
Information Further to Ministerial Answers  

 
Information further to OAQ1600(FM) issued by Edwina Hart, the Minister for Social 

Justice and Regeneration, on behalf of the First Minister on 22 June 2006 

 

To Irene James:  

 

Thank you for your letter of 1 June regarding the proposals to change crewing arrangements 

at Abercarn fire station and the amalgamation of Cefn Fforest and Bargoed fire stations. I am 

also aware that you raised these issues at First Minister’s questions on 6 June, when the First 

Minister commented that we would contact you in light of your concerns. 

 

In relation to the Bargoed and Cefn Fforest proposals, I note in the consultation document that 

the authority states that if it were to consider fire cover in the Bargoed and Cefn Fforest areas 

starting with a clean sheet, there would be no proposal for two stations located one mile apart. 

I understand that the situation has arisen as a result of history, when the two stations came 

under different fire authorities and were inherited by south Wales when it was created in 

1996. 

 

As far as Abercarn is concerned at this point, I will decline to comment as the fire station, 

though outside Blaenau Gwent, is reasonably expected to provide some operational cover 

within the Blaenau Gwent area. Given the current elections taking place, I deem it 

inappropriate to respond at this time. However, I note that you refer to Brynmawr as a full-

time station when in fact it is a retained duty station. Retained personnel make up 36 per cent 

of firefighters within the authority, crewing 26 retained stations, with many of these having 

full staff complements and no problems with availability of personnel. 

 

In addition, all the proposals contained within the plan are currently the subject of formal 

public consultation. Our risk reduction planning guidance requires authorities to consult with 

the general public and their representatives, community organisations, business and 

employees. Once the consultation has concluded on 31 August, the fire and rescue authority is 

required to take full account of the responses before finalising its risk reduction plan. It is 

therefore likely that some or all of the proposals would be subject to further clarification 

and/or change. Fire and rescue authorities are autonomous bodies with the statutory 

responsibility for securing fire and rescue cover within their areas, in line with Assembly 

Government guidance. At this stage it is therefore not appropriate for me to become involved 

over proposals which are the subject of on-going public debate. 

 

 

Information further to OAQ1600(FM), issued by Rhodri Morgan, First Minister for 

Wales 

 

To Nick Bourne:  

 

You asked me during First Minister’s questions in Plenary on 6 June to say when the 

Assembly Government became aware of the statutory position in relation to providing free 

home care for disabled people. I promised to check the details and to write to you. 

 

Local authorities have a discretion to charge for domiciliary care services under the Health 

and Social Services and Social Security Adjudications Act 1983 provided that it is 

“reasonably practicable” for the person being charged to pay. That Act does not supply a 

power to regulate charging, but we have previously used a general power under the Local 

Authority Social Services Act 1970 to issue statutory guidance to local authorities on their 

charging arrangements. This includes a requirement that, after charging, service users are left 

with at least a guaranteed level of income above Income Support levels and that earnings are 



exempt from charging. The issue was whether we could extend the use of statutory guidance 

under the 1970 Act to implement the free home care policy. 

 

The issue was not clear cut and we sought Counsel’s advice. His opinion, which we received 

in December 2003, was to the effect that we could not rely on our 1970 Act powers. However, 

he was content that we could institute a grant scheme where a condition of grant would be 

that a local authority did not charge for specified services and that the grant could be 

withdrawn if it did. You will recall my reference to “carrots and sticks” in our exchange in 

plenary. Virtually from the start, therefore, we sought to implement the free home care policy 

through this route. There are several other examples where we have worked creatively with 

local government to deliver an initiative without relying on specific powers. 

 

Contrary to any impression you may have gained from the misleading account in the Western 

Mail, all this has been in the public domain for a considerable time and we have never sought 

to hide it. On the establishment of the task group in early 2004 we were entirely open with the 

organisations taking part (which included organisations represented on the Coalition on 

Charging) and the position was clearly explained to them and recorded in the group’s report 

of its work. The group’s terms of reference included the attributes of a grant scheme which 

would deliver the policy. The position was also set out explicitly in Brian Gibbons’ Cabinet 

Statement issued on 21 March 2005 to all Assembly Members. 

 

The Western Mail also appeared to suggest that it was only because we did not have a specific 

statutory power to implement free home care that we would have to pay local authorities to 

implement the scheme. This is nonsense. Under any statutory or non-statutory arrangement 

we would have had to fund local government for the full costs of implementing the policy. 

 

I am copying this to all Assembly Members. 

 


