, without the
kind of support that was there in previous years, even though
the circumstances are arguably tougher.”¢¢

319. The Minister said that free school meals within the holidays ”Wa%‘only ever a
time-limited intervention in respect of the pandemic” and that th%\l}/elsh
Government hadn't “been able to find the funding to be able t&&mtinue it
beyond that">¢” Q‘

N
320. The WWBG/WEN agreed that the economic circh?fances are “extremely
challenging”?%8 It said it was “generally supportive of: spirit of prioritising public
services like the NHS and transport”, given the irnt)@tance of public services to

women.36° Q?*

321. When asked whether there had be@ny easing of pressures associated with

cost of living, the WWBG/WEN said: Q\

‘.. we're not seeing an e&/ng of these pressures. Women in
Wales continue to b&Nit harder by the impacts of the cost-of-
living crisis, and tRls'is to do with their unequal position in the
labour mork%@), in that context .. any real-terms or actual
cuts to pu services are very concerning. We must continue to
work o Q're underlying causes that make women more

vuln le to these effects as well as providing short-term

h hip support.=7°

322. The Bevan Foundation agreed “there has been no easing at all” and said the
‘outlook over the next few years is even worse, because the UK Government’s cost-
of-living payments will disappear and there are not many signs of inflation falling
significantly over the next few years and wages catching up”>”

366 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 245
367 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 175
368 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 247
369 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 247
570 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 253
57" Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 263
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323. The Bevan Foundation continued:

‘Both people we work with and organisations that we work
with all report significant levels of severe hardship amongst
families on low incomes, including, increasingly, working
households. And the groups that we work with are telling us
about unprecedented demand for their services, and demand
that's become very complex.”?

324. The Bevan Foundation highlighted that this Draft Budget has seen “a shift to
crisis expenditure” and whilst this is “understandable” it:

™
“.. also means that the expenditure on the things that qf/ress
the root causes of poverty and inequality has beer@&t or had a
real-terms cut if not an actual cash cut.™”3 \e
325. The Bevan Foundation continued: <<‘<i§~

‘. what we see as the areas of spendi <'Phat are preventative
of poverty .. are the areas that hav d some of the biggest

cuts. ™7 O%
Wales Expert Group on the Co@o$Living Crisis

326. The Wales Expert Group (tk@/@%u p) was established in winter 2023 to advise
the Welsh Government on t 'ﬁmpact of the cost of living crisis, and the actions
that should be taken to it’@ate its impact, on the people of Wales. Its
membership include56$

Advice Cymru.37® ©)

Q.

327. The Group@report to the Welsh Government made 29 recommendations.?”¢
On 28 Nove&r 2023, the First Minister said:

esentatives from the Bevan Foundation and Citizens

‘Areas of recommendation where progress has been made
include housing and homelessness, income maximisation, and
reducing the cost of the school day. But let me be clear: the
Welsh Government does not have the funds to fulfil all 29

572 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 263
573 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 264
57% Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 264
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recommendations. Hard choices are being made, informed by
the expert group report.™?”

328. The Bevan Foundation said it was “hard to see” the impact of the Group'’s
work, on how the Welsh Government has set its spending priorities for this Draft
Budget.*’® The consequences of this are:

‘.. spending decisions that are basically about the short term,
whereas, to us, the Welsh Government should be thinking,
‘What do we want Wales to be like in 10 years' time? What are
the levers that will get us to that better Wales and what will
that cost? And then think, ‘Well, actually, what have we g@[‘?
Where do we get the money from to do everything W@"&Jﬂt to
do? How can we adapt and change? For underst able
reasons, | don't think we've got that approoch& g

329. The Bevan Foundation noted that: Q&
“. not all the recommendations of that.group involved
expenditure or significant amoun expenditure. Some of the
things were deliberately develg to be budget neutral in

some ways, and even the onﬁ at involved upfront
expenditure, we demons c@ed that they would generate long-
term savings, and the st obvious one was in respect of
homelessness. If yo oh stop people being homeless or reduce
the time they sp in temporary accommodation, then you
will save a /ot@@noney in both housing costs and also health
conseque as well. So, not everything had a big ticket

attacheg&o it "580

330.0n 23] ary 2024, the Minister for Social Justice and Chief Whip issued a
statement of the Welsh Government's response to the Report by the Wales Expert
Group on the Cost of Living Crisis. The statement notes:

“.. the extraordinarily difficult financial climate means we have
had to take some extremely stark and painful decisions so we

can we target our spending towards protecting public services
and those at greatest need. This means there are a number of
recommendations, all involving significant funding

578 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 67
579 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 270
380 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 269
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commitments, which we will not be able to take forward
currently because of the severe constraints on our budget in
2023-24 and 2024-25, and which will only be realised if
significant additional funding becomes available. We will
however continue to explore these opportunities if the funding
situation changes.™®

Welsh Benefits Charter

331. As part of the scrutiny of the Draft Budget 2023-24, the Committee
recommended the Welsh Government prioritise the streamlining of financial
assistance schemes, under a proposed Welsh Benefits Charter (th arter), and
fast-track the development of a unified application process foLg&/olved grants
and financial aid schemes .32 Q~

?\

332. In its response to the recommendation, the Wels ernment confirmed its
aim to publish implementation plans for the Charte the end of 2023.38°

\2

333. The Bevan Foundation said whilst it await%‘}‘he charter with interest ... it
won't achieve the change that we need on it§g@wn”*# |t continued:

O

‘I understand that /mp/emenﬁ&fon arrangements were
discussed in November by the Welsh Government and the
Welsh Local Governmerﬁéésociat/on at the partnership council,
and that crrrcmgemefQ\}s'are now being put in place to take
forward at least e of the recommendations that the Bevan
Foundation h@ﬂade. What | would stress is that this needs to
be done a e, and we need a clear timetable for when these
changesﬁappen that will make a difference to ordinary

/oeoﬁ;ygs

334. The Be\g{ﬁ Foundation added:

‘I think we would want to see all seven means-tested grants
and allowances included in the system, whereas we
understand that only some of them will be included at least in

384 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 277
385 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 277
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the first phase of the roll-out, and we also want to see a greater
incentive and, indeed, potentially, compulsion for public bodies
to include their grants and allowances in this system. As |
understand it, at least the first steps will be voluntary for local
authorities, so we could well have a Welsh benefits system that
actually only has a handful of people participating in it."8¢

335. On 22 January 2024, the Minister for Social Justice and Chief Whip issued a
written statement announcing the launch of the Charter.®”

Discretionary Assistance Fund

™
336. The Draft Budget states that the Welsh Government will “m (lgin targeted
and emergency support for people affected by the ongoing CQ}lt-of—Iiving crisis” 88
The funding for the Discretionary Assistance Fund (DAF) wi the Draft Budget
will be maintained at £38.5 million.>8° Q)Q‘

337. The Committee asked the Minister how this Qg&t Budget addresses the
impact of recent falls in household income for @ Welsh public. She said:

‘.. we've been really careful to r@tam our allocation of £38.5
million for the discretionary a&&gmnce fund. We know that that
helps people across Wales Who are facing some quite dire
circumstances, and it gz ‘them emergency access to
financial support WhQ\k’they need it the most.™9°

338. The Bevan Foundati Qvelcomed the DAF funding being maintained as it
has provided a “Iifelinﬁ@“many people in preventing near destitution”*
However, it was COQ@med that:

‘We, %a/fvvay through the financial year and it's just about
sp&ft half of its resources. So, clearly, someone has got an eye
on the expenditure profile, which is as it should be. But that
reduction in the number and value and expenditure on
emergency assistance payments suggests to me, given the
demand that we know is out there, that there is a shortfall, in
that people who were potentially previously eligible for

386 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 278
387 \Welsh Government: Written Statement: Launch of the Welsh Benefits Charter
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emergency payments are now not getting them. We don't
know that, because we haven't got the data on the number of
applications, but it does suggest that there's a significant
squeeze on both the discretionary assistance fund and on
households that might have previously got help."*9?

339. Subsequently, the Bevan Foundation informed the Committee that it had:

‘.. since had clarification from the Welsh Government that there
has been no increase in the rate of applications being rejected
(in fact the rejection rate has declined slightly). Instead the
reduction is due to the limit of three DAF payments ayeoll»‘
being applied across the board, whereas previously i five
could be received in some circumstances.?3 Q,

?\

340. In addition to the breakdown of recipients by age,é)@e%WBG/\NEN called for
data to be available by gender, as it is: <(Q/
9

“. really important for us to understand hfow many women are
accessing this fund, if it's reachingwomen, and if there's a
gender difference in demand, V\@%h | think we would expect

there to be.%*
Q\
341. The WWBG/WEN also raised @&erns around the process of how payments
are made: «\\/

S

‘. they're curre%b)nade at a household level, and there's a risk
that this is u ﬁerm/ning women's access to an independent
income increasing their vulnerability to financial abuse as
well a %c/a/ dependency on an abuser. So, we recommend,
as as the level of funding, ensuring it reaches everybody
alsd/and that the Welsh Government looks at the process for
how these payments are being made.?%°

Childcare

342. The Draft Budget says that, based on the latest forecast for demand, it is
reprioritising £11.2 million of its childcare offer and £7 million from the Children

392 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 290
395 Correction to Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 289
39 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 292
395 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 292
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and Communities Grant, which supports early intervention and prevention
activities for children, young people and their families.>?¢

343. The WWBG/WEN was particularly concerned by cuts to childcare funding
and said there is a “dire need for affordable childcare” 37 It added that the Welsh
Government has:

“..cut £16.1 million from the budget for early years childcare
and play activities, and the justification that was provided in
doing that was that the forecasted demand for the childcare
offer was lower than previously expected”3%8

344. The WWBG/WEN highlighted the limitations both in terms q’glbl“ty and
suggested that “people aren’t able to get childcare at the tim nd places where
they effectively need it"3°° Therefore, while uptake may be g\san budgeted for,
the Welsh Government should:

“.. seriously consider whether the way th g%r is designed and
operated is preventing parents from Gé\cessmg it, and the
decision to cut childcare funding er than redoubling efforts
to ensure that it's working for fc @es is extremely
disappointing”°° &

345. The WFA echoed this view ste@g

v
‘.. the £11 million r tion in childcare spending is supposedly
because of a | fdemand, but perhaps that highlights the
issue with t ke-up and how the service is delivered rather

than an a€tial shortfall in the demand for childcare, which |
can't /@%ine exists. ™01

346. The WV@% said the current childcare offer of 30 hours “is not enough to
cover full-time employment” and called for “more high-quality childcare that
reaches those groups and that is at a scale that actually supports parental
employment” 402

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

397 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 260
398 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 250
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347. The Bevan Foundation added that:

‘.. extending good-quality part-time childcare from the age of
nine months or one when statutory maternity leave ends, so
that enables parents to work and gives children a good start in
life" 403

348. The WWBG/WEN said there were “long-term effects” on women resulting
from a lack of affordable childcare:

‘If they have young children below the age of three or four, they
are currently eligible for the childcare offer and only have wery
limited childcare under Flying Start. This is when the ions
are made to work part time, to leave emp/oyment@&ogether,
and that can become entrenched, and the imp of that is
something that affects their earnings in the | term or over
their whole lifetime. So, | think it's about tgkiig a bit more of a
long-term perspective alongside the imfaediate crisis support
that is also needed, because the rest@"those problems aren't
going to go away: they're going t@ck up and lead to more
costs in the long term. ™4 @O

N
349. In relation to the childcare offeé@r those in education and training, the
Q

WWBG/WEN said:
&\\’

“.. this will now be essible to at least some people in post-16
education. | t /@ maybe it's even more baffling, in light of that,
to see the fc@ asted demand go down instead of up. Maybe
more w eeds to be done there to ensure that people know
obou%kfs opportunity and it's accessible to them where

ne d. And just to add, in terms of other things that could
improve, especially access for mothers to these education
opportunities, it's to look at flexible delivery and modular
approaches, which could make it easier to combine accessing
education with looking after your children.™%>

350. The Committee asked the Minister what assessments had been made of the
lack of take up of the childcare funding and if she was confident that it was due

403 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 264
404 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 274
405 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 328
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to a lack of demand rather than the policies being difficult to access. The Minister
said that awareness of the scheme was a “particular concern”, adding that:

‘.. we have provided £250,000 for a strategic communications plan that
will help to try and address some of those issues."#®

351. The Committee highlighted the risk that the Welsh Government will need to
restore budget lines if demand for childcare increases. To which the Minister
responded that “the service will be there, it's not limited by the funding” .4’

Welsh Government Learning Grant

™

352. Last year the Committee heard concerns regarding the free the
allowance and the eligibility thresholds for the Education Mainferfance Allowance
(EMA) and recommended that the Welsh Government reviewithe thresholds and
increase the value of EMA “08 Q)Q‘

353. The Welsh Government accepted the recommé@ ation and agreed to

o

commission an independent review of EMA%%® _\
e
354. The Bevan Foundation said: O§

“.. we really welcome the upﬁf§o EMA and we look forward to
the Minister's review of areghgements for EMA going forward.
The uplift to EMA still IQ/&es the other big element, the other
big tool in the Wel 'g@overnment’s toolbox, untouched, and
that's the We/s%&)vemment learning grant.™°

355. The Bevan cont@d:

‘That all the same problems that EMA had, which is that
th s&:/ibi//’ty thresholds have been frozen and the value of the
grant has been frozen. | cannot imagine any adult wanting to
study or being able to study when the grant towards their living
costs is barely £1,000 a year. So, it seems to me, if we're serious
about getting adults back into learning and giving them some
financial support, that that is the next thing to be looked at. ... If

406 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 562
407 Finance Committee, RoP, 18 January 2024, paragraph 566

“10 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 322
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you had to choose between postgrads and the Welsh
Government learning grant, | would choose the Welsh
Government learning grant, because it is a stepping stone for
low-income learners to get on and look up.™"

Free School Meals

356. The Wales Expert Group recommended the Welsh Government extends the
provision of free school meals to years 7-11 for those households in receipt of
Universal Credit, without a cap on earnings.“?

357. The Bevan Foundation said that the eligibility threshold, for freﬁ/bchool meals
has been frozen since 2019.4% |t added: \\(19

‘“The Welsh Government has questioned the UK O@gémment
about thresholds being frozen, and | think it n s to itself
consider unfreezing the eligibility threshol free school
meals in secondary school. ™" o

4

358. The Bevan Foundation said that the Gr0@?ﬁad undertaken calculations
‘which showed that extending eligibility i ondary schools for children whose
parents receive universal credit, which isﬁ&erefore a higher threshold, would be a
relatively modest cost™". It added: Q

‘And that funding cq have been covered rather than
reprioritising som the expenditure in 2023-24. And it is
about—. It'sa ICy decision about where you put your money
and the lon rm benefits of that, and | am not going to say,
Take it frafd that, take it from this’, but it is about—as the Welsh
Gover%?rent’s had to do—making difficult choices.™®

359. The Be\{é‘n Foundation emphasised that in order to tackle the “long-term
problems” of poverty, inequality and poor health “then providing decent nutrition
for secondary school pupils is as important as it is for primary school pupils” 47

“ Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 322
“5 Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 306
“% Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 306
“15 Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 307
“1% Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 307
“7 Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 307
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360. The Minister confirmed there is:

‘.. a lot of work going on in terms of free school meals, and you'll
see the budget protected for that next year. Again, that’s an
important part of our discussions through the co-operation
agreement with Plaid Cymru. | know there’s work going on
around the rate, for example, and some other decisions that
will need to be taken in relation to free school meals, but that
budget in itself is protected.™'®

Energy Support for Households b‘

361. The Winter Fuel Support Scheme was discontinued in Febr (1/2023.
According to the Welsh Government's integrated impact ass@ment, 166,780
households successfully claimed the scheme at a cost of @455,925.‘”9

362. As part of the Committee’s pre-engagement Wo%%%rticipants in the
majority of the citizen engagement groups raised 1:5% need for building new low
carbon affordable housing and improving the rgy efficiency of existing homes,
particularly in light of the current cost of Iivi@)risis.420

363. The Bevan Foundation said the Wir@r Fuel Support scheme provided short-
term relief for “households both on | incomes and with low energy efficiency”
but what was needed was to “see (5p|e’s energy costs reduced through greater
home energy efficiency”*?' It h@%ﬁghted that the Warm Homes programme has

been: \)

‘.. very slow %’ome into fruition and is at a much smaller scale
than we Id like. | think we did a back-of-the-envelope
calculg§on that estimated that it will take about 400 years for
ho@\&ho/ds in fuel poverty to be covered by that programme.
So, While it is right to try to move away from a scheme in which
you're subsidising people to burn fossil fuels, what we don't see
is enough of a scale of an alternative of insulation and different
means of energy production.™??

364. The Bevan Foundation highlighted that living in a cold, damp home
contributes to respiratory illness, and poor mental health, and therefore, “it is good

“8 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 175

421 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 281
422 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 281
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economic sense to spend” on an energy efficiency programme to prevent poverty
and reduce demand on the health service ***

365. The WWBG/WEN agreed that the Warm Homes programme “needs to be
rolled out as a matter of urgency at a larger scale than what we're seeing at the
moment”“* From an equality perspective, the WWBG/WEN added:

‘.. we know that women, and especially mothers, are a lot of
the time the shock absorbers of poverty. So, when it comes to
making those incredibly heartbreaking decisions between food
and heating, it is, a lot of the time, women who are going to
make them, and to their own detriment.™?> Q(l/b‘

)
Housing and Homelessness Q§
366. The Draft Budget, states it has “protected” the Hous@Support Crant, as well
as an increase of £2 million in the Homelessness Prev@%on Budget, which was
due to increase by £5 million in indicative 2024—25@fﬂxations.‘*26

4

367. The Minister told the Committee that: Q?“

“.. the housing support grant h@gjeen protected at £166.7
million. | appreciate that's @s than the sector would wish. They
would be very keen to s@jn increase. But, as | set out at the
start, the particular grant did see a significant increase at the
start of the spendiger review period. We absolutely recognise the
huge ,oressuresen that service, though. We have provided an

uplift of £2 ion to the homelessness prevention budget. We
had hop o be able to uplift that budget by £5 million, but
we've now been able to uplift it by £2 million. But it does

sh%vj&m increase nonetheless. 2”7

368. The Bevan Foundation said there is currently a “homelessness crisis” due to
‘unprecedented demand and an acute shortage of housing supply”. It said the
Housing Support Grant is “a really important safety net”. It added:

‘Again, it's another example of needing both to meet the crisis
demand but also, in the long term, the answer lies in more

425 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 284

424 Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 283

425 Finance Committee, RoP, January 2024, paragraph 283

426 \Welsh Government, Draft Budget 2024-25, December 2023, page 45

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

427 Finance Committee, RoP, 20 December 2023, paragraph 174
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secure tenancies and also a greater supply of housing that's
genuinely affordable. ™28

369. The WWBG/WEN agreed the grant was an “absolutely vital safety net for
some of the most vulnerable in our society” “?° It went on to say:

‘.. these services are critical, especially for women who are at
risk of homelessness or are fleeing domestic abuse. Welsh
Women's Aid have observed that a lack of a secure home is
often the biggest barrier to leaving abusive relationships, so the
housing support grant has really been a massive help in
tackling that barrier, by funding refuges and other safe fo&hs of
accommodation, and the collapse of these services d be
highly detrimental. Without safe alternative acco dation,
survivors of violence would be forced to remain@%busive
situations a lot of the time, and that would t@%ndanger/ng
their safety, their well-being and recovery dpth all the
associated long-term costs that we W&Lﬁé’ expect to see from
that. So, the effect of the intensive | tionary pressures that
we're seeing, as well as increase %demand—the support is still
there, but the level of fund/ng«@y not been increased to
account for that, so that is Qibh/y regrettable and very worrying
from a gender equality /@s'pec tive. ™39

: . N
Committee View 0%

370. As has been noted@ewhere in this report, the Committee recognises the
difficult decisions th@Qﬁe Minister has had to make in producing this budget,
and accepts that Welsh Government'’s spending position makes it particular
hard to sustai d enhance supyport for certain initiatives and schemes within its
Draft Budge{(*-lowever, the Committee also recognises that choices were made
by the Welsh Government to prioritise funding for the NHS and Transport for
Wales over other measures in this budget, which has had a significant impact on
the support services it can provide to mitigate the current pressures felt by
households.

371. The Committee is extremely concerned that people on low-incomes,
including working households are falling into severe hardship as a result of the on-
going cost of living crisis. The overall message from witnesses is that there has

428 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 320
429 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 318
430 Finance Committee, RoP, 10 January 2024, paragraph 318
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been no easing of the crisis, especially given that support that was available in
previous years such as the cost of living payment and Winter Fuel Support
scheme are no longer available to those in desperate need. We are deeply
concerned that the areas of spending that are preventative of poverty and
inequality are those areas that have seen some of the biggest cuts in this Draft
Budget.

372. The Committee notes the work of the Wales Expert Group that was
established to advise the Welsh Government on actions that could be taken to
mitigate the impact of the cost of living crisis in Wales. We are extremely
disappointed that witnesses found it hard to see how the Group’s wqrk has
impacted the Welsh Government decision-making and spending e’rliorities.
Furthermore, we heard that not all of the Group’s recommend t@hs involved

significant expenditure and ones that did demonstrated th ould be long-
term savings. We note the statement from the Minister f cial Justice and Chief
Whip issued on 23 January, that if the funding situati anges, the Welsh

Government will continue to explore the viability o %e recommendations. We
urge the Minister to keep the situation under reglylar review.**'

373. The Committee heard compelling evi ch that women are bearing the
brunt of the cost of living crisis and ofte ake heartbreaking decisions over
heating and eating to their own detriqg'ént. During the Committee’s pre-
engagement stakeholder event, l\/@fbers heard that women are being
disproportionately affected by,incost of living crisis, which is also exacerbating
social problems, particularlx\iﬁuse against women and girls, and those with no
recourse to public funds.@ hilst we acknowledge the difficult decisions that
need to be made by t@ elsh Government to address the immediate issues
through “crisis exp, iture”, we urge the Minister to understand the impact that
its decisions wil e on women and to invest in long-term preventative action
that add ress@}% root causes of poverty and inequality.

374. At the time of taking evidence the Welsh Benefits Charter was yet to be
implemented. The launch of the Charter was subsequently announced on 22
January 202443, Having previously recommended“** the fast-tracking of a unified
application process through a Charter, we are pleased it has finally come to
fruition. During scrutiny, we heard it may be “voluntary for local authorities” to

,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

m


https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-governments-response-report-wales-expert-group-cost-living-crisis
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-governments-response-report-wales-expert-group-cost-living-crisis
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s138209/Welsh%20Government%20Draft%20Budget%202024-25%20Finance%20Committee%20Summary%20Engagement%20Report%20-%20July%202023.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-launch-welsh-benefits-charter
https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf
https://senedd.wales/media/hjydibsj/cr-ld15647-e.pdf

Scrutiny of the Welsh Government Draft Budget 2024-25

include their grants and financial aid schemes initially. Since the launch of the
Charter, we are pleased to have confirmation that it has been “adopted” by all 22
local authorities.**®* The Committee welcomes this collective approach and
believes this is a positive step in ensuring a coherent system of support is available
for those most in need. The Committee would welcome an update on the
timetable for its roll-out and urges this work to continue at pace, especially given
the persistent and increasing pressures households are facing.

375. The Committee is pleased that the Discretionary Assistance Fund has been
maintained, which has provided a ‘lifeline” to many people in hardship. The
Committee heard evidence to say there was a lack of published datg on
applications and believes more information needs to be made available on the
number of submitted and successful applications. This shouldmgmde a gender
breakdown to better understand gender differences in de . Concerns were
also raised around the current “household level” payme ‘Q} he fund as this could
be impacting women'’s financial independence and i ase their vulnerability to
financial abuse, particularly those in abusive relati%g%lps.

376. The Committee has previously called for afeview of the current free childcare
model to assess its effectiveness and enco e its further expansion*®, given the
significant financial pressures on house s, particularly women'’s incomes. We
are therefore astonished that £11.2 mi@'bn of funding for childcare is being
reprioritised “based on the latest f@c’ast for demand”. We are concerned that,
rather than there being a fall ip'demand, the issue lies with how the support is
being promoted and deliver&g We welcome the £250,000 that is being provided
for a strategic communic@ions plan to raise awareness of the scheme, and we
hope this leads to an ifgrease in demand. However, an increase in take-up will
lead to the childc udget being significantly underfunded and create
additional pres@‘s elsewhere in the budget, which is of great concern.
Furthermorey ents face a number of challenges and significant gaps in
childcare provision, including being unable to access childcare at the times and
places where needed. The Committee also considers the current 30 hours free
childcare is insufficient to cover full-time employment, which is disproportionately
impacting on women and their long-term future earning potential.

377. The Committee notes the concern raised regarding the eligibility thresholds
and value of the Welsh Government Learning Grant. Last year we recommended a
review of the Education Maintenance Allowance (EMA) eligibility thresholds and

nz
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an increase to its value.**” We are extremely pleased that this was accepted by the
Welsh Government and there was an uplift, which is a key support scheme for
young learners. We believe that the Learning Grant is of equal importance to
ensure financial support for adult learners and to encourage more people to
continue with their education. The Committee therefore believes that a similar
review of the Learning Grant is undertaken, with the current rate uplifted.

378. The Committee notes that the eligibility threshold for free school meals in
schools has been frozen since 2019. We also heard that extending eligibility in
secondary schools for children whose parents receive Universal Credit, “would be a
relatively modest cost”. The Committee strongly agrees that providin%‘a nutritional
meal for secondary school pupils is important to tackle the Iong—t%’rbﬂ problems of
poverty and poor health, and we call on the Minister to revievvlb@area of the
budget to see if the scheme could be extended. ??‘

379. It is disappointing that the Winter Fuel Support chg?w\)e has been
discontinued, as the scheme has provided short—ter@%lief for low income
households or homes with low energy efficiency. F@thermore, it is highly regretful
to hear that the Warm Homes programme haspeen “very slow to come into
fruition”. We reiterate our view from last ye at the Welsh Government urgently
reviews the Warm Homes programme considers the development of a
replacement scheme to improve the@ergy efficiency of homes and to prevent
vulnerable people from falling int@él poverty.#s8

N\
380.\\Ve are concerned abo 'Sﬂe homelessness crisis and the detrimental effects
this has on people’s heal E}d well-being. Whilst we are pleased that the Welsh

Government has “prot d” the Housing Support Grant, we are disappointed that
the Homelessness P(eyention Budget has only been increased by £2 million
instead of by £5 ion, as previously included in indicative 2024-25 allocations.

Again, whilst @%rant provides a “safety net” to deal with the crisis demand, the
Welsh Gover%(‘nent urgently needs to provide long-term solutions to address the
unprecedented demand and an acute shortage of housing supply, through
affordable housing.

Recommendation 32. The Committee recommends that the Minister:

. provides a timetable for the implementation of the Welsh Benefits
Charter; and
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. publishes an action plan to ensure that a consistent package of grants
and financial aid schemes are provided, in line with the Charter’'s aims.

Recommendation 33. In relation to the Discretionary Assistance Fund, the
Committee recommends that the Minister:

. publishes information on the number of submitted and successful
applications, including a breakdown by gender; and

. reviews the process of making the payments to ensure gender equality.
Recommendation 34. The Committee recommends that the MinisBe‘r:

. reviews the eligibility thresholds of the Welsh Governm@%tq/l_eaming
Grant; and Q,
I N
=  considers increasing the value of the Grant. Q)Q‘
Recommendation 35. The Committee recomme@.)é% that the Minister reviews
the eligibility threshold for receiving free schoo fheals in secondary schools, with a
view to it being extended to children Whose§ ents receive Universal Credit.

Recommendation 36. The Committee*\&:ommends that the Minister should

review the childcare model: Q
>
= to assess its effective and to ensure it enables the full time

employment of p s; and
Ol

. to ensure it p@les adequate support for women to access further and
higher ed@on.

Q.

Recommend 37. The Committee recommends that the Minister provides
information he impact that an increase in childcare take-up may have on
other areas of the budget, and the actions the Minister will take to mitigate those
risks.

Recommendation 38. The Committee recommends that the Minister reviews
the rollout of the Warm Homes programme to ensure it reaches those in need as
soon as possible.

Recommendation 39. The Committee recommends that the Minister reviews
the allocations provided for the supply and development of affordable housing
included within the Draft Budget.
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Annex 1: List of Oral Evidence Sessions

The following witnesses provided oral evidence to the
committee on the dates noted below. Transcripts of all
oral evidence sessions can be viewed on the
Committee’'s website.

Date

Name and Organisation

20 December 2023

AN
L] L] L] V
Rebecca Evans MS, Minister for Fmamiggd Local
Government

Welsh Government

<&
e
Andrew Jeffreys, Director Treaé)@

Welsh Government Q/

Emma Watkins, Deputy D'v.-;étor, Budget and Government
Business o
Welsh Government \Q

Richard Hughes@‘

Office for Budgp\t esponsibility (OBR)
Professor D Miles, Budget Responsibility Committee
Member O

Office ﬁgﬁgudget Responsibility (OBR)

To sephs, Budget Responsibility Committee Member
e for Budget responsibility (OBR)
vid Phillips, Associate Director
| Institute for Fiscal Studies

Dr Ed Poole, Senior Lecturer
Wales Governance Centre (Wales Fiscal Analysis)

Guto Ifan, Lecturer
Wales Governance Centre (Wales Fiscal Analysis)

Jessica Laimann
Wales Women's Budget Group (WWBG) and Policy and Public
Affairs Manager at Women's Equality network (WEN)

Victoria Winckler, Director
Bevan Foundation

Derek Walker, Future Generations Commissioner for Wales
Office of the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales

Jacob Ellis, Director, External Relations and Culture

Office of the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales
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Welsh Local Government Association (Spokesperson for
Finance and Resources)

Rebecca Evans MS, Minister for Finance and Local
Government
Welsh Government

Andrew Jeffreys, Director Treasury
Welsh Government

Emma Watkins, Deputy Director, Budget and Government
Business
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Annex 2: List of Written Evidence

The following people and organisations provided
written evidence to the Committee. All Consultation
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Organisation
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4
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The Open University

N4
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Royal Town Planning Institute
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Barﬁ&do’s Cymru, Save the Children Wales, NSPCC

ru/Wales, Home-Start Cymru, The Children’s Society,
(N3tional Youth Advocacy Service (NYAS) Cymru, TGP Cymru
and Action for Children Wales

WGDB_ZA-%@v

Clinks

N\
WGDB_24-5 40

Cardiff Metropolitan University

WGDB_24-25 41

Platfform

WGDB_24-25 42

Welsh NHS Confederation

WGDB_24-2543

Oxfam Cymru

WGDB_24-25 44

Back the Bill Partners
(Tai Pawb, Shelter Cymru, CIH Cymru)

WGDB_24-25 45

Federation of Small Businesses (FSB)

WGDB_24-25 46

Sport Wales

WGDB_24-25 47

Cymorth Cymru
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Reference

Organisation

WGDB_24-25 48

Psychologists for Social Change

WGDB_25-24 49

Bevan Foundation

WGDB_24-25 50

Welsh Local Government Association (WGLA)

WGDB_24-25 51

Association of Directors of Social Services (ADSS) and Welsh
Local Government Association (WGLA)

WGDB_24-25 52

Welsh Language Commissioner

Additional Information

. P
Title ‘ r@ate
Disability Wales b?:\ 15 December 2023
A\!
Citizens Advice Cymru R N 10 January 2024
Auditory Verbal UK QQ/‘V 10 January 2024
Wales Environment Link 4(0 19 January 2024
QW
>
N
Q
>
&\\/
3
<
O
&
&
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