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We'll paint ourselves a different life

James Dean Bradfield, 

Which Way to Kyffin

 

So file this one under ‘never waste a good crisis’. Picking through the nightmare of COVID to reveal of gems that were not so much hidden as 

ignored – and now much harder to ignore as the certainties of the old economy fall away. Uncovering, perhaps a vision for a better future that we 

can start to enact here and now. 

The pandemic has laid bare vulnerabilities that were frankly not well understood, even by those whose job it was to do so. Economies have been 

revealed as perversely both too global and too centralised to be resilient to disruption. The potential for greedy actors to ‘game’ the system at 

the interface between public and private services, and for populist leaders to be found wanting, have been thrown into sharp and deadly relief. 

The parts that have continued to work reasonably well – for example food supply chains, digital education and (most) health services – have 

done so, but at the cost of significantly increased inequalities, not least in exposure to infection and death. 

From the perspective of Wales, a country at the thin edge of the European economic wedge, the idea of ‘building back better’ is attractive, and 

social media are full of ideas, debate and even new organisations aimed at not wasting the crisis. This debate has, however, illustrated how 

limited our powers and wider capacity are to (re)organise our economy and society at a Welsh level. A Universal Basic Income is unaffordable and 

unrealistic without UK Government support, a 4-day week impossible to implement without control of employment legislation, and the good 

ideas where we do have legal competence - like building a National Care Service – fall foul of politicking, and perhaps a lack of confidence in our 

actual competence. 

There are of course many important areas where there is both the ability and will to act, and where broad societal consensus could be built 
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(although on reflection, I thought that about my education levy). Here, I suggest, uncontroversially, that COVID provides a signal - a wailing 

klaxon - to build a more local set of economies across Wales. We should now scope the concrete actions we can take to sketch and colour in this 

vision. 

 

Imagine a town. Smallish or biggish. Maybe a few thousand population, maybe a bit more. People who live here don’t go far; Swansea or Bangor 

once a month for a big meeting, or to catch a gig. Life is pretty cool. Although most people don’t "own their own", houses are cheap to heat 

and run using a mix of local and grid low-carbon energy; of high quality; and of course with excellent digital connection. This connectivity – 

bolstered by a world class, Wales-wide cyber-shield means that working from home is a doddle across all sorts of white collar jobs. And if you just 

need a break from the four walls, there are several reasonable, cwtshy co-working options within walking distance in... Let’s call it Jonestown (or 

maybe not). For those who have to work too far from home for active travel, there are the community EVs, big and small. You can of course ‘own 

your own’ vehicle as long as you don’t expect to park outside the house...

Digital enablement extends to education of course, with pod and pop-up schools and colleges in town, as well as the e-University of Wales, all 

offering flexible options via the Virtual and Augmented reality suites. Digital fleetness also allows many public services to be organised at town 

level, further supporting local employment whilst optimising for cost and effectiveness by sharing resources across towns at the larger County 

scale. Whilst not everyone can work close to home, the better and more local integration of food and social systems, the ongoing need to 

decarbonise buildings, and the local (and more human) organisation of health and care means there is more local employment - and 

engagement with enterprise - than there has been for a century. 

Jonestown is not Stepford; it’s distinctive. Here you’ll find a cluster of carbon warrior start-ups, linking with farmers, academics and others to trial 

experimental uses of the varied landscapes around and about, whereas Tregruff has the big open air amphitheatre and cultural quarter, and 

Sheenville the 3D printhub and microfactories. These towns make their own choices on planning, housing and municipal taxes of course – albeit 

within the framework of the Future Generations Act.  

Let’s not pretend its all cake-and-eat-it. Some of this stuff is expensive – not least high quality care, and high quality local food that doesn’t kill 

the climate, ecosystems or us -although the ‘supermarket’ is at least a locally co-operative working with the actual Co-op, and the money mostly 

stays here. Not many can afford, indeed no one needs, to throw money into a PCP for a big car let alone or more than one. Houses are modest, 

even the self-owned, and ‘big outdoor space’ generally means communal space. The (very progressive) municipal taxes do also mean no new 

iPhone or intercontinental jaunt every year, although those who live here clearly think the better public services and public realm a worthwhile 

trade. I mean, let’s face it, an iPhone was only ever a poor substitute for a jaw over a decent pint or paned, wasn’t it? And there are plenty of 

opportunities for those in Jonestown...

  

If the above seems like a terrifying vision of a Socialist dystopia; you have my thoughts and prayers... have a great life. If it seems like a hopelessly 

naïve vision of something unattainable well… maybe. But there is very little here that we couldn’t do – or at least try in Wales. There is scope to 

use council tax and rates to incentivise more sustainable and local behaviours; land use planning to advantage and mandate different activities in 

different places; and of course to direct Welsh Government and other public investment and innovation funds to build reasonably self-sufficient, 

low-travel, low-consumption and low-carbon communities. The potential benefits – for people as well as planet, as well as for rural Wales – are so 

obvious I don’t have to write them down. 
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If this vision is naïve, it is because it does not reflect the inability of Wales – and not just the Welsh Government – to do anything very radical, at 

least over the last few decades. The idea, for example, of not letting people live where they want based solely on the power of their pocket is 

well embedded in the Netherlands and on Gigha but seems anathema to us, as might allowing dissensus and variety (and hyperlocal democracy) 

to rule in how we allow Wales to operate. Rejecting the primacy of cities, and developing a vision that encouraged people to work, learn and 

play where they live, and hence downplayed agglomeration, commuting and property-based regeneration would be a huge step away from 

decades of policy and practice. Rural estate agents would repurpose their placards and march on the Bay.

Perhaps though I am not so naïve. It may be that if the 2021 Parliament elections see a coalition scrabbling for areas of overlap in policy and 

vision, then this is one with legs; rebuilding rural Wales on decentralised economic model that puts wellbeing of people and planet at its heart. 

We are facing a climate and ecological breakdown and the prospect of continued local lockdowns consequent on this pandemic or the next. 

Developing and testing a vision of a a diverse, complementary and interesting set of sustainable and well-functioning rural towns, protecting 

locals, landscape and language, would seem a pretty decent way to spend our time.   
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