
 

The town of Port Talbot has for more than 60 years been synonymous with steel. 

In its heyday in the 1960s, nearly 20,000 people worked there. The town grew up around it. 
Numbers may have dwindled but even with a 4,000-strong workforce, it still has an imposing 
presence in the Welsh economy. It is still Tata Steel's biggest UK operation and one of Wales' 
economic crown jewels.  Another 3,000 work at Port Talbot's sister plant in Llanwern and at 
Shotton and Trostre. 

It might be the car we drive, the tin cans for our food or the washing machine in our kitchen, but 
the chances are we have a piece of Port Talbot close to hand if not one of the other steel plants 
based in Wales. The Port Talbot steel plant has benefited from some significant investments in 
recent years, including £185m on rebuilding one of its blast furnaces. In total the industry has 
had £1.5billion invested across the UK 

But Tata has faced difficulties from different directions. 

Port Talbot: The problems 

Steelworks use huge amounts of energy. The Port Talbot plant uses as much electricity, for 
example, as the whole of the city of Swansea a few miles along the motorway. 

That bill when it hits the metaphorical mat is a whopping £60m a year - 50% more than other 
plants in Europe. No wonder, looking long term, Tata recently secured the go-ahead to build a 
new power plant so it can generate more of its own power to save money. This is where the 
Welsh government along with the UK Government could some assistance. 

Then there are problems in the market. Because of overproduction, the Chinese are now 
exporting twice as much steel to the UK than they did in 2013 and at less than the cost price of 
UK steel, so desperately needs for Tariffs to be put onto not only Chinese imports but also 
Russia material also being imported at almost the same rates.  

Tata is also unhappy about the level of business rates it pays, compared to European 
competitors, which is an area that needs real examination as how can investing in new 
equipment like the Blast Furnace end up costing over £500 million extra per year especially when 
more efficient and gives off less emissions than the one it replaced??!! 

In all, the plant is said to be losing up to 1 million pounds a day. 

Why is steel still so important? 

Port Talbot steelworks is a big employer with not only direct employment but indirect not just on 
the sites it operates plus the businesses in the communities that are used by these employees  



It puts £200m a year into the economy just in salaries. 

Economist Prof Calvin Jones of Cardiff University has studied the impact of Tata and called it 
"the most economically important private sector company in Wales". 

The economic value of Tata - including the supply chain - was estimated at £3.2bn of output and 
£1.6bn of value added in Wales in 2010.  

But it also supports an estimated 10,000 full-time equivalent jobs off-site.  

"These are important [industries] because they are high value added and important because 
they're iconic," he said. "If we do see continued declines in these industries in terms of 
employment and output then you start to wonder what Wales is for." 
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STEEL TIMELINE 

1902: The first steelworks at Port Talbot is founded 

1923: A second Margam works is finished 

1947-1953: The third Port Talbot plant is built and becomes part of Steel Company of Wales. 
The works employ around 18,000. By this period, the rolling mill at Ebb Vale has become the 
biggest of its kind in Europe.  

1962: The Queen opens the £150m Spencer works in Newport, later known as Llanwern. 

1967: British Steel is formed from 14 different firms as the industry is nationalized 

1988: British Steel is privatized and becomes part of Dutch-owned Corus in 1999. 

1990: More than 1,100 jobs are lost at Brymbo steelworks in Wrexham. 

1980: More than 6,500 jobs are lost at Shotton Steel Works with the closure of the Steel Making Facility 

It was the biggest industrial redundancy on a single day in Western Europe and the region has taken the 

next three decades to right itself. 

 

2001: Corus announces 6,000 UK job losses - a fifth of its workforce. They include 1,340 at 
Llanwern in Newport, and 90 at Bryngwyn in Swansea. The Shotton cold strip mill closes 
with 400 redundancies. 

2002: The Ebbw Vale steelworks shuts with 850 job losses, although 300 workers move to 
other plants. 

2007: Corus bought by Tata Steel of India 

2014: Tata blames high business rates and "uncompetitive" energy costs for 400 job losses at 
Port Talbot. 

http://business.cardiff.ac.uk/sites/default/files/wer/23.pdf
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/1391189.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/1412872.stm
http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/wales/2095844.stm
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-28104757
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-wales-28104757


2015: Tata Steel reported a "turbulent year" due to Chinese exports and high energy costs but 
Port Talbot produced an all-time record of 4.19m tonnes of hot metal while the hot strip mill hit 
speed-of-work records.  

In August, it mothballs part of its Llanwern plant for the third time in six years, with 250 job 
losses. 
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Unite also provided a Briefing Paper from the House of Commons Library, which is 

available in the following link: 

 

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7317/CBP-7317.pdf 

 

 

http://researchbriefings.files.parliament.uk/documents/CBP-7317/CBP-7317.pdf

