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Rural Communities, Health, Well-being and Equity 
in Wales 

Summary of Findings: 

1.	 There	is	no	one	definition	of	‘rural’,	‘rural	communities’	or	‘rural	health’	in	Wales.

2. There is a gap in existing evidence which shows rural health and well-being as the 
 main focus. This is needed to support the development of rural health policies and 
 programme development.

3. Rural communities are impacted by the Triple Challenge in a myriad of ways, some 
	 of	which	are	the	same	for	urban	communities,	but	others	are	more	specific	to	them.	
	 For	example,	housing	age,	availability,	quality	and	affordability,	transport	and	
 active travel infrastructure. Rural communities have older populations and high levels 
 of agribusinesses. These factors need careful consideration when drafting national, 
 regional and local policies and plans in order reduce health and well-being inequities.

4. Further	research	is	needed	to	understand	the	differences	and	particular	challenges	
 which rural communities will face post Brexit, continually during the COVID-19 
 pandemic and in the future as climate change continues to progress. There are 
	 currently	a	number	of	‘unknown	unknowns’	which	will	become	much	clearer	as	the	
	 field	of	research	on	rural	communities	progresses.	

5. Rural environments and communities have become much more attractive to live and 
 work in during the pandemic period, mainly due to the increased focus on home 
	 working	that	promotes	a	more	flexible	approach	for	workers	and	their	families.	
 This could have both positive and negative impacts, for example, it could enable 
 some rural communities and their economies to thrive and facilitate an increase in 
 sustainable services and facilities, but it could also lead to housing price increases 
 that disadvantage those who currently live in, or were brought up, in an area or 
	 shortages	of	affordable	housing	for	the	local	populations.

6. Digital infrastructure and accessibility are very important for rural communities, 
 but there should also be a focus on enabling digital and social media use by increasing 
 digital literacy, particularly in the elderly population.    

7. Brexit could present an opportunity to drive inclusive sustainable development in the  
 UK and Wales and to develop an innovative and transformative approach to the rural 
 economy in future years.

Executive Summary
The Triple Challenge describes the cumulative and individual impacts of Brexit, 
COVID-19 and Climate Change. These impacts are multifaceted, are not static 
and	will	affect	Wales	in	the	immediate	and	long	term.
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Potential Opportunities
There are a wide range of actions that policy and decision makers can take to enable health 
and well-being in relation to rural communities in Wales. These actions focus on the creation 
of	context	specific	plans	with	links	to	local	agencies,	local	foundational	economies	and	
ensuring that digital literacy is increased to support these developments (see Section 6). 

Population	Groups	affected
The	whole	population	who	live	within	rural	communities	are	affected.	Vulnerable	population	
groups	particularly	negatively	or	positively	affected	include:		

l Those with pre-existing health conditions and needs

l Older people

l Critical workers

l Those on low incomes/unemployed

l Children and young people

l Local businesses

l Fishers, farmers, and agricultural sector workers

l Employees / workforces

l Those who wish to remain in, or return to, their community of origin



COVID 19

BREXIT
CLIMATE 
CHANGE

Rising to the Triple Challenge of Brexit,
COVID-19 and Climate Change for health,
well-being and equity in Wales – Rural Communities

What is the Triple Challenge?
The cumulative and individual impacts of Brexit, COVID-19 and Climate Change 
on health, well-being and equity in Wales. These impacts are multifaceted, are not 
static	and	will	affect	Wales	in	the	immediate	and	long	term.	

There	is	no	one	definition	of	‘rural’,	‘rural	communities’	or	‘rural	health’	in	Wales.

KEY STATISTICS 

In 2019, 25.4% of residents 
in rural counties were aged 
65+ (Woods et al, 2021).

35% of the Welsh 
population live in rural 
areas (Woods et al, 2021).

In 2018, agriculture 
accounted for 78% of 
land usage in Wales 
(Scott, 2021).

Rural	Population	Groups	affected		by	the	Triple	Challenge

93% of respondents to a survey 
of rural communities in Wales in 

2013 said they did not have 
a hospital in their community.
(Wales Rural Observatory, 2013).

ACCESS TO SERVICES EMPLOYMENT

LOCAL BUILT AND NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

DIGITAL INFRASTRUCTURE

59% of people in rural areas walked more than 
10 minutes as a means of transport more than 
once a month, compared to 74% of people in 

urban areas (Welsh Government, 2020).

ACTIVE TRAVEL

of premises in rural 
residential premises are 
unable to access decent 

broadband (OfCom,2020).

12%
of farmers in Wales 

have access to 
broadband internet 

(Bowen and Morris, 2019). 

81%

28% of people in Welsh rural 
communities work in the agricultural 

industry (Farmers’ Union of Wales 
and NFU Cymru, 2018).

Between 2010 – 2017 the proportion of 
farmers under the age of 45 in Wales 

was under 10% (Future Generations 
Commissioner for Wales, 2020). 

In 2018, tourism supported 
an estimated

TOURISM

of total jobs in rural counties of 
Wales. (Statistics for Wales, 2020).
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The rural counties of Wales generate 
45.5% of onshore renewable energy 

electrical output produced in 
Wales (Woods et al., 2021). 

16%



Potential actions for policy and decision-makers

• Development	of	a	specific	policy	framework	for	rural	
Wales, covering the wider determinants of health, 
well-being and the Triple Challenge.

• Ensure future planning takes into consideration the 
interconnection between urban and rural communities. 

• Explore and consider ways to reduce climate change 
effects	to	enhance	rural	communities.	

• Establish a Commission on Rurality as a driver   
of future policy and research activities. 

• Prioritisation of  a policy framework for post-Brexit 
Rural Development Funding.

• Create or enhance local rural communities in Wales, 
building on the changes witnessed during the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

• Increased focus on mental well-being and developing 
solutions to support rural populations.

• Local authorities to use existing Welsh Government 
policies as a platform to enable digital literacy, 
inclusivity and digital infrastructure. 

• Involve key urban and rural stakeholders in identifying 
critical land use and infrastructure needs to support 
and strengthen food systems. 

• Collaborative working between local authority  
and other sectors, with the use of place-based 
approaches that involve local individuals.   

KEY 
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Overview of the 
Triple Challenge 
The global Coronavirus SARS-CoV-2 (COVID-19) pandemic has 
revealed the complex, interwoven relationships between health, 
well-being, inequalities, the economy, the environment, and society 
as a whole (Dyakova et al., 2021). In doing so, it has created new 
inequalities, but also exacerbated existing health inequalities. 
Threats	such	as	the	United	Kingdom’s	(UK)	withdrawal	from	the	
European	Union	(EU)	(‘Brexit’)	and	climate	change	are	also	having	a	
cumulative	impact	on	the	Welsh	population’s	health	and	well-being.

The	UK’s	recovery	from	the	pandemic	needs	to	consider,	and	interact	seamlessly,	with	the	
UK’s	exit	from	the	EU.	It	must	also	consider	how	to	develop	national	and	local	resilience	and	
provide support to many vulnerable industries and communities that are facing the increasing 
challenge of climate change and extreme weather events. Wales as a nation has to grapple 
with the multifaceted and evolutionary nature of Brexit, COVID-19 and climate change not 
only in isolation, but also as a cumulative whole. This is further complicated by the fact that 
these	are	not	static	events	and	will	ebb	and	flow	over	the	short,	medium	and	long	term.	In	
short,	Wales	and	the	UK	are	facing	an	unprecedented	‘Triple	Challenge’	that	must	be	tackled	
in a coordinated fashion – one which considers the future of the planet and its population and 
identifies	solutions	to	the	well-being	and	economic	challenges	which	Brexit	and	COVID-19	
have brought sharply into focus.

In 2019, the Wales Health Impact Assessment Support Unit (WHIASU), World Health 
Organization Collaborating Centre (WHO CC) on Investment for Health and Well-being 
at Public Health Wales published a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) on the public health 
implications of Brexit to better understand the wider health and equity implications for Wales 
(Green	et	al.,	2019).		HIA	is	a	systematic	and	flexible	evidence	based	process	that	identifies	
the positive and negative impacts of policies, plans and events such as Brexit on the health 
and	well-being	of	a	population.	It	also	identifies	opportunities	for	health	gain	and	unintended	
negative impacts that require mitigation. It is equity focused and as part of the process 
highlights	the	distinct	impacts	for	particularly	affected	vulnerable	population	groups	for	
example, children or those on low incomes (WHIASU, 2012). 

Using the same multi-focal lens that covers immediate, medium and long-term perspectives 
the HIA approach was also applied to understand aspects of the COVID-19 pandemic for 
example,	the	‘Staying	at	Home	and	Social	Distancing	Policy’	(commonly	referred	to	as	
‘lockdown’);	home	and	agile	working	(Green	et	al.,	2020;	Green	et	al.,	2020a);	and	housing	
security	(Woodfine	et	al.,	2021).	Furthermore,	a	HIA	is	currently	underway	which	assesses	the	
health and well-being impacts of climate change in Wales (Green et al., 2021a). The work to 
date has already demonstrated many commonalities and synergies in these three challenges 
in impact across health inequalities, and the wider determinants of health.
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Triple Challenge Spotlight Papers:
As one of a series including a Strategic overview paper of the Triple Challenge, and a 
Spotlight	Paper	which	focuses	on	the	effect	of	the	Triple	Challenge	on	Food	Security	
(Green	et	al.,	2021a	Green	et	al.,	2021b)	this	Spotlight	Paper	focuses	on	rural	communities’	
health and well-being in the context of the Triple Challenge in Wales. 

The reports aim to provide a strategic overview of the complex interactions between 
Brexit,	COVID-19	and	climate	change	(hereafter	referred	to	as	the	‘Triple	Challenge’)	and	
key determinants of health, well-being and equity. Using a range of evidence, each paper 
aims to support strategic and organisational stakeholders to better understand the Triple 
Challenge facing Wales and its population both now, and in the future. It provides decision 
and policy makers, organisations and communities with options on how to address these 
impacts,	suggestions	about	how	these	impacts	could	be	addressed	and	identifies	the	
potential actions that they can take. 

Aim:
l Enable a better understanding of the potential positive health, well-being and equity
 impacts or opportunities and negative impacts of the Triple Challenge on rural 
 communities.
l Provide an overview of the rural population groups in Wales who will be primarily 
	 affected	by	the	Triple	Challenge.
l Analyse the current and future Welsh, UK and international policy context, including 
 consideration of policy levers.
l Articulate potential actions for the future for a wide range of stakeholders to consider 
 and implement including mitigation for any negative or unintended negative impacts 
 and how to maximiseopportunities. 

Methodology: 
Building	on	evidence	and	findings	from	the	previous	HIAs	carried	out,	rapid	evidence	searches	
of both the academic and grey literature were carried out, alongside a policy synthesis of 
both the policy context and policy response. In addition, interviews and focus groups have 
also been undertaken with key stakeholders within Wales. More information on the search 
methodology used and stakeholders can be found in Annex A.

Audience: 
This paper aims to support policy and decision makers across a wide range of sectors and 
settings including public health and health care services and systems, environment and 
sustainable development, spatial planning and strategic organisational stakeholders 
including public bodies and the third sector.

Acknowledgements: 
The authors would like to thank all those who provided their time, knowledge, evidence and 
expertise in the development of this report
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1 WHAT ARE RURAL COMMUNITIES?

2	 WHY	IS	RURAL	HEALTH,	WELL-BEING	AND	EQUITY	IMPORTANT		
 IN WALES?

Box	1:	Definition	of	a	rural	community
 
It	is	widely	recognised	there	is	no	single	definition	of	‘rural	Wales’	(Woods	et	al.,	2021;	
Williams	and	Doyle,	2016;	Welsh	Government,	2014;	Welsh	Government,	2008).	

At a local authority level, there are nine authorities in Wales that are classed as 
‘rural’:	Anglesey,	Gwynedd,	Conwy,	Denbighshire,	Powys,	Ceredigion,	Pembrokeshire,	
Carmarthenshire	and	Monmouthshire	(Woods	et	al.,	2021;	Welsh	Government,	2008).
 
According to population estimates at mid-year 2019, 32% of the Welsh population lived 
in	these	nine	local	authorities	(Office	for	National	Statistics,	2020),	which	make	up	82%	
of the land area of Wales (Woods et al., 2021). 

At	a	more	local	level,	the	Office	for	National	Statistics	classes	settlements	with	a	
population	under	10,000	people	as	rural	(Woods	et	al.,	2021;	Office	for	National	
Statistics, 2016) with 40% of the Welsh population living in these areas (Welsh 
Government,	2021).	The	existence	of	several	definitions	highlights	the	complexities	
when investigating population health and well-being impacts on rural communities.

Box 2: Key statistics 
 
In 2019, 25.4 per cent of residents in rural counties were aged 65 or over, an increase 
from	19.6	per	cent	in	2000.	In	comparison,	18.9%	of	residents	in	urban	counties	were	
aged 65 or over in 2019 (Woods et al., 2021).

In	total,	4.1%	of	employment	in	Wales	is	in	the	agricultural	sector	(National	Assembly	
for	Wales,	2017).	Up	to	28%	of	people	in	Welsh	rural	communities	work	in	the	
agricultural	industry	(Farmers’	Union	of	Wales,	2018).

In	2019,	the	agriculture,	forestry	and	fishing	industries	made	up	1%	of	all	industries	in	
Wales, contributing a total of £660 million to the economy (Statistics for Wales, 2021).

It	is	estimated	that	EU	subsidies	make	up	80%	of	farm	income	in	Wales.	With	Wales	
having the lowest percentage share of Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Pillar 1 
payments	in	the	UK	with	8.96%	(€2,245	million),	with	Northern	Ireland	receiving	9.2%,	
Scotland 16.3% and the remaining 65.5% being received by England. Although Pillar 2 
payments	are	smaller	than	Pillar	1,	Wales	still	receives	€355	million	of	the	€2.6	billion	
that the UK receives from the EU (Green et al., 2019b). 
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Previous work carried out by Public Health Wales has highlighted that the health and well-
being impact of COVID-19 and Brexit experienced by those living in rural communities can 
be	different	to	those	living	in	urban	communities	(Green	et	al.,	2019;	Green	et	al.,	2020).	
With	a	significant	amount	of	people	in	Wales	living	within	rural	communities	there	is	a	
need	for	greater	understanding	of	these	differences	and	of	the	experiences	of	those	in	
rural communities. 

Of	the	26	small	areas	of	deep-rooted	deprivation	identified	in	Wales	(areas	that	have	
remained in the top 50 most deprived for all Welsh Index of Multiple Deprivation (WIMD) 
iterations in the past 15 years), 15% are considered rural areas (Welsh Government, 
2019). Although rural communities tend to be less deprived than urban communities, 
there	is	a	significant	amount	of	deprivation	in	rural	communities,	and	there	is	a	tendency	
for individuals in these areas to be more geographically spread out compared to urban 
communities (Welsh Government, 2014). As a result, it is possible those experiencing 
deprivation within rural areas are less visible than in urban areas where pockets of 
deprivation	may	be	easier	to	identify.	In	addition,	different	issues	associated	with	
deprivation	can	affect	people	in	rural	and	urban	areas,	for	example,	the	former	can	be	
disproportionately impacted by access to services (Welsh Government, 2014) compared 
to the latter. Whilst overall health outcomes are better in rural areas compared to urban, 
there is recognition that the way in which health and well-being is measured could mean 
pockets	of	poor	health	and	significant	deprivation	in	rural	populations	could	be	concealed	
(Local Government Association, 2017). Rural poverty has also been highlighted as an issue 
relevant to Wales, due to its relatively large rural mass, along with levels of poverty that 
are higher than the UK average (Williams and Doyle, 2016). 

There are several factors associated with living in rural environments which impact on 
health and well-being and can lead to poorer health and inequalities (Welsh Government, 
2016a).	Studies	have	explored	the	differences	in	health	between	rural	and	urban	
populations	(Smith	et	al.,	2008;	Strasser,	2003;	Watt	et	al.,	1994)	but	it	has	been	noted	
there is a scarcity of rural-urban epidemiological evidence which can support rural health 
policy	and	programme	development	and	implementation	(Smith	et	al.,	2008).	

Several	risks	and	challenges	to	health	in	rural	communities	have	been	identified,	
associated with factors such as changing population patterns, infrastructure, digital access 
and exclusion, air quality, access to health and related services, transport, community 
support, isolation and social exclusion, housing and fuel poverty, and employment and 
under-employment	(Welsh	Government,	2021;	Woods	et	al.,	2021;	OECD,	2020;	Royal	
College	of	Nursing,	2020;	Local	Government	Association,	2017;	Welsh	Parliament,	2008).	
Rurality impacts service provision and access but less is known about the role it may play in 
exacerbating the impact on other health determinants and poorer health status (Smith et 
al.,	2008).	For	example,	there	is	evidence	of	higher	levels	of	Limiting	Long	Term	Illness	in	
less accessible rural areas compared to those rural areas that are more accessible (Barnett 
et al., 2001). Greater understanding of the determinants of health of rural communities is 
needed (Riva et al., 2009). This will assist in identifying mitigations to protect and improve 
health and well-being, and to reduce inequalities. 
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2.1 POLICY CONTEXT 

International 
Much of the international policy context in relation to rurality focuses on rural 
development, particularly in the low- and middle-income countries. In relation to high-
income countries, a greater focus is seen on urban health and geographies. For instance, 
WHO	Europe	has	an	‘urban	health’	topic	area,	but	no	equivalent	topic	for	rural	regions.	Its	
last policy document on rural poverty and health systems (WHO Europe, 2010) focused on 
health systems in rural areas, largely in Eastern European countries, exploring equitable 
access	to	services,	workforce	and	health	service	financing.	

The	Food	and	Agriculture	Organization	of	the	United	Nations	(FAO)	has	a	focus	on	reducing	
rural poverty, though this is focused predominantly on low to middle income countries due 
to the fact that 95% of the rural poor live in East Asia, South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 
(FAO, 2021a). 

Within the European Union, the European Commission (2021a) outlines three long-term 
policy	objectives	for	rural	development	in	the	European	Union:

l	 the	competitiveness	of	agriculture	and	forestry;
l	 climate	action	and	the	sustainable	management	of	natural	resources;
l	 ‘achieving a balanced territorial development of rural economies and communities’,	
 which includes the creation and maintenance of employment.

Rural development programmes in the EU must work towards four of the six priorities of 
the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD). These six priorities are as 
follows:	

l	 fostering	knowledge	transfer	and	innovation	in	agriculture,	forestry	and	rural	areas;
l enhancing the viability and competitiveness of all types of agriculture, and 
	 promoting	innovative	farm	technologies	and	sustainable	forest	management;
l promoting food chain organisation, animal welfare and risk management in 
	 agriculture;
l	 promoting	resource	efficiency	and	supporting	the	shift	toward	a	low-carbon	and	
	 climate	resilient	economy	in	the	agriculture,	food	and	forestry	sectors;
l	 restoring,	preserving	and	enhancing	ecosystems	related	to	agriculture	and	forestry;
l promoting social inclusion, poverty reduction and economic development in rural  
 areas.

In both the long-term objectives and these policy areas, there is an interconnectivity 
between climate change and rural policy. The EU also has a programme of work to better 
link urban and rural areas, focusing on land use and planning, the provision of services and 
management of natural resources (European Commission, 2021b).
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United Kingdom
A Commission for Rural Communities was established by the former Labour government 
in 2005 to promote awareness of rural needs and address rural disadvantage, however 
this	Commission	was	abolished	in	2013	(UK	Government,	2013).	Its	final	annual	report	
highlighted work conducted on barriers to employment, education and training for young 
people	in	rural	areas,	rural	housing,	and	older	people’s	social	isolation	in	rural	areas	
(Commission for Rural Communities, 2013). 

Regions of England have begun to explore the challenges of rural life. For example, 
the	North	Yorkshire	Rural	Commission	published	its	final	report	and	recommendations	
for action in July 2021. The Commission explored seven key themes, including the 
rural economy, energy, digital connectivity, education and training and transport. 
Recommendations from the Commission include recognising the area as having a leading 
role in green employment, calls for investment in rural electricity infrastructure, and 
viewing	digital	connectivity	as	something	to	be	considered	a	human	right	(North	Yorkshire	
Rural Commission, 2021).

Broadband infrastructure and telecommunications
As noted in the Welsh policy context section below, powers over broadband infrastructure 
are largely reserved to the UK Government. Recent policy actions in this arena related to 
rural Wales include the previous UK Government choosing Monmouthshire as one of three 
areas in the UK to participate in the 5G Rural Integrated Testbed (5GRIT) – this aims to trial 
5G technology for rural uses, such as smart agriculture (Select Committee on the Rural 
Economy, 2019). 
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Welsh Policy Context

Agriculture and Environment
One	of	the	key	areas	of	debate	prior	to	and	since	the	UK’s	exit	from	the	European	Union	
(EU) has been over the future of agricultural policy in the UK, and what powers the 
devolved administrations will retain, receive, or even lose. Clearly, agricultural policies are 
a particularly pronounced area of concern for rural Wales. 

An	Agriculture	(Wales)	Bill	was	introduced	and	consulted	on	near	the	end	of	the	fifth	
Senedd term (Welsh Government, 2021b). This consultation sought opinions on a 
legislative	framework	to	support	Welsh	agriculture,	notably	on	proposals	for:	

l future support for agriculture
l regulatory reform
l future support for industry and the supply chain
l forestry and woodland management
l improving animal health and welfare
l	 improving	monitoring	through	the	effective	use	of	data	and	remote	technology.

A consequence of Brexit for those working in food producing agricultural businesses 
has	been	an	increase	in	bureaucracy,	such	as	the	need	for	Export	Health	Certificates	and	
some goods being banned from sale to the EU (Welsh Government, 2021l). The loss of 
specific	EU	funding	streams	is	a	key	concern,	with	little	detail	thus	far	confirmed	about	
UK-wide replacement structural funding. Welsh Government have highlighted how the UK 
Government’s	spending	review	showed	rural	development	funding	for	2021-22	as	‘£137m 
less than the £337m that had been expected’ (Welsh Government, 2021l).

Concerns over the impact of climate change on the rural economy are a feature of Welsh 
Government’s	‘Prosperity for All: Climate Conscious Wales’ (Welsh Government, 2019a). 
This policy paper considers a range of actions needed to make adaptations to preserve 
the	rural	economy,	such	as	the	need	to	maintain,	enhance,	and	restore	flood	plains	to	
reduce	flood	risk	and	enable	farmers	to	work	sustainably,	along	with	specific	lists	of	
sub-actions, stakeholders and delivery partners and outlines potential outcomes for 
addressing	the	specific	climate	risks.	The	updated	Programme	of	Government	highlights	
Welsh	Government’s	ambitions	with	respect	to	the	environment	and	climate	change	which	
include pursuing more devolutionary powers in order to assist reaching net zero in Wales 
and working towards the establishment of an Environmental Governance Body (Welsh 
Government 2021). 
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Fisheries
The	UK’s	exit	from	the	EU	has	involved	extensive	negotiations	over	the	future	of	fishing	
arrangements between the two parties, with debates around access to waters and quota 
distribution	(Institute	for	Government,	2020)	and	the	‘adjustment	period’	for	the	new	
fisheries	arrangements	is	due	to	end	in	June	2026	(Welsh	Government,	2021l).	

In	2019,	Welsh	Government	launched	a	consultation	to	invite	views	on	a	future	fisheries	
policy for Wales. The consultation responses were considered in 2020, whilst negotiations 
were	ongoing	between	the	UK	and	EU,	but	it	was	stated	that	any	future	Welsh	fisheries	
policy	would	be	‘rooted	in	our	core	values	of	economic,	environmental	and	social	justice.’	
It was also anticipated that the UK Fisheries Bill would give greater powers to Welsh 
Government	for	developing	future	policy	(Welsh	Government,	2020d;	Welsh	Government,	
2020b). 

Food Production
There is a clear link in policy documents between food production which is a key area 
of employment in rural Welsh communities, climate change and the impact of food on 
public	health.	This	is	observed	in	policy	documents	such	as	‘Food	for	Wales,	Food	from	
Wales	2010-2020’	(Welsh	Assembly	Government,	2010)	and	Towards	Sustainable	Growth:	
An Action Plan for the Food and Drink Industry 2014-2020 (Welsh Government, 2014). 
However, these have not been revised or updated to date but the updated Programme of 
Government in December 2021 outlines an ambition to develop a Wales Community Food 
Strategy to encourage the production and supply of locally-sourced food in Wales (Welsh 
Government, 2021). 

Flooding
Welsh	Government’s	national	strategy	for	the	next	ten	years	in	respect	to	flooding	(Welsh	
Government, 2020c) was published in October 2020, and aims to increase understanding 
of	the	risks	of	flooding	and	coastal	erosion,	increase	resilience,	focus	investment	at	the	
most	at-risk	communities	and	develop	effective	responses	to	flooding	events.	The	strategy	
also	acknowledges	the	challenge	of	climate	change	increasing	the	risk	of	flooding.	The	
Climate Change Risk Assessment (CCRA) for the United Kingdom published in June 2021 
included	a	specific	chapter	on	Wales	that	highlighted	exposure	to	flooding	(Netherwood,	
2021). 

Broadband Infrastructure and Telecommunications
Under the current devolution settlement, telecommunications infrastructure and 
regulation remains a reserved power to the UK Government. However there are some 
distinctions when interacting with devolved powers, for instance, planning and building 
regulations, as a devolved responsibility, mean that Wales could reject planning permission 
for the installation of telecoms infrastructure (Hutton, 2021). Digital enablement is a 
theme	in	the	national	planning	framework	for	Wales	‘Future	Wales’	(Welsh	Government,	
2021).

The Welsh Government has the ability to introduce policies aimed at increasing 
connectivity. Increasing broadband connectivity has been a keen focus of Welsh 
Government policy action in recent years, with a fund for local broadband connectivity 
introduced in 2020 in a desire to increase access to fast and reliable internet (Welsh 
Government, 2021g). 
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Business and Economy
Rurality appears not be made explicit in many key strategies even though the economic 
contribution of 16.6% Gross Value Added (GVA) is derived from diverse rural activities 
such as agriculture, tourism, agri-tech, energy generation, digital and creative industry and 
manufacturing	(Cowie	et	al.,	2018).	However,	there	have	been	policies	aimed	at	further	rural	
development.  

A Rural Development Programme for 2014-2020 was funded through the European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (Welsh Government, 2019b). This programme was 
designed to ‘promote competitiveness and create sustainable growth and jobs for the people 
who live and work in rural Wales’, focusing on initiatives to ‘drive economic growth, support 
the sustainability of rural communities and help tackle poverty’ (Welsh Government, 2019b). 
This Programme was reliant on European funding, and whilst this funding remains available 
at present for a range of businesses and community projects, it remains to be seen what 
any post-Brexit equivalent to this investment will look like, or what aims and objectives 
future rural development initiatives will have. 

Grants	from	the	Rural	Development	Programme	are	currently	available	for	specific	sectors,	
such as the food and drink industry (Welsh Government, 2021h), timber businesses (Welsh 
Government, 2021m), farming (Welsh Government, 2021d) and non-agricultural sectors 
(Welsh Government, 2021i). The recently updated Programme for Government Build on our 
approach to the Foundational Economy and develop a Backing Local Firms Fund to support 
local businesses but it does not specify rural communities within it (Welsh Government, 
2021). 

Health Services
How and where health services are delivered in rural Wales is critical. The Parliamentary 
Review	on	Health	and	Social	Care	in	Wales	(Welsh	Government,	2018)	noted	that	the	
recruitment of health and social care workforces in rural areas is challenging and that a 
strategy should be developed to enhance access to good quality care for rural communities 
which	focussed	on	specific	training	in	rural	settings,	utilising	new	ways	of	working	and	using	
the latest digital technologies. In 2019, in written evidence to the Select Committee on the 
Rural Economy in the House of Lords, Community Pharmacy Wales called for greater use 
to be made of community pharmacies to deliver healthcare needs for rural communities, 
reflecting	on	a	successful	pilot	delivered	in	Llanidloes,	where	patients	are	able	to	be	
treated within a pharmacy (Select Committee on the Rural Economy, 2019). 

Transport
In relation to rail, most powers regarding rail infrastructure are non-devolved, with the 
exception of the urban Valley Lines. Thus, any future policies to improve or increase 
rail infrastructure in rural Wales will be a UK Government responsibility. The updated 
Programme of Government (Welsh Government, 2021) commits to the development of 
Regional Transport Plans which will consider rurality and rural connectivity. In terms of 
roads, the Welsh Government has suspended building any more new roads in Wales at 
present due to potential impacts on the environment (Welsh Government, 2021). 
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Housing and Household Energy
Welsh	Government’s	recent	plan	to	tackle	food	poverty	(Welsh	Government,	2021k)	
commits	to	a	consultation	on	how	best	to	provide	financial	support	to	householders	
living in rural areas of Wales. It is acknowledged in a 2016 Welsh Government report that 
emergent	technologies	to	reduce	fuel	poverty	in	rural	areas	that	are	‘off-grid’	will	lead	to	
pilot schemes (Welsh Government, 2016b). 

A pilot for in-home energy advice to reduce fuel poverty was launched in 2020, which 
targeted	both	urban	and	rural	areas,	and	those	on	and	off-grid;	from	a	rural	perspective,	
Ceredigion	and	Gwynedd	were	chosen	as	they	were	recognised	as	having	‘high	estimated	
levels	of	fuel	poverty’	(Welsh	Government,	2020a).	An	optimised	retrofit	programme	was	
launched	in	November	2020,	which	is	designed	to	test	how	best	to	upgrade	homes	in	Wales,	
including	trialling	different	approaches	to	decarbonisation	(Welsh	Government,	2020e).



18     Rising to the Triple Challenge of Brexit, COVID-19 and Climate Change for health, well-being and equity in Wales 

Evidence	identified	in	the	Brexit,	COVID-19	and	climate	change	HIAs	and	their	analysis	
identified	that	rural	communities	in	Wales	have	been	and	could	be	majorly	impacted	
by the Triple Challenge. This paper discusses the potential (and where observed 
actual) direct, major, cumulative impacts (positive, negative and opportunities) of the 
Triple Challenge on rural communities across a range of determinants and vulnerable 
population groups. 

Evidence has indicated the impacts of the Triple Challenge across a range of key 
determinants (Figure 1) and population groups (Box 3).

This section provides an understanding of the individual and cumulative direct health 
and	well-being	impacts	and	the	groups	potentially	affected.		

Figure 1: Summary of key determinants and pathways
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Healthcare	provision	in	rural	Wales	is	influenced	not	only	by	financial	planning	and	clinical	
priorities, but also by challenges posed to recruiting and retaining appropriate personnel 
(Woods et al., 2021). For access to major services, such as specialist hospital facilities, 
residents must travel to cities in Wales, or larger urban centres across the English border 
(Bauchinger et al., 2021). 

Positive impacts

The COVID-19 pandemic and EU exit could help to accelerate a responsive roll out of new 
models	of	healthcare	working,	such	as	digitalisation	and	artificial	intelligence	(McNamee,	
2020).	The	most	benefits	could	be	reaped	by	rural	communities	including	those	who	are	
older, have chronic conditions or are on low incomes because this may result in individuals 
not	have	to	travel	to	appointments	(Cowie	et	al.,	2018).	

Adapting to climate change and meeting ambitious Welsh Government goals for 
decarbonisation	could	further	accelerate	any	changes	as	part	of	a	drive	to	meet	the	NHS	
Wales Decarbonisation strategic delivery plan (Welsh Government, 2021n). These changes 
could make services more accessible for some population groups but could also potentially 
have some negative impacts for others for example, those who are digitally excluded. 

3A SOCIAL AND COMMUNITY FACTORS

Box	3:	Population	groups	affected
 
l All those who live in rural communities
l Those with pre-existing health conditions and needs
l Older people
l Critical workers
l Those on low incomes/unemployed
l Children and young people
l Local businesses
l Fishers, farmers, and agricultural sector workers
l Employees / workforces
l Those who wish to remain in, or return to, their community of origin

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Those with pre-existing health conditions and needs
• Older people
• Critical workers

Access to health and social care services
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Negative impacts

The	COVID-19	pandemic	regulations,	including	lockdowns,	have	affected	the	populations’	
ability	and	confidence	to	travel	to	access	health	and	social	care	services	(Mencap,	2020;	
Age UK, 2020). Rural communities are particularly vulnerable to the Triple Challenge in 
relation to accessing services in Wales. By its very geographical and topographical nature, 
it can make attending health and social care appointments challenging for those who do 
not own or have ready access to a car, or who cannot drive for a range of reasons (Baird 
and	Wright,	2006;	Focus	Group	1;	Focus	Group	2).		It	takes	considerably	more	time	for	
those in rural communities to access services due to travel distances or the nature of the 
transport infrastructure, which can deter some patients from utilising health services 
as frequently as those living in urban communities, resulting in delayed diagnosis and 
treatment	(Welsh	NHS	Confederation,	2018b,	Focus	Group	1).	There	are	increased	costs	in	
providing	health	services	in	rural	communities	as	it	is	more	difficult	to	achieve	economies	
of	scale,	and	more	staff	are	needed	per	head	of	the	population	to	deliver	health	and	care	
services	(Welsh	NHS	Confederation,	2018a).	

NHS	providers	in	rural	communities	were	identified	as	more	likely	to	have	experienced	
exacerbated	workforce	issues	and	poorer	financial	situations	during	the	pandemic	
(Palmer	and	Rolewicz,	2020;	Woods	et	al.,	2021).	The	COVID-19	pandemic	has	also	had	
a	greater	detrimental	effect	on	hospital	waiting	times	in	rural	and	remote	trusts	across	
the UK than for more urban areas (Palmer and Rolewicz, 2020). Rural communities are 
more likely to have an ageing population, which can have a major impact on rural health 
services	if	there	is	a	rapid	increase	in	COVID-19	confirmed	cases	and	hospitalisations	
(Phillipson et al., 2020).

The	UK	withdrawal	from	the	EU	was	also	identified	as	having	a	negative	impact	on	
workforce	levels	within	the	NHS	in	Wales,	with	difficulty	recruiting	workers	predicted	for	
the foreseeable future. This could have a disproportionate impact on smaller healthcare 
practices and health facilities in more rural communities (Woods and Rahman, 2019). The 
end of freedom of movement due to Brexit regulations and the introduction of a new UK 
immigration system could potentially present challenges for workforce recruitment in 
some sectors of the economy of rural Wales and add to existing pressures for example, 
workforce	retention.	The	health	and	social	care	workforces	are	majorly	affected,	with	
European Economic Area (EEA) nationals making up 7% of doctors in Wales and 2.4% 
of employees in social care. Obstacles to future recruitment from the EEA may produce 
shortages in certain areas and this could have the greatest impact on smaller practices 
and institutions in more rural locations (Woods et al., 2021).

Those living in rural communities are more vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change	on	transport	links,	for	example,	through	flooding	or	heat,	which	could	cause	
difficulty	accessing	health	and	social	care	services	during	extreme	weather	events	(UK	
Government, 2017). This can have an impact not only on patients accessing services, but 
also those working within the health and care sectors.
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Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Those on low income/unemployed
• Children and young people
• Local businesses

Access to digital and communications services

Digital connectivity and supporting infrastructure is a key factor as an emerging tool for 
promoting health and well-being (Davies et al., 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic responses, 
including guidance to stay at home and work from home if possible, has highlighted 
the	crucial	need	for	fast,	accessible,	affordable	telecommunications	in	all	households	in	
Wales. Broadband connectivity - previously seen as a luxury or an inessential utility – has 
become a major determinant of health and well-being, with households dependent on 
fast, reliable internet connection to provide education, entertainment, facilitate work and 
order supplies and food. However, digital accessibility is not always available, stable or 
high speed in some rural communities in Wales (Honeyman et al., 2020). 

Positive impacts

Welsh agribusinesses could seek support from the Welsh Government to develop their 
ICT skills and develop a more proactive attitude towards digital technologies and their 
business (Bowen and Morris, 2019). It has been highlighted that it is important for 
rural	communities	to	have	a	level	playing	field	with	urban	areas	in	relation	to	digital	
connectivity (Bowen and Morris, 2019). At present, the infrastructure in some rural 
areas	is	lagging	behind	others,	particularly	urban	areas,	and	these	areas	could	benefit	
from a boost to digital skills and broadband in order to be able to diversify and develop 
innovatively (Bowen and Morris, 2019).

Additionally, although there is limited literature in the area, social media for 
agribusinesses could provide opportunities, as it increases exposure for these businesses. 
In	2019,	it	was	reported	that	only	24.8%	of	farmers	in	Wales	use	social	media,	with	a	clear	
difference	in	age	with	the	younger	generation	of	farmers	being	more	open	to	using	it	
(Bowen and Morris, 2019). 
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Negative impacts

In	the	Wales	National	Plan	2040,	more	urban	areas	such	as	South	Wales	are	noted	as	
having 94% or more super or ultrafast broadband with more rural areas like Powys 
and	Ceredigion	having	81%	or	less	(Welsh	Government,	2021).	Using	Ceredigion	as	an	
example rural constituency, the majority of its areas are in the worst 10% of all areas in 
the UK for connectivity with, on average, 13.2% of its areas unable to receive adequate 
broadband speeds compared to a UK average of 2%. In relation to broadband, there 
is	a	significant	rural	divide	when	it	comes	to	coverage	with	more	rural	countries	such	
as	Scotland	and	Wales	lacking	4G	service	coverage	in	18%	and	8%	respectively	of	their	
geographical area compared to only 2% in England. 

In 2019, Ofcom (Ofcom, 2020) reported that 3% of premises (50,000 premises) in Wales 
were	unable	to	receive	adequate	broadband	from	a	fixed	line,	of	which	the	majority	
(42,000 business and residential premises) were located in rural communities. 

The	COVID-19	pandemic	has	resulted	in	an	increasing	shift	from	‘out-of-home’	to	‘in-
home’	lifestyles	and	more	physically	and	socially	isolated	living	(Phillipson	et	al.,	2020).	
This	effect	is	exacerbated	for	those	in	rural	communities	who	are	less	able	to	maintain	
social contact online whilst social distancing and shielding (Focus Group 1, Focus 
Group	2).	These	impacts	are	potentially	acute	for	those	already	suffering	from	rural	
vulnerability, loneliness and social isolation (Phillipson et al., 2020). Small numbers of 
children	and	young	people	were	confined	to	small,	dispersed	communities	with	few,	
or even no, similar age young residents, and some were less able to share, discuss and 
reduce their anxieties with peers about impending examinations, transfers to higher-
level schools and colleges or the wider community impacts of the pandemic (Phillipson 
et al., 2020). For the wider rural population, any increase in home schooling and working 
from home has not only highlighted issues around poor mobile phone and digital access 
but increased the expectation of good quality service and access for rural or island 
communities (Milne, 2021). Furthermore, any system weakness was also exposed by 
concurrent demands for limited available bandwidth (data transfer capacity) among 
multiple household members (Phillipson et al., 2020).

Whilst digital connectivity can be an enabler for many to remain in their community of 
origin during the pandemic to access work and services, a major barrier to remaining 
in	communities	of	origin,	diversification	and	growth	is	the	equitable	access	to	digital	
infrastructure and technology, due to issues with broadband and digital speeds. The 
coverage, strength and reliability of internet connections and mobile phone signals has 
directly	impacted	on	the	ability	of	some	rural	residents	to	work	effectively	from	home	
and to access online services during the COVID-19 pandemic (Woods et al., 2021).

Brexit, which has led to reduced access to funding such as the CAP and EU Structural 
Funds, has emerged as having a potentially negative impact on rural businesses and 
particularly agribusinesses in the UK. As such, there is an urgency that farmers and food 
producers engage with digital communication business methods to develop new, more 
innovative activities, seek new opportunities and to connect to new markets (Bowen 
and	Morris,	2019).	In	2019,	only	81%	of	farmers	had	access	to	the	internet	(Bowen	and	
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Morris, 2019). The lack of available technology or a lack of digital skills could act as a barrier 
to the development of entrepreneurial activities for farmers. The majority of farmers can 
be considered to be ‘digitally disengaged’ as the majority lack the necessary skills and do 
not use digital technologies to develop online sales (Bowen and Morris, 2019). 

In respect to climate change, extreme weather conditions and events involving wind and 
lightning are a risk for disruption to overhead energy lines and digital networks that are 
delivered in rural areas (UK Government, 2017). Electricity transmission and distribution 
networks are likely to experience an increase of between 4-36% (depending on the climate 
scenario)	in	lightning-related	faults	by	the	2080s	(UK	Government,	2017;	Environment	
Agency,	2018).	However,	the	impact	of	these	events	could	be	minimal	and	short	term,	as	
damage can be quickly repaired (UK Government, 2017).

Positive impacts

Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic have resulted in some positive impacts on the 
movement of people and migration. Evidence suggests the move towards telecommuting 
and homeworking, due to COVID-19 restrictions, rather than physically commuting could 
lead to Wales capitalising on skilled workers moving from more urban communities to 
rural	communities	(Moeckel,	2017;	Phillipson	et	al.,	2020).	For	example,	more	affluent	
households may be drawn to larger houses with private gardens and accessible blue and 
green space in rural communities rather than smaller, more expensive homes in towns and 
cities (Royal Town Planning Institute, 2020a). This could have implications for the Welsh 
housing sector but it could also enable second homes in Wales to shift to becoming primary 
residences	that	could	facilitate	local	community	diversification,	regeneration	or	economic,	
social and sustainable growth (Green et al., 2020a).
 
Although there is evidence which suggests Brexit could have negative implications 
on	recruitment,	sources	indicate	that	the	impact	of	this	may	be	offset	by	increased	
recruitment from outside the European Economic Area (EEA), with health boards in rural 
Wales	regularly	running	recruitment	campaigns	in	countries	such	as	New	Zealand	(Woods	
and Rahman, 2019). 

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Those who wish to remain in, or return to, their community of origin

Movement of people and migration
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Negative impacts

As suggested above, it is possible that COVID-19 will make rural communities more 
attractive for the future (Focus Group 2). However, this raises questions about trends to 
centralise health care and other services that could leave individuals living remotely with 
poorer access to health care (Phillipson et al., 2020). In addition, the dispersal of households 
from	denser	locations	to	more	rural	ones	could	undermine	efforts	for	urban	regeneration,	
while increasing the costs of providing social and utility infrastructure (Royal Town Planning 
Institute, 2020b).

Climate	change	can	result	in	rural	to	urban	migration	(Adger	et	al.,	2014;	Focus	Group	
1) as weather dependent livelihoods, such as agriculture and forestry, diminish, forcing 
individuals to move to other income generating activities (Vos, 2015). This can result in 
overcrowding in urban destinations (Castells-Quintana, 2015). 

With regards to Brexit, rural businesses depend on migrant workers for agribusiness, 
tourism, food production and health and social care. There is a fear that some of these 
businesses may be forced to close, in rural communities where migrants are very active 
socially	and	economically	(Neal	et	al.,	2021).	

3B ECONOMIC FACTORS

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Those who wish to remain in, or return to, their community of origin
• Farmers
• Fishers
• Employees

Employment 
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Positive impacts

The restrictions associated with the COVID-19 pandemic has resulted in some individuals 
having to work from home where possible. Positively, homeworking has opened up 
employment opportunities, with technology being a solution in bridging geographic 
inequality in the UK, as people are now able to work from anywhere (O2, 2020). This 
particularly	benefits,	and	could	lead	to	the	invigoration	of,	rural	communities	and	
economies, as employees have the opportunity to work further from their traditional 
place of work, and even move outside of the traditional commuter belts (Green et al., 
2020;	Focus	Group	2).	It	provides	the	opportunity	of	employment	for	young	people	and	
young adults who want to remain in, or return to, rural communities (O2, 2020). For 
Wales, this could have potential positive implications for the Welsh language (Green et al., 
2020a).

Evidence	suggests	Brexit	also	has	the	potential	to	offer	benefits	to	those	working	in	the	
rural agriculture sector. For example, freedom from the CAP and new opportunities for 
Welsh land management policy and environmental protections (Green et al., 2019a). In 
addition, pressures on rural employment can be reduced as a result of initiatives such 
as Climate-Smart Agriculture which is an integrated way to managing landscapes that 
addresses the interlinked challenges of food security and accelerating climate change 
(FAO, 2021b) to tackle climate change. The latter includes land redistribution and can 
increase	economic	growth,	generate	positive	effects	on	rural	employment,	both	on	and	
off	farm	and	reduce	inequality	and	poverty	(Rampa	et	al.,	2020).

Negative impacts

Rural communities in Wales have a higher than national average level of self-employment 
than the remainder of Wales, and higher levels of part-time employment (Woods and 
Rahman, 2019). With the economic stresses that will come from the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Brexit and climate change, there is increased economic insecurity and job anxiety, 
particularly for those in precarious employment or running their own business, which can 
impact negatively on mental health and well-being (Woods and Rahman, 2019).

There is evidence to suggest that during the COVID-19 pandemic, farmers have found 
it	harder	to	recruit	and	retain	employees	(National	Federation	of	Young	Farmers,	2020).	
There has been a major negative impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and Brexit on the 
seasonal	migrant	workforce	(Green	et	al.,	2019a;	Mitaritonna	and	Ragot,	2020)	mainly	due	
to migration regulation and visa changes and quarantine.

Climate	change	can	also	have	a	negative	impact	on	rural	farmers	and	fishers	with	
farmers at higher risk of developing depression, anxiety and other mental health related 
problems, including suicide due to drought related pressures and climate variability and 
their	potential	impact	on	economic	livelihood	(Smith	et	al.,	2015;	Yazd	et	al.,	2019).	This	
in turn can have an impact on employment in rural communities (Dasgupta et al., 2014). 
Fishers	are	increasingly	reporting	fluctuations	in	the	duration	and	timing	of	rainfall,	which	
is	having	an	impact	on	fish	populations	and	their	catch.	Additionally,	coastal	erosion,	
rising	sea	levels	and	frequency	of	flooding	makes	fishing	more	challenging,	impacting	on	
the	livelihoods	of	fishers	and	their	employees	(Savo	et	al.,	2018).	Their	employment	can	
lead to them being at higher risk when coupled with the additional stress of increased 
financial	pressures	to	upgrade	equipment	and	fuel	costs	due	to	difficult	conditions	as	a	
result	of	climate	change	(Savo	et	al.,	2018).	
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Although European Union (EU) nationals currently working in rural Wales would be 
entitled to stay and work under the terms of the Withdrawal Agreement, future 
recruitment from the EU could be challenging (Woods and Rahman, 2019). Evidence 
suggests	that	this	will	particularly	affect	the	agricultural,	health	and	hospitality	sectors,	
with a disproportionate impact on facilities and services in more rural communities 
(Woods and Rahman, 2019). EEA nationals make up 7% of doctors in Wales and 2.4% of 
employees in social care and the majority of EU workers earn well below the earnings 
threshold in new UK immigration legislation (Woods et al., 2021). 

There are also concerns regarding mental health and well-being in the farming sector. 
Evidence indicates Brexit could exacerbate this issue through recruitment challenges, 
decreased opportunities to export goods and a historic dependency on EU funding 
(Woods	and	Rahman,	2019;	Davies	et	al.,	2019;	Hughes	and	Hughes,	2020;	Green	et	al.,	
2019a).	It	has	been	estimated	that	EU	subsidies	previously	made	up	about	80%	of	farm	
income in Wales (House of Lords, 2017).

Positive impacts

In rural areas it was estimated that tourism supported 76,109 Full Time Equivalent (FTE) 
jobs	in	rural	counties	of	Wales	in	2018,	or	approximately	16%	of	total	jobs	(Statistics	for	
Wales, 2020). 

Evidence indicates the COVID-19 pandemic has had a moderate positive impact on tourism 
in Wales, particularly in rural settings, with more people visiting Wales when unable to 
travel outside of the UK for holidays (Green et al., 2020). Visitors particularly targeted 
countryside, mountain and rural coastal destinations, with Snowdonia, Pembrokeshire and 
Mid Wales the most popular areas including their national parks (Woods et al., 2021).

In parallel, as a result of Brexit, evidence indicates tourism may see a growth from both 
the	UK	domestic	and	overseas	markets,	potentially	benefitting	Wales’	significant	non-
industrial	coastline	and	designated	landscapes	(Dwyer,	2018).	Some	existing	farms	in	Wales	
are starting to diversify, taking advantage of their location by moving into leisure and 
recreational activities, with agri-tourism becoming an important source of income (Ge et al., 
2018;	Focus	Group	2).

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Young	people
• Farmers 
• Local businesses
• National	Parks	in	Wales

Tourism and hospitality
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Negative impacts

An evident impact of the COVID-19 lockdowns was the impact on job security, income, 
and health and well-being with the stay at home and stay local restrictions resulting in 
both tourism and hospitality closures. This impacted more heavily on rural communities 
(Green	et	al.,	2020),	particularly	those	with	the	importance	of	‘visitor	economies’	
(Phillipson	et	al.,	2020).	For	example,	those	farms	who	had	diversified	reported	reduced	
or no income from activities such as cafes or weddings, which in turn had a knock-on 
effect	on	mental	well-being	(National	Federation	of	Young	Farmers,	2020).	Businesses	
involved in tourism, such as campsites, rural attractions, pubs and shops have received 
reduced incomes or were forced to close as a result of a curb on non-essential travel 
(Phillipson et al., 2020). 

This	resulted	in	the	take-up	of	individuals	on	‘furlough’	being	significantly	higher	in	rural	
local authorities most dependent on tourism and hospitality sectors (Bevan Foundation, 
2020a). The initial lockdown from March to July 2020 largely closed down the hospitality 
sector,	with	up	to	70	per	cent	of	businesses	furloughing	staff	(Woods	et	al.,	2021).	In	
addition,	immediate	disruptions	to	trade	for	Welsh	fisheries	have	been	exacerbated	by	
the	COVID-19	pandemic,	with	reduced	demand	for	hospitality	affecting	trade.	Some	
businesses trading in produce such as mussels have ceased trading altogether (Welsh 
Government, 2021a).

Although an increase in tourism in the summer months of 2020 can be viewed as 
beneficial,	the	geographical	concentration	of	this	produced	problems	of	over-crowding,	
obstructive parking and illegal camping and generated tensions in rural communities 
over fears that visitors could contribute to spreading the coronavirus in localities with 
relatively low incidence (Woods et al., 2021).

Alongside this, Brexit has resulted in EU funding received by small businesses in sectors 
such as tourism being cut, with domestic funding not matching what was previously 
provided (Johnson et al., 2021).  Brexit has also led to workforce challenges in the tourism 
and hospitality industry with changes to immigration rules leaving shortages in many rural 
communities (Morris, 2021). 

Concerning climate change, predictions accompanied by evidence show that by 
around	2050,	some	rural	coastal	areas	of	Wales	will	be	unfit	or	unsustainable	to	live	in	
(Netherwood,	2021).	In	addition,	coastal	heritage	sites	are	at	significant	risk	from	climate	
change. Climate change projections of increasing temperatures, humidity, intense rainfall 
and	flooding	mean	that	this	risk	is	likely	to	remain	high	in	the	future,	which	could	have	
a	knock-on	effect	on	local	businesses	and	employment	in	rural	communities.	This	could	
have	a	major	effect	on	the	tourism	sector,	which	in	turn	could	have	significant	impacts	on	
the health and well-being of local communities (Focus Group 2).
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Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Young	people
• Local businesses
• Employees

Local Foundational Economies

Positive impacts

As a result of the pandemic and restrictions, many in the population were required to work 
from	home	(if	they	were	able	to),	travel	less	and	shop	more	locally	(Price	et	al.,	2021;	Rolfe	
et	al.,	2020;	Tilley	et	al.,	2020,	Food	Standards	Agency,	n.d.;	Focus	Group	1).	Individuals	and	
their	families	used	centres	located	near	to	them	rather	than	travelling	further	afield	and	
thus spent a greater amount of time in their local areas including in more rural locations 
(Royal Town Planning Institute, 2020c).  

Rural	locations	have	become	more	attractive	to	many	due	to	the	flexibility	of	home	working	
(Green et al., 2020a). The Welsh Government is aiming for 30% of the population to be 
working remotely (either from home or somewhere nearby) and is actively exploring the 
concept	of	co-working	hubs	located	within	local	communities	(Green	et	al.,	2021;	Welsh	
Government,	2021b;	Welsh	Government,	2020b).		

Brexit	and	the	COVID-19	pandemic	could	lead	to	diversification	in	rural	economies	as	Free	
Trade Agreements (FTAs) are concluded and EU funding streams such as the CAP end, and 
UK	immigration	policies	take	stronger	effect.	

Brexit has been highlighted as a potential opportunity to re-orientate land management 
policy drivers in Wales and this could include exploring local revenue streams which would 
boost local foundational economies (Bevan Foundation, 2020b). It could also stimulate 
opportunities to develop innovative local community and business responses and adaptation 
in rural communities, for example, the establishment or further development of food 
cooperatives (Phillipson et al., 2020).

Climate change could similarly lead to changes in land use in rural areas. The land within 
some rural communities in Wales has a huge potential for the growth of some types of fruit 
and vegetables and can encourage the production of not only local produce but by selling 
this locally increasing the attractiveness of rural foundational economies (Social Farms and 
Gardens,	2021;	Business	Wales,	n.d.;	Welsh	Government,	2021r;	Welsh	Government,	2021s).	
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Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• Farmers
• Local businesses
• Agricultural employees / production and transportation workforces

Food Production

Negative impacts

Rural	communities	have	been	identified	as	a	population	group	that	will	be	impacted	greatly	
following the UK leaving the EU given the high degree of investment received during the 
time	involved	with	the	EU	(Green	et	al.,	2019b;	Green	et	al.,	2019a).	Rural	Wales	has	been	
a major recipient of support from the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) and 
European Social Fund (ESF). These are likely to be replaced by the Shared Prosperity Fund, 
with a strong risk that funding to rural Wales could be reduced (Woods and Rahman, 2019). 
Brexit will lead to reduced infrastructure investment funding schemes (or any replacement 
schemes)	and	grants	could	be	cut	which	could	affect	rural	community	infrastructure	for	
example,	roads	and	community	facilities	(Welsh	Government,	2017;	Cowie	et	al.,	2018).	

Climate	Change	could	negatively	affect	the	development	of	rural	economies	including	local	
foundational economies through increasing extreme weather events that will impact on 
infrastructure	and	access	to	the	hubs	and	services	hosted	within	them	(Noy,	2021).	

Food production is a major component of food security and as a topic area was explored in 
a previous Triple Challenge Spotlight Paper (Green et al., 2021b). However, that paper did 
not	look	specifically	at	the	role	that	rural	communities	and	businesses	play	in	this.	

Positive impacts

Positively, the COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated resilience in the food production 
system, and the opportunity for governments to invest in farm businesses to re-set for 
a	green	recovery	through	diversification	and	modernising	systems	(NFU	Cymru,	2020a).	
NFU	Cymru	proposed	a	range	of	instruments	including	capital	grants	and	incentivisation	
measures	to	deliver	food	production	and	resource	efficiencies,	which	in	time	can	deliver	
positive	environmental	benefit	for	air,	carbon,	water	and	nature	(NFU	Cymru,	2020b).

Due to Brexit, changes are likely to the way in which farmers receive funding, particularly 
direct farm payments. However, the Welsh Government have committed support to 
farmers beyond 2022 through a dual-track system for economic resilience and public goods 
(Woods and Rahman, 2019). However, of the total farming population surveyed in Wales, 
48%	were	non-claimants	of	Pillar	1		payments	(which	make	up	80%	of	the	CAP	budget)	
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showing that despite some estates and holdings claiming for more than one holding, there 
are high levels of farm holdings with no reliance on Pillar 1 payments (Arnott et al., 2019). 
In addition, evidence suggests substitution of imported milk and dairy products to Welsh 
produce	as	a	result	of	Brexit	could	benefit	the	dairy	sector	in	Wales.	However,	this	benefit	
may be limited due to dairy processing capacity in Wales (Woods et al., 2021). FTAs such as 
the	Comprehensive	and	Progressive	Transpacific	Partnership	Agreement	could	also	affect	
the	dairy	produce	industry	in	Wales	either	positively	or	negatively	(UK	Parliament,	2021a;	
European	Commission,	2020;	McNamara	et	al.,	2021;	Petchey	and	Cresswell,	2021).	

Farmers	are	not	the	only	food	producers	who	could	be	affected	in	Wales.	For	fishers,	there	
could	be	opportunities	to	increase	fishing	for	quota-species	in	Welsh	waters	-	however,	
similar	to	dairy	production,	the	current	fishing	fleet	has	limited	capacity	and	major	
investment	would	be	required.	Therefore,	any	benefits	are	more	likely	to	be	reaped	by	
vessels from other UK nations (Woods et al., 2021).

Brexit could provide policy makers with a unique opportunity to shape the future of the 
agricultural landscape using strategies that manage production, mitigate against the 
ecological and social impacts of changing land use, and ensure the survival of rural cultural 
heritage (Arnott et al., 2019). For example, researchers from Reading University found 
that	looking	at	five	different	Brexit	scenarios,	there	could	be	between	35,000	and	313,000	
hectares of additional broadleaf forest cover in Wales by 2030, with a proportionally 
similar	boost	to	conifer	forests	(18%	increase;	University	of	Reading,	2021).	There	will	also	
be	changes	for	farmers	such	as	Wales’	proposed	Sustainable	Farming	Scheme	that	will	
provide them with incentives for being mindful of the environment (University of Reading, 
2021;	Jones	and	Jones,	2021).	This	could	lead	to	many	farms	intensifying	or	diversifying	to	
compete	in	the	market	(Humble,	2019),	by	decreasing	sheep	numbers	in	order	to	benefit	
from	the	production	of	environmental	goods	(Jones	and	Jones,	2021;	Arnott	et	al.,	2019).		

It has been proposed that Brexit could present an opportunity for inclusive sustainable 
development in the UK and to develop an innovative and transformative approach 
to the rural economy in future years. Evidence highlights that a positive aspect of EU 
withdrawal could be the development of ‘rural devolution deals’ which are based on 
minimum obligations and maximum entitlements for rural areas in relation to subsidy 
payments	for	active	agricultural	producers	(Milbourne	and	Coulson,	2020;	Cox	et	al.,	2017;	
Shucksmith, 2017). Furthermore, optimistic outcomes include increased innovation due 
to the end of the CAP and investment in technology to enhance productivity (Cowie et 
al.,	2018).	For	agricultural	workers	and	farmers,	actions	could	include	implementing	peer-
to-peer solutions which focus on the need for shift in perspectives, so that accessing and 
taking support both in relation to health and economic well-being becomes the norm and 
increasing mental health literacy amongst support agencies (Davies et al., 2019).

With respect to climate change, there is also scope for the development of strategies to 
reduce food vulnerabilities. Woods suggests that this could include strengthening urban 
– rural food connectivity, stimulating urban land-use for food, exploring new crop options 
for an ever-evolving climate and creating policies and standards to ensure local production 
is not more emission intensive than imports (Woods et al., 2021). 

1 Pillar one - Direct Payments.	These	made	up	80%	of	the	UK’s	2018	CAP	budget.	Farmers	receive	payments	based	on	
how	much	land	they	farm,	although	they	are	required	to	meet	‘greening’	requirements	and	may	have	their	subsidy	cut	if	
they do not comply with environmental regulations.
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Negative impacts

The COVID-19 pandemic coincides with a period of major uncertainty for farmers and 
agribusiness. In addition to uncertainty about the impact of the pandemic on the Welsh 
economy and food supply chain, there is uncertainty around the future nature of the 
UK’s	relationship	with	the	EU	and	the	terms	of	future	FTAs	which	will	be	negotiated	
and	concluded,	and	which	will	all	have	significant	implications	for	food	trade.		This	is	all	
against a backdrop of much longer-term uncertainty about the impact of climate change 
on the population, the natural environment and of the role farming in feeding a growing 
population	with	diminishing	resources	(NFU	Cymru,	2020a).

Farmers have experienced a particularly turbulent period with the pandemic playing out 
alongside	the	EU	withdrawal.	Many	farmers	have	been	affected,	as	the	food	services	sector	
they supply (which includes pubs, restaurants and cafes) have closed down under COVID-19 
restrictions (Focus Group 1). This resulted in farmgate prices for livestock crashing in March 
2020,	and	some	dairy	farms	had	to	‘waste’	and	dispose	of	milk	supplies	as	many	hospitality	
and service sector contracts were cancelled. These issues were compounded by the fact that 
farmers were unable to access some of the business support schemes set up by the Welsh 
and	UK	Governments.	For	example	staff	could	not	be	furloughed	due	to	livestock	needing	
daily	attention.	NFU	Cymru	asked	the	Welsh	Government	to	extend	the	Economic	Resilience	
Fund to farms, and the Welsh Government established a group involving dairy industry 
stakeholders	to	work	out	solutions	for	the	sector	(NFU	Cymru,	2020a).	This	resulted	in	
payments	being	maintained	until	2022	(NFU	Cymru,	2021a).	Brexit	complicated	the	situation	
for producers who export their produce, as changes to immigration rules contributed to an 
inability to obtain labour or transport, and export goods – this then led to an indirect impact 
on	the	general	population	through	shortages	in	some	food	supplies	(UK	Parliament,	2021b;	
Speciality Food Magazine, 2021). 
 
Food production and particularly agriculture which is a huge economic contributor in Wales 
could	be	or	has	been,	majorly	negatively	affected	by	Brexit.	There	are	a	number	of	small	
rural	family	farms,	which	relied	heavily	on	subsidies	from	the	CAP	(which	ceased	in	2018	but	
with elements of its support remaining until 2025 – albeit on a reduced budget). Wales and 
Welsh farmers, especially in the sheep sector (Jones and Jones, 2021) relied more heavily 
on	CAP	payments	than	UK	counterparts	at	80%	compared	with	55%	for	the	UK	average	
(Dwyer,	2018).		In	the	UK,	there	are	217,300	agricultural	holdings,	with	143,385	claimants	of	
the European Agricultural Fund Pillar 1 payments - also known as the Basic Payment Scheme 
(Arnott et al., 2019). One study shows that without intervention to support vulnerable 
businesses, it is likely that 34% of Welsh farmers will struggle to remain viable (Arnott et 
al., 2019). A decline in the economic viability of sheep production due to Brexit changes 
has also been predicted, with these businesses especially vulnerable to changes in both 
market	access	arrangements	and	public	funding	support	(Dwyer,	2018).	The	Basic	Payment	
Scheme and agri-environment payments are vital to Welsh farmers, as it constitutes a large 
proportion of farm business income. Without this, less favourable areas in Wales would see 
sheep and cattle farms make a loss without subsidy (Arnott et al., 2019). The sheep farming 
industry is among the most exposed to Brexit, with a third of Welsh lamb meat exported to 
the	EU	(Woods	et	al.,	2021).	New	trade	deals,	such	as	the	UK	/	New	Zealand	agreement	on	
the importing of lamb, beef, dairy, and apples, could have a detrimental impact on Welsh 
farmers	(NFU	Cymru,	2021b;	Focus	Group	1).
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Farming	food	production	in	Wales	could	also	be	affected	by	not	only	a	lack	of	economic	
viability caused by Brexit and the pandemic but by the lack of interest in farming as a 
career in younger generations. A survey conducted by Fischer and Burton in Scotland 
found that the lack of interest in farming poses a threat to the continuation of family 
businesses	and	associated	rural	communities	with	similar	findings	found	in	other	
European	countries	(Ge	et	al.,	2018).	

Whilst there is a major focus on farmers and agriculture, it must be noted that the 
fisheries	sector	in	Wales	is	also	highly	exposed	to	the	impact	of	Brexit	due	to	its	
orientation	towards	shellfish	-	90%	of	which	are	exported	to	the	EU	with	limited	
opportunities	for	redirection	to	domestic	markets.	Exports	of	fresh	shellfish	to	the	
EU are dependent on swift and seamless transport and delays due to new customs 
procedures have presented challenges for seafood businesses in rural Wales. This is due 
to the increased costs, paperwork and risks of spoilage (House of Commons, 2021). As 
shellfish	are	non-quota	species,	there	could	be	no	real	benefit	to	be	gained	from	the	
return	of	fishing	regulations	to	Wales	(Woods	et	al.,	2021).	

Climate change can have a dramatic impact on food production in Wales in several 
ways. Crop production can be impacted due to increasing extreme weather events for 
example,	flooding,	drought	or	storms.	Farmers,	fishers	and	rural	communities	are	at	a	
particularly high risk of experiencing negative mental health and well-being impacts 
such as stress and anxiety due to the direct implications of climate change and extreme 
weather	events	on	their	livelihoods	and	access	to	supplies	(Smith	et	al.,	2015;	Yazd	
et	al.,	2019).	For	fishers	specifically,	this	could	be	compounded	by	reductions	in	catch	
size	associated	with	climate	change	and	overfishing,	pollution	and	the	deterioration	of	
coastal habitats (Savo et al., 2017).
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There is greater range of transport options, including active travel, available in urban 
areas compared to some rural settings. This is due in large part both to the topography 
of Wales and the existing transport infrastructure. Journey times are often longer, 
and there is a reliance on road transport – particularly cars. In many rural communities, 
particularly in mid and north Wales, roads can often be the only form of transport 
infrastructure, and in Wales as a whole, it is reported that 13% of people live less than 
800m	walking	distance	from	a	train	station	that	has	at	least	one	train	per	hour	–	this	
figure	reduces	to	1%	in	mid	Wales.	Approximately	70%	of	the	Welsh	population	live	
within 400m walk from a bus stop that has at least one bus per hour, and this reduces 
to 25% of the mid Wales population. Thus, connectivity within rural communities, and 
connectivity to other Welsh and UK locations, remains challenging (Welsh Government, 
2021f).	Lack	of	accessible	transport	has	knock-on	effects	for	employability	and	access	to	
education and other services.  

Positive impacts

The	COVID-19	pandemic	saw	a	reduction	in	traffic	and	transport	movements	across	
Wales including in rural Wales. For example, the use of public transport was around 95% 
less in 2020, than the previous year (Welsh Government, 2020f). However, this appears to 
be short term. Continued provision of public transport throughout the pandemic enabled 
many rural communities to access local services, employment and facilities. Active travel 
was (and continues to be) promoted as a means of remaining active and doing so where 
it could (and can) be used was encouraged. For example, in May 2020, the Emergency 
Active Travel Fund was announced, to get more people to travel on foot and bike to 
help mitigate public transport capacity constraints due to COVID-19 social distancing 
requirements (Welsh Government, 2020g). 

3C ENVIRONMENTAL FACTORS

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Those who live on their own
• Those who have existing or chronic conditions

Transport and active travel
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Negative impacts

The COVID-19 pandemic has had an impact on, and implications for, public transport 
across Wales. With services reduced and social distancing reducing the capacity of 
services,	the	confidence	of	users	to	access	public	transport	has	been	affected,	and	this	
will be a particular ongoing concern in rural communities which are dependent upon 
public transport (Welsh Government, 2021f). 

Similarly, whilst there is available public transport this has limitations, for example, 
for many communities, it can be infrequent and for the providers it has potential to 
be unsustainable if not utilised more or rather than car journeys. Whilst active travel is 
promoted	as	a	healthy	and	environmentally	positive	co-benefit,	for	many	rural	Welsh	
communities it is not an option due to the distances between settlements and services. 
Therefore, local communities cannot always safely substitute a car for walking or cycling 
due to distance, lack of pavements, street lighting or dedicated cycle lanes. This can also 
affect	an	individual’s	opportunity	to	access	their	COVID-19	vaccinations	if	transport	is	
not available (Milne, 2021).           

The	‘staying	at	home’	regulations	led	to	a	reduction	in	car	journeys	and	road	accidents	
(Jones,	2021;	Green	et	al.,	2020).	However,	the	levels	have	since	bounced	back	to	
pre-pandemic levels and many individuals note that they feel safer in a car from the 
COVID-19 virus than using other means of transport (Welsh Parliament, 2021a). As 
restrictions	eased	many	rural	communities	experienced	high	levels	of	traffic	as	people	
travelled	to	access	mountains	and	rural	beauty	spots.	The	trend	for	‘staycations’	similarly	
led to higher levels of transport movements across Wales including in the tourist areas of 
Pembrokeshire, Carmarthen and Gwynedd. 

Transport	and	infrastructure	are	also	affected	by	climate	change.	Some	rural	
communities	in	Wales,	and	particularly	those	living	in	flood	risk	areas,	are	highly	exposed	
and	vulnerable	to	flooding	and	intense	heat	events,	which	can	have	a	negative	impact	on	
transport links (UK Government, 2017). For example, the lines across north and through 
mid-Wales were closed for several weeks during 2019 and 2020 (Dasgupta et al., 2014) 
and the recent Storm Arwen led to road and rail closures (BBC Online, 2021).

Positively impacted by: Negatively impacted by:

Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change Brexit COVID-19 Climate Change

3 3 3 3 3

Population	Groups	affected:
• All those who live in rural communities
• Farmers
• Local businesses 
• Those on low incomes / unemployed

Rural built and natural environment
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Positive impacts

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the attractiveness of rural communities as places 
to live and work – particularly now that the shift to home working can enable workers 
to	live	away	from	their	employers’	main	bases	and	head	offices	which	are	often	sited	in	
urban towns and cities (Welsh Parliament, 2021b). Workers moving back to Wales and the 
places they were born and brought up in could have a positive impact on regenerating the 
built environment in local Welsh communities, increasing social connectivity and enhance 
family relationships and networks. It could lead to increased revenues for local rural 
town and village businesses and services and make them more sustainable longer term. 
This	demographic	movement	will	also	have	co-benefits	to	health	and	the	environment	
–	it	can	reduce	levels	of	commuting	and	road	use,	have	positive	benefits	for	the	natural	
environment and reduce the impact on built infrastructure such as roads. However, this 
shift can only be facilitated if housing and suitable accommodation for workers and their 
families	is	available	at	affordable	prices	–	which	can	be	limited	in	many	rural	areas	(Welsh	
Government, 2009). Increased housing construction due to this rising interest in rural living 
and remote working could increase the availability of good accommodation and promote 
employment opportunities in rural areas. Modern construction and adaptation methods 
could	also	help	to	mitigate	the	impacts	in	relation	to	climate	change	(Penaloza	et	al.,	2018;	
Stagrum et al., 2020). 

With the COVID-19 pandemic exposing inequalities and the emphasis on a ‘green recovery’ 
there is now greater interest in the concept and application of ’20-minute neighbourhoods’. 
This concept promotes the idea of a community being able to access a range of services 
and facilities or connections by active or sustainable travel within a short time frame (TCPA, 
2021). Compared to town and urban centres, implementing 20-minute neighbourhoods 
in more rural and / or widely dispersed communities will be more challenging but could 
provide	environmental,	economic	and	social	benefits.	

Access	to	green	and	blue	infrastructure	and	spaces	has	been	of	critical	benefit	to	mental	
well-being	during	the	COVID-19	pandemic	(Natural	Resources	Wales,	2021a),	and	the	
development of Welsh woodlands and reforestation could support Wales to meet its 
climate	change	objectives.	Welsh	Government’s	‘Woodlands	for	Wales’	strategy	recognises	
the role that trees have on local climates, but notes that they need to be planned in a 
manner which makes them resilient to changing weather patterns, pests and disease 
themselves	(Welsh	Government,	2018a).	

Negative impacts

There is much more access to open green and blue space in rural communities. However, 
much of this is only accessible by car or bicycle and at the start of the COVID-19 pandemic 
high	numbers	of	visitors	visited	rural	areas	and	National	Parks	in	Wales	causing	road	and	
other	issues	(Brecon	Beacons	National	Park,	2021).	Welsh	Government	introduced	guidance	
on	taking	physical	activity	during	the	first	lockdown	in	March	2020	which	aimed	to	limit	the	
number	of	visitors	to	rural	open	spaces	and	National	Parks.	This	was	amended	on	24th	April	
2020 to clarify that physical activity could only be taken once a day in Wales, could only be 
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taken locally, and should not be accessed by a car unless necessary (Welsh Government, 
2020h). There were also variations seen across local authorities in terms of allowing 
access	to	open	spaces	and	parks	(Office	for	National	Statistics,	2021).	This	may	have	
increased inequalities for those living in dense, urban areas and who did not have access 
to a garden or shared open space, for example by reducing opportunities to exercise in 
pleasant surroundings (Geng et al., 2021). 

The pandemic responses included requirements for the population to remain at home 
at	all	times	except	in	specific	circumstances	and	work	from	home	if	they	could	(Welsh	
Government,	2020h).	This	meant	that	the	whole	population	spent	significant	time	in	
their homes – whatever the condition, size, type, tenure or access to green or blue space. 
This has a wide range of implications for residents. For some a high quality modern, 
accessible	rural	home	environment	and	surrounding	area	could	be	hugely	beneficial	to	
physical	and	mental	well-being	during	‘lockdown’.	However,	for	others	who	may	live	in	a	
small,	older,	poorer	quality,	less	energy	efficient,	damp	and	isolated	homes	it	could	be	
negative – particularly for those on low incomes, who need to work and home school or 
who	live	on	their	own	and	are	digitally	excluded	(Chartered	Institute	of	Housing,	2021;	
Chartered	Institute	of	Housing,	2020;	Place	Alliance,	2020;	Welsh	Government,	2019d).	
Rural	housing	tends	to	be	of	older	stock	and	less	energy	efficient	(StatsWales,	2019)	
which when coupled with an older population in many areas could be detrimental to 
health and well-being and lead to hard choices around eating or heating a home.

Compounding this for some rural communities in Wales, the pandemic struck them 
immediately	after	significant	flooding	and	extreme	weather	events	that	are	associated	
with climate change (Welsh Government, 2021o). Therefore, policies requiring 
households	to	‘stay	at	home’	may	have	resulted	in	residents	living	in	unsuitable	
accommodation that could potentially have a negative impact on their health and well-
being. Welsh Government provided some funding for these communities at the start of 
2021 post Storm Christophe (Welsh Government, 2021o). 

The	COVID-19	pandemic	has	also	increased	people’s	ambitions	to	relocate	to	rural	
communities, given the increasing prominence of home working that allows workers to 
be	flexible	in	where	they	live	and	work.	This	has	led	to	concerns	about	rising	house	prices	
and	the	increasing	unaffordability	of	homes	in	rural	communities,	particularly	for	local	
people, a phenomenon observed recently in Scotland as well as Wales (Community Land 
Scotland,	2021;	Hamptons,	2021;	Evans	and	Necke,	2021;	HM	Land	Registry,	2021).	

Rural	communities	can	also	experience	a	range	of	different	factors	in	relation	to	housing	
and household energy, which distinguish them from housing matters in urban settings. 
These	include	being	‘off	grid’	for	forms	of	heating,	and	a	lack	of	affordable	and	social	
housing options. Prior to the EU withdrawal, it was predicted in some quarters that 
Brexit would have a negative impact on house prices, the property market and the 
UK’s	ability	to	build	more	houses	due	to	workforce	and	construction	material	supply	
issues (Penningtons Manches Cooper, 2021).  Fuel poverty is a concern for those in rural 
housing, given this accommodation is likely to be older and may not be connected to 
heating networks more common in urban environments.  Many older people reside in 
older	and	poorly	insulated	rural	homes	(Energy	and	Climate	Change	Committee,	2012;	
Climate	Just,	n.d.).	In	the	context	of	climate	change,	being	‘off-grid’	may	be	considered	
at face value advantageous, but it is acknowledged that this makes the challenge of 
decarbonisation even greater (Welsh Government, 2020e). 
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Brexit has also led to delays in, and reduced supplies for, construction materials and 
some workforce issues associated with immigration rule changes and increased border 
and customs paperwork (BKL, 2021). 

Flooding and coastal erosion is a critical concern in rural locations, exacerbated by 
climate	change	(IPCC,	2018;	Netherwood,	2021).	Flooding	in	rural	communities	can	
have	significant	impacts	on	transport	infrastructure,	and	affect	agricultural	land	and	
livestock,	as	well	as	the	direct	impact	on	people’s	homes,	businesses,	and	access	to	
services	(Netherwood,	2021).	Many	coastal	communities	regularly	experience	nuisance	
floods	(minor	flooding	when	water	levels	exceed	local	thresholds	-	generally	about	1.5	
feet	above	the	historical	daily	average).	Nuisance	floods	are	happening	more	frequently	
due to climate change. Although they do not cause severe property damage, they lead 
to degraded storm and wastewater systems, contamination of fresh water supplies and 
disruption to business (CDC, 2017). Whilst coastal erosion in Wales is generally seen to 
be of a lower risk than in some parts of England, it is still anticipated to be an increasing 
risk to some communities in Wales (Lle, 2015). 

The recent Climate Change Risk Assessment 3 chapter for Wales also highlights the 
impact	on	health	and	well-being	of	rising	temperatures	and	heat	events	(Netherwood,	
2021). This is a concern both for the built environment such as housing but also green 
and blue environments. Those living in rural communities are most at risk of air pollution 
from	wildfires	(World	Health	Organization,	n.d.).	Health	outcomes	which	emerge	due	
to poor air quality also disproportionately impact vulnerable populations, including 
children, elderly people, pregnant women and those with chronic illnesses due to their 
lower	baseline	mortality	(Wang	et	al.,	2016;	Grey	et	al.,	2018;	World	Health	Organization,	
n.d.). People living in rural communities may also be at a greater risk of household air 
pollution and emissions from agricultural activities (World Health Organization, n.d.). 
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4 POLICY RESPONSES TO DATE, MITIGATION, AND OPPORTUNITIES

Economic factors
The UK Agriculture Bill includes a provision to give the Secretary of State new powers to 
provide	financial	assistance	to	those	managing	the	land	to	deliver	public	benefits	such	as	air	
and water quality, public access and productivity in England and Wales (Roederer-Rynning 
and Matthews, 2019). In Wales, the recently proposed Agriculture (Wales) Bill White Paper 
(Welsh Government, 2021d) promotes sustainable land management and is an opportunity 
for Wales to develop and promote future policies to support farmers and others to produce 
food in a sustainable way post Brexit.

The Welsh Government is proposing two separate funds to replace the existing CAP 
Basic Payment Scheme. One of these is the Economic Resilience Scheme which provides 
investment for economic activities, in particular food and timber production. The other 
proposal is the Public Goods Scheme, which provides direct support for public goods 
delivery, particularly relating to the environment (Milbourne and Coulson, 2020). 

Whilst	the	future	for	fisheries	in	Wales	(and	the	UK)	seems	unclear	at	the	time	of	writing,	
Welsh Government are providing support for the industry, most recently with a £1.3m 
scheme, the Welsh Seafood Sector Resilience Scheme (Welsh Government, 2021a). 
 
Social and community factors
In relation to the built infrastructure, a UK Government initiative for Rural Gigabit 
Broadband has been introduced, which is part funded by Welsh Government (HM 
Government, 2021). This initiative sees £1,500 per resident or £3,500 per small to medium-
sized business (SME) paid by both Welsh Government and UK Government (so a total of 
£3,000 per resident) for group projects seeking to connect a superfast connection to their 
premises.  The Welsh Government focus on local foundational economies could provide 
opportunities to enable more rural connectivity and economic growth (Welsh Government, 
2021).

Environmental factors
Wales’	social	house	building	strategy	was	published	in	2020,	with	an	action	plan	released	
in	2021	(Welsh	Government,	2021j).	This	strategy	identifies	opportunities	for	jobs	in	
forestry and wood processing, with Welsh-grown and processed timber being used in 
the construction of new social housing. Some local authorities such as Pembrokeshire 
have placed a rural dividend on those who are purchasing a second home in the authority 
(Pembrokeshire County Council, 2021). This is an attempt to deter the practice which can 
lead to villages which are largely unpopulated during the winter months leading to services 
and	facilities	becoming	unsustainable	(Welsh	Government,	2019c;	Leaver	and	Ahmed,	2021).
 
From December 2021, Welsh Government require spatial planning policies and plans to take 
into	account	the	impact	of	flooding	in	development	decisions	as	part	of	Technical	Advisory	
Note	15	(Welsh	Government,	2021p).

In May 2020, the Emergency Active Travel Fund was announced by the UK Government to 
aim to get more people to travel on foot and bike to help mitigate public transport capacity 
constraints due to COVID-19 social distancing requirements. Welsh Government announced 
an	investment	of	£75	million	for	active	travel	(UK	Government,	2020;	Welsh	Government,	
2021q).
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5 KEY FINDINGS

Welsh Government has recently released its latest transport strategy for Wales. 
This	strategy	features	four	‘cross-cutting	delivery	pathways’,	two	of	which	relate	to	
decarbonisation and a focus on rural transport. Amongst its aims, this strategy seeks to 
‘extend	the	geographical	‘reach’	of	public	transport	into	every	community,	especially	in	rural	
Wales’	whilst	also	exploring	‘disincentives	to	car	use’,	though	the	strategy	acknowledges	
that the needs of people in rural communities need to be considered on this latter point 
(Welsh Government, 2021e). 

Future trends for transport point towards such modes of transport as electric cargo bikes 
for delivery of consumer goods, with Welsh Government citing examples of this being 
trialled	in	rural	areas	of	Wales	(Welsh	Government,	2021f);	such	innovations	can	help	
increase rural transport connectivity as well as meet climate objectives.

1. There	is	no	one	definition	of	‘rural’,	‘rural	communities’	or	‘rural	health’	in	Wales.	

2. There is a gap in existing evidence which shows rural health and well-being as the 
main focus. This is needed to support the development of rural health policies and 
programme development.

3. Rural communities are impacted by the Triple Challenge in a myriad of ways, some 
of	which	are	the	same	for	urban	communities,	but	others	are	more	specific	to	
them.	For	example,	housing	age,	availability,	quality	and	affordability,	transport	
and active travel infrastructure. Rural communities have older populations and 
high levels of agribusinesses. These factors need careful consideration when 
drafting national, regional and local policies and plans in order reduce health and 
well-being inequities. 

4. Further	research	is	needed	to	understand	the	differences	and	particular	
challenges which rural communities will face post Brexit, continually during the 
COVID-19 pandemic and in the future as climate change continues to progress. 
There	are	currently	a	number	of	‘unknown	unknowns’	which	will	become	much	
clearer	as	the	field	of	research	on	rural	communities	progresses.	

5. Rural environments and communities have become much more attractive to live 
and work in during the pandemic period, mainly due to the increased focus on 
home	working	that	promotes	a	more	flexible	approach	for	workers	and	their	
families. This could have both positive and negative impacts, for example, it could 
enable some rural communities and their economies to thrive and facilitate an 
increase in sustainable services and facilities, but it could also lead to housing 
price increases that disadvantage those who currently live in, or were brought up, 
in	an	area	or	shortages	of	affordable	housing	for	the	local	populations.

6. Digital infrastructure and accessibility are very important for rural communities, 
but there should also be a focus on enabling digital and social media use by 
increasing digital literacy, particularly in the elderly population.  

7. Brexit could present an opportunity to drive inclusive sustainable development in 
the UK and Wales and to develop an innovative and transformative approach to 
the rural economy in future years.
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6 POTENTIAL OPPORTUNITIES TO PROMOTE RURAL HEALTH  
 IN WALES

Social and community factors

l	 Learning	from	the	North	Yorkshire	Commission	(North	Yorkshire	Rural	Commission,		
 2021) could be implemented in Wales. This could focus on the challenges within, 
 and opportunities for, rural communities post Brexit and the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 A Commission on Rurality was previously in existence in the UK and could be a good 
 focal point for rural issues through which rural issues could be considered in Wales 
 and this could be a good driver of future policy and research activities (Commission 
 for Rural Communities, 2013). 

l There are existing connections across policy domains with ambitions to meet 
	 decarbonisation	and	Net	Zero	ambitions	(broadband	connectivity,	electric	vehicle	
	 charging	strategy,	electrification	of	home	heating),	and	these	are	explicitly	
	 referenced	in	Welsh	Government’s	Electric	Vehicle	Charging	Strategy	(Welsh	
	 Government,	2021c).	However,	these	are	not	rural-specific.	Within	this	existing	
 work there are opportunities for greater cross-referencing of policies for climate 
 change and rural Wales. 

l	 A	specific	policy	framework	for	rural	Wales	could	be	developed	with	cross	sector	
 and multidisciplinary input. It could cover the wider determinants of health and 
 include a consideration of the Triple Challenge of Brexit, Climate Change and 
 COVID-19. This would enable targeted action and help to address key inequities 
 present in rural communities. 

l Similarly, the development of a framework for post-Brexit Rural Development 
 Funding can be considered to replace the programme previously supported by 
 European Union funding (Welsh Government, 2021l). Future grants could consider 
	 how	beneficiaries	plan	to	respond	to	the	Triple	Challenge	as	an	objective	of	the	
 funding and as a prerequisite for eligibility criteria (for instance, business proposals 
 that would accelerate positive environmental impact and / or reduce climate change).

l	 Organisations	could	consider	drafting	‘Rural	Health	and	Well-being’	Plans	or	
	 emphasise	the	importance	of	rurality	for	example,	with	a	specific	chapter	or	section,	
 within their current and developing plans and strategies. 

l There are opportunities for further research to be carried out by public bodies, Third 
	 Sector	organisations	and	academia	to	understand	the	differences	and	particular	
 challenges which rural communities will face post Brexit and post COVID-19 and in 
 the future, as the climate change occurs. 

l The importance of mental well-being of rural populations has been highlighted in 
 this report (see Section 3b) and can be considered in planning and developing plans 
 and strategies. This includes for farmers and those in isolated areas. Solutions 
 can include the need for better awareness of the support available, working across 
 organisations to recognise stress and anxiety in vulnerable groups. 
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Economic factors

l Local authorities and organisations can focus on enabling digital literacy and 
 inclusivity as much as digital infrastructure and use existing Welsh Government 
 policies such as local foundational economies, remote working, and spatial plans 
 as a platform to do so (see Section 3b). This can be targeted at those who are digitally 
 excluded and by providing education about how to use digital technology as much as 
 enabling and improving digital infrastructure. This includes for example, those who 
	 cannot	afford	broadband	or	data	packages	for	mobile	phones	and	for	population	
 groups such as agribusinesses and farmers so that they can develop their businesses.
 
l The pandemic has led to a major shift in patterns of working and shopping and there 
	 is	a	presently	a	‘window	of	opportunity’	to	enhance	(or	create)	local	rural	
 communities in Wales by building on the momentum which the pandemic has created. 
 This can help to support and promote sustainable and thriving local foundational 
 economies and societies via the development of local hubs to support these new 
 ways of living (see Section 3b). This can build on existing Welsh Government policies 
 and future ambitions. 

l The proposed Food Security (Wales) Bill 2021 and the Community Food Strategy 
 provide opportunities to involve rural food producers and farmers in discussions and 
	 increase	the	positive	impact	of	both.	HIA	could	provide	a	beneficial	vehicle	to	do	this.	

Environmental factors

l Innovative thinking and new policies can be developed which are sensitive to 
 Welsh culture, demography and topography (Jones and Jones, 2021). Previously 
 explored initiatives and actions such as expanding woodlands and better managing 
 agricultural soils and peatlands (Jones and Jones, 2021) can be utilised in the future 
	 to	reduce	climate	change	effects	and	enhance	rural	communities.	

l Further work is needed to explore the implementation of the 20-minute 
 neighbourhood concept, especially in rural areas where there has been the 
 suggestion of 20-minute neighbourhood hubs, where services are located in one
 place to help reduce the need for travel (Douglas and Beautyman, 2021). This can be 
 used to support the development of Regional Transport Plans (Welsh Government, 
 2021).

l It has been suggested that new partnerships and governance structures comprising 
 local planners and decision makers can include both key urban and rural stakeholders 
 to identify critical land use and infrastructure needs that can support and strengthen 
	 regional	food	systems	(Newell	and	Dale,	2020).

l Use place-based approaches that include local input (Community Led Local 
 Development approaches) and integrated models of delivery to capture the 
 importance of rurality in policymaking and planning. This can be achieved by 
 working collaboratively with Local Authorities in Wales and other sectors.

l Future planning developments can consider the interconnection between urban 
 and rural communities in order to promote and protect health and wellbeing.
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7 CONCLUSION

Policy and decision makers require information and evidence to strengthen decisions 
and future long-term planning so that any negative impacts of the Triple Challenge 
can be mitigated for, positive impacts or opportunities be maximised and inequalities 
which emerge can be addressed in a sustainable and integrated way. This paper 
provides a unique insight into how these three challenges interact with, and impact 
upon the health and well-being of the populations of rural communities in Wales.  

It has highlighted that it is important to consider future governmental, local and 
organisational policies in relation to the impact of the three policy streams. Using this 
lens can inform future economic, environmental, social, and health policy and actions 
and facilitate health improvement, service delivery and health protection. The need 
to	address	inequities	underpins	this	as	a	key	crosscutting	theme.	Efforts	to	address	
the three challenges must include a public health perspective to protect the most 
economically, physically, and mentally vulnerable, particularly in rural communities in 
respect to transport, local economies, agribusiness and access to services.  

Brexit, COVID-19 and climate change represent the biggest combined Triple 
Challenge to health and well-being that Wales has faced in recent times. They also 
provide an opportunity for it to set a new direction and leverage policies and plans 
using health and well-being, equity, and sustainability as a lens through which to 
view this. The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015 provides a key 
driver	to	do	this.	Decisions	will	be	difficult	to	make	in	coming	years	as	the	economy,	
environment, health of the population, and society mobilise to recover and renew 
from the pandemic, Brexit and climate change weather events. Building resilience in 
rural communities will be critical to the development and success of Wales. 
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Appendix A: Methodology
Rapid evidence searches

Building on the evidence collected through established HIAs on Brexit, climate change and 
COVID-19	in	Wales	(Green	et	al.,	2019;	Green	et	al.,	2020;	Green	et	al.,	2020a;	Green	et	al.,	2022	
forthcoming;),	rapid	evidence	searches	were	undertaken	on	both	grey	and	academic	literature.	
Academic	searches	were	run	in	PubMed	and	ProQuest,	with	the	grey	literature	identified	
through sources from Welsh and UK Governments and the World Health Organization.

All results were screened by title and abstract using the inclusion criteria outlined in Table 2.

For all included studies, a data extraction process was undertaken with the reviewers 
extracting	all	relevant	information	on	the	following:

l authors, year of publication, title, reference, country/region studied
l potential positive impacts or opportunities and negative or unintended negative
 impact of national food security on health and well-being
l	 the	population	groups	primarily	affected	in	the	short	and	long	term	by	this	key	
 determinant of health
l identifying potential mitigation for any negative or unintended negative impact. 

This evidence was then appraised and synthesized into key themes to present in the report.

Search no. Search terms 

S1
“rural” OR “countryside” OR “coastal” OR “agriculture” OR “farming” OR 
“port towns” OR “rural villages” OR “rural settlement” 

S2 “Brexit” OR “EU withdrawal”

S3 “climate change” OR “global warming”

S4 “COVID-19” OR “coronavirus” OR “pandemic” OR “syndemic”

S5
“health” OR “well-being” OR “wider determinants” OR “inequalities” OR 
“health equity” OR “sustainability”

S6 S1	AND	S2	AND	S3	AND	S4	and	S5

S7 S1	AND	S2	AND	S3	AND	S5

S8 S1	AND	S2	AND	S4	AND	S5

S9 S1	AND	S3	AND	S4	AND	S5

Inclusion criteria

• literature published in the English language 

• published from 2016-2021

• prioritisation of evidence based in Wales, followed by UK, European then international 
evidence

Table 1: Search terms

Table 2: Inclusion criteria
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Qualitative	evidence

Two qualitative Focus Groups were held in May, 2021 which included a range of multi-
disciplinary representatives from health and social care, food policy, EU transition, 
agriculture, climate change, social inclusion and poverty, economic and the environment 
and	organisations	such	as	Welsh	Government,	Natural	Resources	Wales	and	Universities.	
Three interviews were also undertaken with key academic stakeholders.

Results of the interviews were thematically analysed, synthesized into key themes, and 
triangulated with the evidence from the rapid evidence reviews.
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