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My Year 2017
May I take this opportunity to wish you a very happy, healthy and
prosperous New Year; I am looking forward to working with you all.
It can be argued that politics has been a like living in a volcano
since the 2015 General Election, a night which no one could have
predicted and which saw David Cameron return to Government with
the first Tory majority in over 20 years. Indeed, things have become
increasingly unpredictable, and in 2016 we witnessed a referendum
result which would change our membership and relationship with the
European Referendum; David Cameron resign and Theresa May
installed as Prime Minister; and across the pond Donald Trump
confounded all predications to become the US President.
However, all that would look almost plausible in comparison to
this year’s events, when following a shock, snap General Election,
called by Mrs. May after stating on 5 separate occasions that she
wouldn’t, Jeremy Corbyn and Labour delivered the most compelling
electoral campaign of a generation, triggering a (to use the word of
the year) “youthquake” and polling the highest number of votes since
the ’97 landslide. Alas, the quirks of the first-past-the-post system
meant that despite a 48% share of the vote and some outstanding
gains (including taking back Gower and Vale of Clwyd, as well as
winning Cardiff North) we were unable to secure a majority.
Nevertheless, neither did the Tories, and the continue to rely on the 10
DUP votes in Parliament, which, as we know, comes at a price.
On a personal level, 2017 has also been an unpredictable year the absolute privilege to be appointed as Shadow Secretary of State
for Wales in February and breaking my foot in September, are two
examples. But more on that in the following pages.
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January - The Year Begins…
The year began in normal fashion - busy, exciting and lots planned. I
was very pleased indeed to host a visit to Neath by my then Shadow
Cabinet boss, Richard Burgon MP, the Shadow Secretary of State for
Justice. Richard was very impressed with the local justice services
operating in Neath, including the Offender Intervention Service and
Hillside Secure Children’s Home.
January was also the month that Parliament voted to trigger Article 50
and begin negotiations to leave the European Union. Although it was
an agonising choice which I thought long and hard about, I believe it
was the right one, and whilst respecting the will of the electorate, we
will be fighting for the best possible Brexit deal. And we will continue
to hold the Government to account.
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February - An Appointment to Remember
On Thursday 9th February I was delighted to be appointed as Shadow
Secretary of State for Wales.

All my life I have been passionate about Wales and the Labour Party. I
have been a party member for over 30 years, a trade unionist, and I
have represented Wales over 100 times as a Squash International. It is
an honour and a privilege to serve the Labour Party and to serve
Wales. I have been working closely with the Welsh Government, and
will be a strong voice for Wales in Westminster and at the Shadow
Cabinet table. It was a great privilege to give my first speech at the
Welsh Labour Conference as Shadow Welsh Secretary.
During February I was also able to visit HMP Swansea, speak in
Parliament in support for widowed parents and push forward
legislation on Mutual Guarantee Societies as a Labour Coop MP.
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March - St. David’s Day in London

On Wednesday 1st March I was honoured to attend the St. David’s Day
Reception at Lancaster House hosted by the First Minister of Wales Rt.
Hon. Carwyn Jones AM. I was joined by my then Shadow Wales
Minister Gerald Jones MP, and we were both delighted to hear how
the Welsh Labour Government had been promoting Wales across the
world.
The following day I was humbled to take to the dispatch box for the
first time as Shadow Welsh Secretary to sum up during the St. David’s
Day Welsh Affairs Debate. The following week I took to the dispatch
box once more, attending my first Wales Questions and trying hard to
get a straight answer out of the Secretary of State, but he was
predictably vague and non-committal on all issues I raised.
At a local level, I wrote to the Prime Minister to raise concerns about
the future of the Bridgend Ford Engine Plant, I helped host a visit by
Rebecca Long-Bailey, Shadow BEIS Secretary to Swansea Bay Tidal
Lagoon, and I attended the official opening of Ysgol Bae Baglan.
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April - Back On The Doorstep

Whilst the Labour Party, in Wales and in Neath, campaigns all year
round, there is nothing quite like hitting the doorsteps during an
election, meeting constituents and speaking to people about issues
that matter to them.
This past April saw the local election campaign ramp up, and
alongside visiting wards in counties right across Wales, I was able to
get out and enjoy the spring weather whilst canvassing for our
excellent Neath Port Talbot County Borough Council candidates, as
well as those standing for community and town councils.
Despite a few difficult losses across Neath, I was pleased see many
excellent Labour candidates returned, new candidates elected, and
NPTCBC continue to be led by a Labour administration, delivering
excellent services and protecting jobs in the face of continued
austerity and cuts from the Tories in Westminster.
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May - One Campaign Finishes, Another Begins…

During the local election campaign news came of an expected
decision; despite confirming otherwise on 5 separate occasions,
Theresa May announced she would be seeking Parliament’s support to
call a snap General Election, set to take place on the 8th June. In my
role as Shadow Secretary of State I embarked on a 40 Seat Challenge
tour of every constituency across Wales. No mean feat under any
circumstances, but almost impossible given the 6 week campaign we
had. Highlights of the tour were visiting North Wales and meeting
Eddie Izzard in Newport. I was also keen to maintain efforts in my own
patch, and was proud of the work Team Neath put in to ensure the
campaign visited every ward. The reception on the doorstep got better
every day, and I am very thankful for the support and confidence
instilled in me once again by the people of Neath Constituency.
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June - Almost The End Of May

Despite otherwise suggested by all the polls and pundits, during
the campaign Theresa May and the Tories were not returned with a
massive majority; in fact, they didn’t have a majority at all. As their
campaign made every mistake in the book, Jeremy Corbyn and
Labour got better and better, offering an articulate, compelling vision
for Britain. In Neath, and many other parts of the UK, our majority
increased. The election was marred by the terror attacks in London and
Manchester, and in Wales it will be remembered for the untimely
passing of former First Minister and Father of Devolution, Rhodri
Morgan. I have lost a wonderful friend.
With the election over, it was back to work; working hard in
Parliament on such initiatives as Cooperative Housing and in Neath,
visiting the Medieval Festival, Emergency Services Day, and the
Swansea University Bay Campus.
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July - Connecting With Communities

July was a month of continuing engagement across the
constituency that we’d become so accustomed to during both election
campaigns. I began a programme of street surgeries, visiting all
corners of Neath. I was delighted to get such a great response in
communities such as Trebanos and Pontardawe, Onllwyn and
Glynneath, Cimla and Melincryddan. Street surgeries are a means to
visit constituents in their community, my surgery flyers are delivered to
homes the day before I am due to visit and if a person would like me
to knock on their door they put the surgery flyer in their window.This
approach has been very successful and I will be continuing to hold
them in communities across Neath in 2018.
I was also delighted to get out and about to important events
such as Pride Cymru, the National Eisteddfod, and Neath Port Talbot’s
Unison Branch’s Question Time with local elected representatives. It
was also great to visit the Neath Real Ale and Cider Festival, several
local carnivals and Neath YMCA open evening.
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August - A Recess to Remember

One of the great honours of being an MP is the opportunity that
recess presents to get out around the constituency. This summer has
been no different, and I have managed to visit businesses in Resolven,
Age Connects meetings in Glynneath, Tonna Music Festival, Seven
Sisters Carnival and the Melin Primary School Enrichment Project. I
have been delighted to see such events and activities so well
supported by local people, and it makes me proud to represent Neath.
Following on from 2015’s visit to the Pen y Cymoedd site, I
returned to see the 76 wind turbines fully installed. An innovative,
groundbreaking project, Pen y Cymoedd has only happened because
of the partnership between Vattenfall, Siemens and Natural Resources
Wales. The site generates power to the equivalent of 188,000 homes
every year (around 15% of the total homes in Wales). I am delighted to
see the Pen y Cymoedd site fully operational and commend all those
involved in delivering this innovative renewable energy project.
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September - A Break in Time

September proved to be a difficult month for me personally, as I
managed to break my foot in an accident at home, something I failed
to do during 30 years of playing squash! Nevertheless, I was pleased
to see several pre-planned events take place, not least the
Parliamentary reception I had organised in support of the Rhianna’s
Swing campaign. Rhianna Chellew was just 8 years old when she was
diagnosed with an inoperable brain tumour which quickly resulted in
her being wheelchair bound. Rhianna’s parents took her to
Ynysanghared Park in Pontypridd, which has a disabled access swing. It
meant the world to her to be able to join her able-bodied friends on
some of the equipment. Heartbreakingly, Rhianna passed away
surrounded by her family on the 23rd June 2016. As a legacy, family
and friends have set up “Rhianna’s Swing” a charity aiming to source
funding to establish a fully accessible play area in Gnoll Park. This past
month the group has found out that they have been successful in their
application to the Big Lottery Fund, making their ambition a reality.
Across Neath it was great to see the return of the annual Food
and Drink Festival as well as the 737th Great September Fair.
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October - Universally Discredited

This October saw Theresa May suffer fresh embarrassment over the
Government’s flagship benefit reform after Labour secured a symbolic
victory in Parliament which has exposed the deep discomfort over the
policy from the Tories’ backbenchers.
Following a mass abstention on the vote from Tory MPs, the
Labour motion demanding the Government delay the roll-out of
Universal Credit passed with no opposition because they were afraid
to lose the vote.
The vote came on the same day as the Government were forced
to lower the fees charged for the Universal Credit helpline after it was
revealed some people paid 55p a minute to get advice and support.
I’m delighted we won the symbolic vote on pausing Universal
Credit. It is by no means the end of the campaign, and we continue to
ensure the Government gets the details of the roll-out correct. I’m
proud of the work carried out by the Shadow Welsh Team in fighting
the pernicious elements of the flawed policy.
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November - A Tribute to The Sarge

November saw the tragic passing of Carl Sargeant AM, Cabinet
Secretary for Children and Communities. Carl was a unique, largerthan-life character, universally loved and admired across the National
Assembly and the Labour Party. His contribution to Welsh public life is
unquestionable. He was hugely popular in his community, a place he
fought for all his life. He was not only a tireless campaigner, and a
sublime communicator, but also one of the most effective Government
Ministers in history. He took through more legislation than any other
Minister, and was a can-do guy - he would always listen to ideas and
do everything in his power to make things happen. He will be a great
loss to the Senedd, the Labour Party and Wales, and I will miss his
friendship, warmth and big heart.
Jeremy Miles was appointed Counsel General to the Welsh
Government, a wonderful achievement and another example of Neath
representatives making a mark.
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December - A Christmas in Neath

Returning to Parliament after recuperation from my foot injury, I hit the
ground running (not quite literally!), and was delighted to take to the
dispatch box once again for Wales Questions. I questioned Cairns on
the need for greater cooperation with the Welsh Government and
National Assembly to ensure the passing of a Legislative Consent
Motion that would ratify the withdrawal from the EU by the devolved
nations. The Welsh Secretary’s answers were less than reassuring and
repetitive.
I was delighted to support Nordoff Robbins campaign for music
therapy, a specialist use of music that aims to facilitate physical and
emotional wellbeing, and to promote the development and retention
of key communication skills.
I rounded off 2017 with the annual trip to Neath Sorting Office, a real
treat to talk to the hardworking staff committed to delivering the post
and parcels in time for Christmas, which I thank them for so much.
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Constituency Office Overview
I am very proud to have established a constituency office immediately
after the election, and have operated an open door policy since first
being elected. This hasn’t been easy, and attacks on Parliament and
Parliamentarians has meant increased security. However, this
accessibility has been well received by the community, with
constituents able to drop and get problems dealt with in an efficient
and effective way.
My Senior Caseworker, Ciaran Kearney, has played a pivotal role in
resolving issues and dealing with concerns swiftly, establishing a
casework team alongside Brendan Toomey. In the past year we have
seen a large number of welfare benefit cases, as with the previous two
years. Below is a summary of casework statistics, along with a tag

cloud - the bigger the font of the type of casework, the bigger the
amount of cases of that type. As you can, cases involving the DWP
(Department for Work and Pensions) makes the greatest number of
cases.
20% of our cases are of this type. My team has a great understanding
of these types of case and has helped restore payments for over 50
constituents, including PIP, Universal Credit, ESA & JSA. We also
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receive a large number of Local Authority queries and we have built a
strong working relationship with Councillors and Officers.
We work with Dilys at Jeremy Miles AM’s office to resolve housing
cases; we’ve tracked down errant landlords and house owners who
have let properties fall into disrepair, attracting vermin. These cases
can be the toughest as you’re dealing with families fearing they may
be made homeless. We have built an effective relationship with Tai
Tarian, Coastal and other Registered Social Landlords, and work
closely with them to remedy such cases.
As you can see from the chart below, the cases opened maintain a
fairly consistent pattern, and I’m very pleased with the efficiency of my
team and their ability to close cases in the quickest timeframe
possible, providing constituents with the best service. The spike in
cases closed during November 2017 is explained by number of
longstanding cases reaching closure at a similar time.

You can see from the pie chart below, the other types of cases we
receive but if it’s a topic we’ve been asked for help or advice on it.
From chem-trails to culverts, or the rising costs of fruits and veg to
songbirds in Cyprus! However unique the request, my team have
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managed to provide constituents with a response and some level of
assistance…although there is only so much we can do about some
things (just ask Brendan!). Below is breakdown of cases by type, with
the most represented issues being welfare and social security, local
government services, and utility and energy.

I’d also like to thank my Political Advisor Luke Holland, who has
provided wise counsel and support during the past nine months. Luke
is moving on to pastures new and I wish him well in his endeavours.
A special mention to Swansea Neath Port Talbot Citizens Advice, who
not only borrow a room in my office once a week to hold their
surgeries, but have also become a great source of advice and support
to my team.
Finally, I’d like to thank all those who take the time to pop in the office;
a friendly face and words of support during a tough day makes all the
difference to my team and the service we’re able to provide to the
great people of Neath Constituency. Please remember you’re welcome
anytime.
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