INTRODUCTION SLIDE

OFFICIAL PUBLICATIONS IN A DEVOLVED WALES: ARE WE WHERE WE THOUGHT WE WOULD BE 10 YEARS ON?

SLIDE 2 – ASSEMBLY CHAMBER

I have a very idealistic view of the job of an official publications librarian and the importance of official publications. After all, if citizens are going to hold their government to account they need access to information. They need to know if things have gone wrong they need to know if there are policies which will affect their lives. Without this information, citizens can’t engage with their government or make an informed decision about whether it’s doing the right things. 

So, are we where we thought we would be 10 years on? Back in 1997, Welsh Official publications were made of the few acts of Parliament specific to Wales, Welsh Office publications and the odd report from the various NDPBs which were responsible to it. The Official Publishing scene in Wales wasn’t just different, it almost didn’t exist. 

I wasn’t even working in NLW at the time, let alone in official publications. I’m the 4th person in the job since 1999 so in reality I don’t know where those who were there at the start though we would be now, but I’ve looked back to the expectations of the time to see how we math up

I’ve also tried to look at this from a wider perspective – about what kind of information is now available and how it’s made available rather than just the impact on NLW.

I’m going to be guided by a few quotes

SLIDE 3 –  “It takes two to Quango”

“It takes two to quango.” Neil Kinnock, 14th December 1992 (possibly borrowed from Yes Minister)
The term “Quango state” was bandied about rather a lot in the mid 1990s, and replacing it with an accountable administration was how devolution was sold to Wales in 1997. Ron Davies “the architect of devolution” in Wales, along with the “Yes” campaign pushed this message hard. 

SLIDE 4 –  “Time to take over the remote control”
From the outset the Assembly was supposed to be open and accountable. Information was going to be publicly available and there was going to be a lot of it. If Wales voted for devolution there was going to be a revolution.

SLIDE 5 –  “Good morning - and it is a very good morning in Wales“
“Good morning - and it is a very good morning in Wales“ Ron Davies September 19th 1997

This is where we started. In the very early hours of September 19th 1997, as the returning officer for Carmarthenshire was announcing the yes and no tallies in the county, the “Yes” tally slipped ahead of the “No” tally to give the final result. Wales had said yes – but only just. 

In Scotland, the result had been clear. The turnout had been high and people generally knew what they were voting for. People were already quite at home with laws and policies which were different from England.

In Wales, we were in a very different place indeed. Most people in Wales read newspapers from London which, if not hostile to devolution, had simply not noticed it. A frighteningly high number of people in Wales didn’t know that a referendum was being held, or what it was about. The turnout was 50.1%. Hardly a ringing endorsement of public engagement in their government.

SLIDE 6 – BOUND HANSARD
But, the jelly started to form in the mold. Ron Davies spoke of open-ness being the defining feature, and Dafydd Elis Thomas, the Llywydd or Presiding Officer announced his intention to run a paperless assembly. Unlike Westminster, there would be no bound volumes of Hansard and no printed Weekly Information Bulletin.

Of course, it didn’t quite work like that. In the early days we received weekly boxes of publications, dutifully printed from the website by the staff in Crickhowell House and NLW was presented with a bound copy of the first Record of Assembly proceedings. However, as time went on the printouts stopped and the boxes only contained publications that had been printed for general distribution.

Wales information Link was established. This is a network of 40 public libraries across Wales which were sent all Assembly publications once a month. This ensured that they were available locally to anyone who wanted to read them and this could be backed up by access to online publications at the library. This was especially important in more deprived areas.

SLIDE 7 – PUBLICATIONS CATALOGUE

The Publications Centre was set up in the old Welsh Office buildings at Cathays Park which will send out on request, any Assembly publication, free of charge. They will also provide advice on where to find information. An on-line catalogue of Welsh Assembly Publications is now available, complete with a function to order copies of publications direct.

SLIDE 8 – ARCHIVED WEBSITE (22/7/2004)
The assembly established a website www.wales.gov.uk on which it published pretty much everything it produced. It was of course, basic and clunky by today’s standards but it did what was intended and made government information available at the click of a mouse – to those who had access to broadband! The last decade has seen official publishing move online, but in Wales it was there to start with.

SLIDE 9 – RHODRI MORGAN QUOTE
"We should govern in the sunshine and not behind the curtains… greater openness should be at the heart of our business." Rhodri Morgan 8 April 2002

Rhodri Morgan became First Minister in 2000 and he too pushed this issue of open-ness. One of his first actions was to make cabinet minutes available on the new Welsh Assembly Government website. 

SLIDE 10 – CABINET MINUTES (from 21/9/09 – item 3 on the agenda is the FM announcing the winning design of his Christmas Cards)

The Government also decided to open new offices in Merthyr Tydfil, Aberystwyth and Llandudno Junction complete with “Information Centres” where there is a small amount of printed material available but also trained librarians to help locate information on government websites.

SLIDE 11 – RHODRI MORGAN QUOTE

“Graffiti on the wall of history” Rhodri Morgan on the first Statutory Instrument approved by the Assembly

Further changes were brought about by The Government of Wales Act 2006. The Welsh Assembly Government and the National Assembly for Wales were formally separated, reflecting the norm in other countries, and causing lots of work for cataloguers. In addition, a new logo started to appear on publications and websites of the newly named “Assembly Government Sponsored Bodies”.

The Act also conferred new powers on the assembly to enact a form of primary legislation and gave us two new types of official publication, the “Assembly Measure” and the “Legislative Competence Order”. 

SLIDE 12 – LCO AND ASSEMBLY MEASURE

Unlike Scotland, the power to enact a measure has to be devolved on a case by case basis following examination and approval both houses of Parliament. Before the power is devolved the Welsh Affairs Select Committee publishes a report (in the HC series) and the Government responds with a Command Paper and a Legislative Competence Order is laid before both houses for approval. The Assembly then publishes its report into the draft measure before it is debated and (hopefully) passed. 

Partially as a result of the new legislative procedure, there has also been an increase in the output of the Wales Office and the Welsh Affairs Select Committee – who have been busy publishing reports on all sorts of other issues as well -cross border health issues and digital inclusion. To misquote  Harold Macmillan;

SLIDE 13 – HAROLD MACMILLAN QUOTE

“you’ve never had it so good!”

SLIDE 14 – QUANGO LOGOS

The “Bonfire of the Quangos” announced in 2005 also led to changes in official publishing. Many bodies such as the Wales Tourist Board, The Welsh Development Agency and ELWA which had previously distributed their own publications were absorbed by the Assembly Government and their publishing absorbed into the central Publications Centre. This meant that the vast majority of Welsh Official Publications now came from one source and could ordered with one e-mail or phone call. It also meant for us that everything arrived in the one box.
But the bonfire didn’t burn everything in it’s path. A number of AGSBs survived and still publish independently but the change had a number of side effects. Amongst these was that in clearing out the libraries of the now defunct bodies duplicate copies were offered to NLW to plug gaps in our collection.
The biggest challenge of the last decade hasn’t really been the paper output of Gwydir House, or even Cardiff Bay and Cathays Park. It’s been the move to web publishing. 

SLIDE 15 – RON DAVIES QUOTE
“Devolution is a process” Ron Davies, February 1999
An official publications is a developing process.

The Assembly was pioneering in it’s abandoning of the traditional print format and in 2006 distributed one of it’s most effective official publications. 

SLIDE 16 – PHISHING E-MAIL
It was of course a spoof phishing e-mail which took you to a page warning of the dangers of responding to offers in e-mails. It circulated widely and attracted quite a lot of attention in the media.

Phishing e-mails was probably not the type of official publication that was expected back in 1999.

But as with all these things, we quite often rush ahead and miss something on the way. Publishing reports, the official record etc on the web is great for open government and great for speedy access to current information, but not so good for long term access. The phishing e-mail came to my attention though an article in the Western Mail about a week later, and when I called up and asked to be sent a copy there was a confused silence on the other end of the line. Fortunately, they found someone who had the e-mail and it was sent on to the library.

Between them, the Assembly and Assembly Government have had 4 different websites since 1999. Some attempts were made to archive these in the early days by the National Archives but much information is surely now lost. 

SLIDES 16 & 17 – ASSEMBLY & WAG
When the Assembly and Assembly Government websites split, they became much easier to use, but links were broken and some of the indexing work done on the Record of Proceedings was rendered useless even though the information is still there.

The Weekly Business Notice, published as a web page with hyperlinks to relevant documents, as far more user friendly than a paper bulletin but it’s deleted at the end of every week and replaced with a new one.

But these are lessons that we’ve learned from. As in other parts of the UK, NLW have begun a process of archiving the main government websites which has been ongoing for about 18 months. We’re working to increase the coverage and include the remaining AGSBs as well as Health Boards and Trusts. We’ve been working with TNA and the National Assembly to implement TNA’s re-direct component to guard against broken links, and soon I hope we’ll be stripping out individual publications from websites for storage in Vital – our DAMS – with access via the OPAC. 

SLIDE 18 – SENEDD.TV

This website provides live and recorded coverage of the Assembly, but has caused us a few problems due to the streaming video. Another example of using technology to make the Assembly more accessible but which causes problems for librarians.

Both the Assembly and the Assembly Government have given permission for remote access to archived websites and publications  - but we will need to work on some of the AGSBs to fall in line. One who has already done so is the Arts Council of Wales.

SLIDE 19 – ARTS COUNCIL WALES – ARCHIVED 4/7/09
Perhaps the other major change has been the massive increase in Welsh medium publications. Prior to devolution, many of the NDPBs issued publications which were either also available in welsh or were produced bilingually, but the practice is now far more widespread. A significant majority of Welsh Assembly Government publications are published in tete-beche format in both English and Welsh, while all Assembly committee reports are bi-lingual. Government websites, including some central government websites, are bi-lingual.

SLIDE 20 – ASSEMBLY ROP
There has recently been a fierce debate about translation of the Official Record of the Assembly. Debates in the Assembly take place in both English and Welsh and until now all contributions have been recorded, side by side, in both languages. It’s even replaced the BBC as the correct standard of written Welsh. The proposal by the Llywydd to only translate Welsh contributions to English and the subsequent reaction shows how much the language has been normalised into the official publishing scene.

So, the world has changed. We have a very different official publishing scene in Wales since devolution – thanks to the Assembly and the WAG – the drive for open government – technology - constitutional tinkering - and the Welsh language. 

We have much more open-ness, much more information available to many more people in ways that weren’t technically possible a decade ago. It’s a big step in the right direction. But  10 years on we still have people who don’t understand the devolved government or where to find out about it. That is a serious challenge that still needs to be faced.

SLIDE 21 – SYR EMYR JONES PARRY QUOTE

So to go back to the questions, are we where we thought we would be?

SLIDE 22 – RHODRI MORGAN QUOTE
"Do one-legged ducks swim in circles?" Rhodri Morgan 1998

Probably. We’re definatley not where we were.

Dear friend,

My name is Sir Ioan Williams-Belth and I own a large estate in Ystwyth Valley. It’s often said that the outlook from my manor house is one of the finest in Wales, due in no small part to the 400 hectares of grounds that it is situated on. Because of the remote location, I often think that all of the beauty of the surrounding area has been laid out just for my benefit – from the rolling hills and babbling streams, to the dense forests that one can truly lose himself in. 

The manor house, and my family heritage, can be traced back to the Welsh kingdom, before the English conquest in the thirteenth century. And whilst the house has seen better years – its grandeur somewhat faded after decades of neglect – it was in its time regarded to be just as splendid as Hatfield House; boasting some of the finest examples of Gothic architecture in Europe. 

At this point, you are probably wondering why I am writing to you; put simply, I am unwell. I am suffering from the rare tropical disease, Imascamas, caused by an insect bite during a recent trip to Crusoe Island in the Pacific. Doctors have no cure, so it is with great sadness that I have to accept that my time here will shortly be up. I have no family to leave my estate to, and I can’t in my heart leave this Earth knowing that my glorious manor house and grounds will be possessed by the Government. My desire is to instead offer a share of the estate in its entirety to you and 19 other carefully selected Welsh people, with the intention of it being wholly owned by respectable Welsh families and restored to its former glory.

Money is of no object to me now at this late stage, however in order to fund the restoration project, I would request a mere £5,000 from each potential benefactor, in return for the contract of shared ownership. The  £100,000 restoration project will see the interior refurbishment of all seven wings, including chemical restoration of many of the canvases and tapestry repair. Full exterior maintenace repairs will also be undertaken, including restoration of the hermitage on Lake Belth and landscaping of the Stately Bridge Walk and Tudor Rose Maze. I have also made plans to erect a gold plated memorial of myself on the front lawns in memory of my residence at the manor house, which you will see is included in the costs.
It is estimated that once fully restored, the estate will be worth in excess of £12 million.

I would hope you will see this offer for what it is, the preservation of a splendid piece of Welsh heritage. If you would like to be part of this, please click on the below link which will take you through to my solicitor’s website. Here you can view in detail, survey maps and a full breakdown of the £100,000 restoration budget. You will need to register your contact details so that we can send the contract to you, and draft your cheque for £5,000, made out to my solicitor’s and sent to them at the address detailed on their website.

Thank you for your time, and I do hope that you can be a part of this wonderful endeavour.

Regards,

Sir Ioan Williams-Belth
