
Thinking beyond our
boundaries

Carys Roberts interviews Sophie Howe
The first future generations commissioner for Wales on

envisaging a different future



Carys Roberts: Sophie, you’re future generations commissioner for
Wales. Could you explain what that means and how the role came
about?

Sophie Howe:My role is one element of the Well-being of Future Generations
(Wales) Act that came into force in 2016. The act does several things. Firstly, it
places duties on 44 of our main public authorities in Wales, including local
authorities, public health bodies and, significantly, the Welsh government itself.
Their overarching duty is to take decisions in a way which meet today’s needs
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs.

Then, it sets out a vision for the Wales that we want through seven
interconnected well-being goals: a prosperous Wales, a resilient Wales, a
healthier Wales, a more equal Wales, a Wales of cohesive communities, a
Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language and a globally
responsible Wales. Each of them comes with a progressive statutory
definition. So, for example, the definition of a prosperous Wales doesn’t
talk about prosperity being linked to GBP or GVA. It talks about a
productive, innovative, low-carbon society which uses resources efficiently
and proportionately, including acting on climate change, and focuses on a
skilled and well-educated population with access to decent jobs. Each of
those 44 public bodies has to demonstrate how they’re contributing to all
seven of those goals, taking them out of their traditional siloes.

The legislation sets out five ways of working that public bodies should adopt
in order to meet those goals. They have to demonstrate that they’re thinking
about the long-term consequences of the decisions that they take, seeking to
prevent problems from occurring or getting worse, and that they’re
integrating their decisions and their thinking to recognise the impact that a
decision here might have on a wellbeing goal over there. Also, that they’re
collaborating with others, and that they’re involving citizens.
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Finally, the legislation establishes a future generations commissioner - which is
me. If nothing else, it’s got one of the coolest job descriptions in the world.
My duty in statute is to act as the ‘guardian of the interests of future
generations’. I have powers to advise and support public bodies with how they
implement the legislation. I have powers to review how they’re implementing
the legislation, and then I have duties to monitor and assess the progress that
they’re making in meeting the wellbeing objectives that they’ve set themselves.

“If we get it right, this will be the biggest
cultural change programme that Wales has
ever seen. It requires us to completely
transform the way that we do things, to accept
that business as usual is no longer an option”

CR: How has the office and your role been received? Has it been easy to
embed these principles into government, or have there been barriers along
the way?

SH: I think the legislation itself is generally widely welcomed. There’s nothing
in the legislation that you couldn’t agree with: the minister who was taking the
legislation through described it as ‘the Common Sense Act’. But, actually
implementing something like this is very difficult. If we get it right, this will be
the biggest cultural change programme that Wales has ever seen. It requires us
to completely transform the way that we do things, to accept that business as
usual is no longer an option, to do really difficult things like planning for the
long term outside of political and budget cycles, and to do things that public
bodies are not always good at, such as thinking beyond their boundaries and
particular specialisms. It’s hugely challenging to actually deliver.

CR: Are there examples around the world of alternative or similar models
to include the interests of future generations?

SH: There are a handful of similar approaches, but they tend to be narrower
in focus. There’s a future generations commissioner in Hungary, and a
commissioner of the environment and sustainable development in Canada,
but they are both focused on environmental sustainability rather than
looking at policy more broadly. The first future generations commissioner in
the world was in Israel, and he actually had powers to veto legislation, but as
I understand it, he was so challenging to the government that they abolished
his position after his first term. Then, there’s quite a movement developing
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in the Netherlands and the Scandinavian countries about doing something
similar. Wales is the first country in the world to have legislation which is
all-encompassing, and there’s now interest at the UN level. The last UN
secretary-general referred to the Welsh approach, and there’s a campaign by
the Mary Robinson Foundation for three ‘global guardians for future
generations’, but it’s not moved as such yet.

“if we don’t start getting it right now, there’s
every chance that future generations won’t have
any care services or won’t have the finances in
place in order to meet their needs, when there
will be far more of them over the age of 65”

CR: Is there interest in the other constituent nations of the UK or the UK
as a whole? One of the advantages of devolution supposedly is that you can
test approaches and then replicate them elsewhere.

SH: Yes. Increasingly, as the knowledge of the legislation is filtering out there,
there’s a huge amount of interest. There is quite a lot of interest in terms of
our approach in the House of Lords. There’s an all-party parliamentary group
for future generations who are interested in what we’re doing in Wales. The
reaction that we generally get when people from outside of Wales find out
what we’re doing, is “wow, this is amazing, and we need something like this”.
But they have to develop a movement around that and, given the current
situation with all things focused on Brexit, that’s difficult.

CR: If anything, Brexit makes this more relevant. The people who voted
for Brexit tended to be older, and the people who will actually be affected
by it were less likely to vote for it. Do you see your role as representing the
interests of currently-living young generations, or further in the future
than that?

SH: Both, but significantly those who are yet to be born. The interesting
thing about the legislation, in a way, is that it covers all current generations
and those yet to be born. So, as an example, why am I interested in how
we might deal with the ageing population and getting things right for the
ageing population? Because if we don’t start getting it right now, there’s
every chance that future generations won’t have any care services or won’t
have the finances in place in order to meet their needs, when there will be
far more of them over the age of 65.
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“It’s about envisioning the future and being the
voice of the future as much as you can be that”

CR: Do you see your role as something that helps the proper functioning
of democracy, by representing the interests of future generations in the
political sense, or do you see it more as a technocratic role, of sense-
checking what’s going through the democratic process for future
generations’ interests?

SH: I think I see it as both. It’s about envisioning the future and being the
voice of the future as much as you can be that. I don’t know really any
more than anyone else what’s going to happen in the future. There are
things, however, that are reasonably certain. We’re going to have an ageing
population. There is climate change. We need to de carbonise. It’s about
setting that vision, and putting markers down to say, “how is what we’re
doing, what we’re proposing to do or what we’re not doing, going to
impact on the ability of future generations to meet their own needs?”

The best example of my role and the legislation in its early days is around the
Welsh government’s proposal to extend the M4 motorway. They want to
extend the motorway through an area which includes a site of special scientific
interest that protects our natural heritage. That presents huge problems around
biodiversity and the devastation to nature. So, that’s an issue for a start.

The second issue is whether building a road is right for future generations
and future transport systems. We don’t know exactly what’s going to
happen, but we can see trends in young people not learning to drive,
young people opting - or wanting to opt for - better public transport and
use of public transport. The proposal for the road is to address specific
issues around congestion. We’re pretty certain that driverless cars or
autonomous vehicles are likely to be a significant feature of our transport
system in the not-too-distant future, and there’s some evidence that
suggests they’re going to be far more efficient in terms of road use and so
on. What happens when all vehicles are electric vehicles, and therefore the
road taxation system would have to be changed and you move, probably,
to some sort of road user charging? What would the impact be on
congestion?

Then there’s the issue that we’re going to spend the whole of the Welsh
government’s borrowing capacity on this road, and we’re going to make
future generations pay the bill for that, because that’s what borrowing
entails. That’s when this becomes a real, live issue. I’m asking the
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government whether they’ve applied the principles of the Future
Generations Act to this proposal. I’m saying they haven’t; they’re saying
they have. I think it will be the first test of the legislation. It has led to a
public inquiry and I think is likely to go to judicial review.

It’s a live example both of what the Future Generations Act is about, and
the challenges in terms of implementing it, in terms of that change of
thinking, the cultural change that you need to get people to embrace.

“I don’t want the legislation to be seen as a
stoppingmechanism. A lot of my work is focused
on trying to envision this positive future”

CR: Do you find that you often end up having to apply a brake to
government, or do you have the space to think positively about what you
could do and create?

SH: A bit of both. I don’t want the legislation to be seen as a stopping
mechanism. A lot of my work is focused on trying to envision this positive
future, and I’ve got a programme of work in my office which is called ‘The
Art of the Possible’. Take the ageing population, Wales is probably going
to be ahead of the game on this, with a social care levy or a social care tax.
That’s quite a linear approach they’re taking. “We know we’re going to
have X number more people who are likely to have care needs, therefore
it’s going to cost this amount of money to provide those care needs based
on what we do at the moment.” Now, I’m saying we shouldn’t be basing
the future on what we do at the moment, because what we do at the
moment doesn’t work. Ideally, what we want is people living long and
prospering, like Mr Spock says, and not just accepting the basis of a fairly
ill-health nation, or a basis of people not really looking after themselves, or
the basis of public services just meeting need rather than preventing need
in the first place. We shouldn’t just accept that trajectory.

I really like that it’s called ‘The Well-being of Future Generations Act’. It’s
not ‘The Needs of Future Generations’, it’s this holistic concept of
wellbeing. The things that keep people well are a sense of belonging, a
sense of community, relationships, the ability to be connected and
physically active. We know that loneliness is as bad for your health as
smoking 15-a-day. We should focus holistically on those things in
communities which are quite remote from how we do public policy at the
moment, like connected communities and community infrastructure.
We’ve got a huge public sector workforce in Wales. What if we gave three
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days a month off for volunteering in communities from that public sector
workforce? What impact could that have in communities in terms of
stopping some of those care needs developing in the future? What we’re
trying to do is envisage a different way of doing things, rather than the very
linear approach that has been taken in terms of public policy up until now.

“How connected do people feel in terms of the
decisions that are taken on their behalf? Again,
I’d argue not very connected at all”

CR: I’m interested to hear more about the citizen involvement that public
bodies have to engage in. How does that take place, and has it been
successful? Do you ever find that the wishes of current generations and
their ideas conflict with what’s best for future generations?

SH: We’re only two and a half years into this legislation, and as I said, it’s
a big cultural change programme.

What I’ve been trying to communicate to public bodies is, involvement is
not consultation. I think the Welsh government, over a two-year period,
have done over 700 consultations. How many real people actually engage
in any of those consultations? Hardly any, I would hazard a guess. How
connected do people feel in terms of the decisions that are taken on their
behalf? Again, I’d argue not very connected at all. So, I’ve been trying to
raise awareness with public bodies that the involvement principle is not
consultation. Involvement is a much deeper engagement and involvement
of the community. How do we walk in the shoes of the people, or get close
to walking in the shoes of the people that we’re developing policy for,
before we implement that policy?

There are some positive examples. Some of the public bodies are doing some
quite interesting things with young people, working with them to envisage
the future, and then using that in their wellbeing plans and objectives. Do I
think that we’ve cracked it? No, I don’t. With austerity, a lot of the
corporate centres of public services have disappeared. Those corporate
centres would be the people who would do that kind of engagement and
outreach. But the principle has been that if it’s not frontline services, we can
get rid of it. That’s a false economy, because if you don’t have that really
good understanding of the people that you’re developing policy for, then
there’s every chance you’re getting policy wrong.
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“the point of public policymaking should be to
improve the wellbeing of citizens. There
should be no other metrics”

CR: Looking forward to the future, what are your hopes and fears for
Wales? What do you see as the major opportunities, and what are the
biggest threats?

SH: Well, I would have to start with Brexit. There may be some
opportunities, in agricultural policy and land management. If we could
reimagine some of that, we have the opportunity to potentially take a
different route in Wales.

There are other opportunities, particularly around how we do procurement.
We spend £6 billion in Wales every year on procurement in the public
sector. This is a key route to linking the private sector into the aspirations of
the legislation. Public bodies now have to demonstrate how they’re
procuring in line with the act. The government is reviewing procurement
approaches at the moment, and I am involved in that, and there’s a real
appetite to do it much better. The legislation requires us to redefine the
concept of value, so we’re not focused on lowest cost, and that when we’re
procuring, we’re actually looking at what is the social, economic,
environmental, and cultural benefit that we’re getting from these contracts.

On challenges, I think climate change is a massive one. In Wales, about
60 per cent of our emissions come from a handful of emitters, the big
power stations, and so we have relatively little power to do anything about
that. So Wales is going to have to work a lot harder to meet carbon
emissions targets in the other sectors - transport, housing, and energy in
particular. We’ve reduced our emissions from the 1990 baseline by about
14 per cent, and we’ve got another 13 per cent to go in the next
18 months. We’ve been working with the government on a low carbon
pathway that has been out to consultation. It is going to be hugely
challenging. One of the things I’ve challenged the government’s budget on
in 2018 is how the spending is actually matching what are likely to be the
key issues in terms of that low carbon delivery plan.

We worked with a range of academics and transport experts to create the
Transport fit for Future Generations Report to highlight the different
opportunities for investment. If you spent the £1.4 billion that they’re
proposing to spend on this road instead on retrofitting energy efficiency
measures to all of our housing stock in Wales, the social, economic,
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environmental, and social benefits would far, far outweigh spending £1.4
billion on the road, because you’d be generating jobs, you’d be putting
money directly into people’s pockets in reduced fuel bills and fuel poverty.
Obviously, you’d also be having an environmental benefit in terms of
reduction of carbon emissions from housing. It’s those sorts of decisions
that Wales needs to be taking as a result of the legislation, but it’s
challenging to get people’s mindsets into that space.

CR: What do you think the role of measurement is in changing mindsets?
Do you think we need to challenge what we see as the key metrics of
success?

SH: Yes, is the short answer to that. I think the way that we measure
growth at the moment is not in line with the Future Generations Act.

In my mind, the point of public policymaking should be to improve the
wellbeing of citizens. There should be no other metrics. Growth as it’s
measured at the moment does not do that. I think it’s a complete fallacy
that it does, because we know that the rich can get richer, and the poor can
get poorer, obesity rates and mental health issues can rise alongside
economic growth. We need to look at it holistically, and we need to be
questioning, when we’re taking decisions, when we’re spending money,
when we’re putting particular policies in place, how is it contributing to all
of those things? GVA cannot be the sole or most-important indicator as it
has been for many years. I think the more holistic approach the Future
Generations Act takes is much closer to the sort of way in which we would
want to measure prosperity.

“there’s a better long-term way of doing things,
but the system has tended to block, and stop,
and find a million reasons why you can’t do this,
usually based on process and bureaucracy”

CR: Over the past 40 years 10 per cent of British land has been sold from
the public to the private sector, arguably because of short-term and linear
thinking of the type you describe, as public bodies look to plug budget
gaps. Do you see it as your role to protect public assets for future
generations?

SH: There are seven core areas that the legislation applies to, and asset
management is one of them. There is a duty on public bodies now to
demonstrate how, in their asset management, they’re applying the
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principles of the Future Generations Act. There are good examples of
organisations who are already applying those principles. For example,
Cardiff and Vale Health Board have a hospital, Llandough Hospital. They
had a big piece of land at the edge of it, which had been earmarked for
development for a number of years. They’ve actually decided they’re not
going to sell it for development, they’re developing it as an orchard.
They’ve used the Future Generations Act as the principle around the
decision-making there, and they’re using it for rehabilitation for their
patients. It’s part of their approach. They’ve opened it up to the
community with community allotments and so on.

It’s a small-scale example, but that’s exactly the sort of thing that we want
the Future Generations Act to do. They’re improving biodiversity. They’ve
thought about health and wellbeing, not just in terms of acute medical
care, but in terms of more holistic approaches. They’ve talked about a
more cohesive Wales and connecting communities. They’ve thought about
prevention. By having those community allotments, we can get people
physically active, potentially improve access to better fresh food, and
potentially prevent health problems in the future.

Out there across the public sector and beyond, there are people who I call
constructive disruptors. They are people who can see, or have seen for a
number of years - much to their frustration - that there’s a better long-term
way of doing things, but the system has tended to block, and stop, and
find a million reasons why you can’t do this, usually based on process and
bureaucracy. What those people tell me is that the legislation, the Future
Generations Act, is giving them permission to challenge the system.

“What we need to do to make the legislation a
success is to keep cheerleading for the
constructive disruptors”

So, take that orchard in that health board. That would have been a couple
of people there who said, “You know what, there’s a better way of doing
this. And, by the way, director of finance and director of estates
management, or whoever it might be, you actually now have a statutory
duty to consider the Future Generations Act.” They tell me that it gives
them permission to challenge the system, and they’re using the legislation
as a tool. What we need to do to make the legislation a success is to keep
cheerleading for the constructive disruptors.
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CR: My final question relates to the theme of this issue. Is democracy in
crisis or alive and kicking, in Wales or more broadly?

SH: I think, probably, democracy has been in crisis, probably still is in
crisis. The constant frustrations that I see, that people come to me with,
are, “Why is this public body doing this thing? Why are they building a
petrol station in my village?” That was one of the recent ones. They’re
building a petrol station because there’s some economic benefit to doing
that and because the planning system doesn’t think about things
holistically. It thinks about things in a narrow, linear way. The legislative
infrastructure of the Future Generations Act requires that to change.

We haven’t got that change yet, because it’s going to be a long, long process
to get there. But I genuinely think that if we get this right, it will be
addressing those things that matter to people, and will make the way that we
do business in the public sector far more connected to the real lives of
people, rather than just focused on bureaucracy, process, and bizarre things
like GVA being the be-all and end-all. That’s why I think we’ve got a crisis
in democracy: we’ve lost sight of what actually matters to people, and what
makes life worthwhile. If we can reconnect that, then I think there’s hope.

Sophie Howe is the future generations commissioner for Wales and
chair of the Network of Institutions for Future Generations.

Carys Roberts is editor of IPPR Progressive Review.
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