
Tories exploit Welsh failures to teach Labour voters a lesson 

Estate agents’ windows in the Welsh valleys can be a shocking sight for an outsider. Three-

bedroom homes in Merthyr Tydfil sell for less than a parking space in London. A terrace 

house in the town typically goes for about £75,000. With a 15 per cent deposit, that means 

mortgage payments of about £370 a month. 

It is not a market that offers huge margins for house-builders. So when the Welsh government 

announced in 2012 that all new homes would have to have automatic fire sprinklers, 

developers were not impressed. 

Companies have blamed the regulation and others for making life harder for them in Wales 

than across the border in England, and for slowing the recovery of prices since the financial 

crisis. 

On a visit to Swansea, Cardiff and the Gower last week, Grant Shapps, the Conservative 

party chairman, turned his fire on the Welsh government’s record on housing. His party has 

begun an aggressive strategy of “comparing and contrasting” the Labour administration in 

Cardiff with the coalition in Westminster in an effort to scare voters away from Ed Miliband. 

So it was perhaps not surprising that Mr Shapps’s visit was limited to a tour of only a few 

hand-picked local business owners. Letting him loose on a wider audience of shoppers or 

students might have produced some less comfortable encounters. 

One of those he met, a café proprietor called Tony Georg, who describes himself as “the only 

Conservative Bulgarian in the UK”, appears to be rolled out every time a Tory visits Wales. 

He became a Conservative supporter shortly after arriving in Britain 24 years ago. He has 

since shaken hands with David Cameron, William Hague and Michael Portillo, and about ten 

other senior figures of the party. “I met so many of them I can’t remember them all,” he said, 

his Slavic accent tinged with a hint of Welsh. 

On his day trudging through the rain, Mr Shapps denied that he was simply using Wales for 

the sake of an English audience, insisting that he was “very concerned” about Welsh people 

forced to depend on public services. Yet he swiftly opened up a new front after weeks of 

angry skirmishes over health and education, by seizing on figures that show that the number 

of registrations for new homes fell by 12 per cent in Wales in 2013, compared with a 28 per 

cent increase for the UK. 

The former housing minister accused Labour of “letting down ordinary hard-working 

families” by deterring developers through excessive red tape. The Conservatives’ new attack 

line has raised eyebrows among some, given the acute housing shortage across England. 

According to Owain Llywelyn, of the Royal Institution of Chartered Surveyors in Wales, it 

was “a little rich” for Mr Shapps to be “coming across the border to Wales to complain that 

housing supply is woeful”. “The fact of the matter is that the UK supply is woeful. We’ve not 

been building enough houses for the last 20 years,” he said. 

Carl Sargeant, the Welsh Minister for Housing and Regeneration, pointed out that Wales was 

“a very different place” from the south east of England. “The comparisons to the North West 

or North East of England are much more apt,” he said. 



But even those critical of the Tories accuse the Welsh government of having an ideological 

zeal for regulation that they blame for stifling a resurgence in house building after the 

financial crash. Glyn Mabey, of Persimmon Homes, said that the cost of the fire-sprinkler 

systems and a requirement for extra insulation in all new homes had added between £3,000 

and £6,000 to the cost of building each property. His company announced before Christmas 

that it would halt construction in the valleys to the north of Pontypridd because it was no 

longer worthwhile. The criticism is not simply Labour bashing by those with a vested 

interest. The Valleys-born Mr Mabey describes his personal views as “far more red than 

blue” and was anxious not to sound “like a party political broadcast”. However, he said that 

ministers in Cardiff had made things unnecessarily difficult. “It’s making it far more difficult 

to invest and grow the business and generate jobs.” 

Nevertheless, there are signs that the housing market is turning a corner after the introduction 

in January of a Welsh Help to Buy scheme.  

The Conservatives may find themselves on safer ground on the theme of health. A row is 

now in full flow over the true state of the NHS in Wales, with some campaigners claiming 

Cardiff is sitting on a “Welsh Mid Staffs”. Death rates have been consistently high in six 

Welsh hospitals, which experts say should be a “smoke alarm”.  

The Conservative decision to go hammer and tongs after the Welsh NHS has provoked an 

angry response. On the day of Mr Shapps’s visit to the offices of the Western Mail, the words 

“Back off, Westminster” screeched from the paper’s front page. Mark Drakeford, the Welsh 

Health Minister, has accused the Tories of dragging the Welsh NHS “through the mud”. The 

Tories’ arguments, however, have been bolstered by the voice of Ann Clwyd, a Labour MP, 

who has warned that the country is facing record-breaking waiting times for MRI scans, 

ultrasound and other vital tests as health chiefs fail to get to grips with struggling hospitals. 

Half of Welsh patients wait at least six weeks for an MRI scan, compared with 1.2 per cent of 

patients in England, data given to her by the NHS show. Figures seen by The Times show 

that the number of Welsh patients coming to England for diagnostic tests has doubled in the 

past four years, reaching 10,424 in 2012-13. 

School standards in Wales have also slumped. When the latest International Pisa test results 

were published, Michael Gove, the Education Secretary, was quick to claim that voters “need 

only look over the Severn to see a country going backwards”. 

The results showed average scores in Wales of 491 in science, 468 in maths, 480 in reading, 

while scores in England were 518 in science, 495 in maths and 500 in reading. GCSE results 

in Wales last summer closed the gap a little, with 52.7 per cent of teenagers achieving 5 or 

more GCSEs at C or higher compared with 58.6 per cent in England. A-level results were 

lower: 52.8 per cent of candidates in England were awarded grades of A*, A or B, and 49.3 

per cent in Wales. 

The Welsh government has, belatedly, adopted some of the school reforms that proved most 

successful in England, notably a “challenge” programme of linking weak with high 

performing schools. It has also introduced new programmes to support better teaching of 

English or Welsh and maths, echoing David Blunkett’s literacy and numeracy strategies in 

the late 1990s. The Welsh government remains opposed to academies and committed to 



comprehensive schools supported by local authorities, now grouped into regional 

consortiums. 

Huw Lewis, the Welsh Education Minister, admitted that there was “a job of heavy lifting to 

do” to improve its school results but insisted that reform was under way. 

Part of the Conservatives’ new focus on Wales is about their push to win a majority at the 

general election. After seeing all of its MPs across the border wiped out by the Labour 

landslide of 1997, the party has made strides, securing eight MPs in 2010. Of the 40 seats it 

must gain to govern alone in 2015, five are in Wales. Labour, however, remains the dominant 

political force. 

Carwyn Jones, the First Minister, regularly deploys his own contrasts with the Government in 

London, highlighting popular policies such as free tuition fees and the abolition of 

prescription charges as “the Welsh alternative”. 

However, Mr Shapps said: “You don’t need to believe us when we say that Ed Miliband will 

destroy jobs in this country, destroy the competitiveness of the country and deliver worse 

health and education outcomes. Here’s Labour doing it.”  

 


