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Setting the scene
 
The United Kingdom’s withdrawal from the European Union (EU) (informally referred 
to as “Brexit”) is an unprecedented event in UK history, and evidence of the impact of 
Brexit on a wide range of policy areas is either unknown or highly contested. The Wales 
Health Impact Assessment Support Unit, Public Health Wales, has carried out a Health 
Impact Assessment (HIA) to better understand the potential implications of Brexit for 
future health and well-being in Wales. HIA is an evidence based systematic, flexible 
process, which supports organisations to assess the potential consequences of their 
decisions, policies, plans or proposals on population health and well-being. This report 
focuses on the distinct Welsh political, social, cultural and economic context and aims to 
support and enable key stakeholders to plan for and respond to Brexit.  

In order to provide timely evidence, the HIA was undertaken in a tight timescale over a six month 
period (July to December 2018) and is based on evidence available to the end of this period.  It 
is a ‘snapshot’ of the impacts of Brexit for Wales at a particular point in time and is set against 
the ever changing and evolving environment leading up to the anticipated withdrawal process. 
It is a time of intense political activity with journal papers, stakeholder opinion reports and plans 
being published on an almost daily basis, with more likely to become available in the lead up to 
29th March 2019. As a result, there is limited evidence on the precise actual impacts of any Brexit 
scenario. Therefore this HIA has not appraised specific Brexit scenarios (for example ‘soft’ versus 
‘hard’ Brexit) but has focused primarily on the potential impacts for the Welsh population of the 
UK leaving the existing framework of the EU.  

The exact impacts of the UK leaving the EU are unknown. These will only become clear over 
coming years and consequently, this report examines the spectrum of potential impacts as 
well as drawing on information describing impacts identified since the referendum. The scale 
and complexity of the impacts of Brexit means that the HIA has focused on the major potential 
direct and indirect impacts. However, it is recognised that there may be other impacts that are, 
as yet, unidentified and which may ultimately be of equal significance to health and well-being. 
Any assumptions contained in the evidence used within this report have been accompanied by 
a rationale for their inclusion. 

The HIA has captured the best available evidence utilising qualitative and quantitative 
sources from literature (both academic and ‘grey’), expert knowledge and health intelligence. 
Literature has been identified through a robust research protocol (with clear inclusion and 
exclusion criteria), with greater weight given to peer reviewed evidence.  Where expert 
knowledge has been the only source available to the authors, this has been clearly stated.  
The authors have identified limitations within the report. It is recognised that assessing and 
responding to the impacts of Brexit is a work in progress. However, during the HIA process, the 
authors have endeavoured to ensure that the latest evidence is included, with amendments 
made where possible up to publication. 

It is hoped that this HIA will be a useful resource for organisations to rapidly identify the 
wide-ranging nature of the impacts which may be relevant to them, as well as the breadth 
of population groups who may be affected in Wales when the UK exits the EU. It is 
evident that further work may be required as future developments may alter the impacts 
identified in this report and their implications for health and well-being. Therefore, this 
HIA will continue to be reviewed and monitored to reflect changing contexts, evidence 
and events.



The Public Health Implications of Brexit in Wales: A Health Impact Assessment Approach

1 Introduction

The withdrawal of the United Kingdom (UK) from the European Union (EU) 
(informally referred to as ‘Brexit’) is recognised by Public Health Wales 
(PHW) as a major policy change which has the potential to impact on the 
health and well-being of current and future generations in Wales.  

Public Health Wales has a leading role in enabling and mobilising others to improve health 
and well-being. For example, it makes information about matters related to the protection 
and improvement of health in Wales available to the public and both undertakes and 
commissions research into such matters. As a public body, PHW also has a duty under the 
Well-being of Future Generations Act (Wales) 2015 to promote sustainable development and 
take a long term, preventative, collaborative, and integrated approach to population health 
that involves key stakeholders.

As part of these responsibilities, the Wales Health Impact Assessment Support Unit 
(WHIASU) within PHW has carried out a Health Impact Assessment (HIA) of the public 
health implications of Brexit in the short, medium and long term. This aims to support 
organisations (across sectors) and decision makers in Wales, inform the overarching policy 
making environment to ensure that any opportunities for health gain as a result of Brexit are 
maximised and any potential negative impacts or unintended consequences are prevented 
or mitigated, and to inform the development of PHW’s future strategic plans.  

This HIA is a unique analysis, which assesses Brexit from a Welsh perspective using the public 
health “lens” of the social determinants of health and population health and well-being. The 
degree of uncertainty and the rapidly evolving nature of the withdrawal arrangements and 
future trade agreements mean that it has not been possible to evaluate in detail specific 
Brexit scenarios. Therefore, the HIA focuses in general terms on the potential opportunities 
and risks to health and well-being in Wales of the UK leaving the EU; although there is 
recognition that the nature and scale of these may change depending on the Brexit process. 
Assessing and responding to the impacts of Brexit is a work in progress and this HIA will 
continue to be reviewed and monitored to reflect changing contexts, evidence and events. 

This HIA consists of an Executive Summary (this document), a Main Findings report and an 
accompanying Technical Report (in two parts), which provide further information on the 
methodology used, as well as the full evidence on which the findings of the HIA are based. 
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2 Aim

The aim of this HIA is to identify and assess the extent and nature of key potential health 
and well-being impacts of Brexit in Wales - whether physical, mental or social. This includes 
an assessment of whether these impacts are positive or negative, the main population 
groups affected, and if there are any unintended consequences or ‘gaps’ in plans, proposals 
or policies in preparation for, or in response to Brexit.  The HIA will also identify areas 
for future action. The intended audience is wide ranging and includes multidisciplinary 
stakeholders from the public, private and third sectors.

3 Health Impact Assessment
An assessment of the potential health and well-being impacts of a policy can be a useful and 
informative process. This can help support policy makers and stakeholders to make robust, 
evidence based decisions and take appropriate action.  HIA is currently not statutory in the 
UK but will become so in Wales as part of the implementation of the Public Health (Wales) 
Act 2017. This HIA is a unique analysis which demonstrates PHW’s leadership for HIA and its 
commitment to carrying out the process as part of the forthcoming HIA statutory duty, and 
also supports the implementation of the Well-being of the Future Generations (2015) Act. 
HIA is an evidence based systematic, flexible process, which supports organisations to assess 
the potential consequences of their decisions, policies, plans or proposals on population 
health and well-being.

This HIA on the public health implications of Brexit is based on a breadth of evidence – 
both quantitative and qualitative, drawn from peer reviewed literature, grey literature, 
health intelligence and other demographic data, a participatory stakeholder workshop 
and interviews with twenty-five experts. This evidence has been collated, synthesised and 
analysed to identify key themes and potential areas of impact. A Strategic Advisory Group 
with representatives from key sectors and stakeholders (see Acknowledgements) has 
informed the HIA methodology and development of this report (Box 1).  A full description of 
the methodology can be found in the accompanying Technical Report (Part 1, section 3).

Box 1. HIA Process

1. Screening: does the proposal or plan have an impact on population health?

2.  Scoping: what resources, timeframes, policy windows, evidence needs to 
be considered? Does a Steering Group need to be established? Roles and 
responsibilities of any Steering Group

3.  Appraisal / Assessment of evidence: triangulation of qualitative and 
quantitative evidence and health intelligence

4.  Reporting and recommendations: construction of HIA report and any non-
technical summary

5.  Review and reflection: including monitoring and evaluation – did the HIA and 
any findings have an impact on health and well-being or decision making process?
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4 Key Policy Mechanisms

The HIA identifies key policy pathways and mechanisms through which Brexit directly and 
indirectly affects the determinants of health (social, economic and physical environment and 
individual behaviours), population groups and therefore, health and well-being. Whilst some 
of these policy areas are devolved to Wales, significant levers for future health and well-
being, for example, justice, immigration and foreign affairs are reserved to UK Government. 
The key policy mechanisms through which Brexit could have a direct impact on health in 
Wales are (in no particular order of importance):

• Changing regulatory standards and legal frameworks (devolved and non-devolved)

• Terms of future trade policy and trade agreements (devolved and non-devolved)

• End of freedom of movement and changes to immigration policies (non-devolved)

• UK citizens will no longer be EU citizens (non-devolved)

• Loss of jurisdiction of the European Court of Justice (non-devolved)

• Reduced access to key coordinating public health systems (devolved and non-devolved) 
e.g. European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control, European Medicines Agency 

• Reduced access to data, intelligence and evidence sharing mechanisms (devolved and 
non-devolved)

• Reduced access to EU funding (devolved and non-devolved)

• The loss of jurisdiction of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights in the UK (non-
devolved)

• Rights of EU Nationals to live and work in the UK (non-devolved)

• Leaving the single market and / or customs union (non-devolved)

• Regulatory divergence increasing customs requirements at borders (non-devolved)

Mechanisms for potential indirect impacts of Brexit on health have been identified (in no 
particular order of importance):  

• Economic decline, inflation and linked reduction in funding for the public sector, 
infrastructure and key community assets 

• Increased uncertainty over the future 

• Increase in hate crime

• Increased political engagement and participation

At the time of writing, a number of options are being explored in the public domain in 
terms of the nature of the withdrawal agreement including “soft Brexit”, “hard Brexit” and 
“no deal” (See Glossary in main report). This, together with the high degree of uncertainty, 
means that it has not been possible to evaluate each specific scenario and there may be 
further policy mechanisms for direct and indirect impacts that are not captured in this HIA. 

http://ec.europa.eu/justice/fundamental-rights/charter/index_en.htm
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5 Key Findings 

This section describes the main findings of the HIA in relation to population health and well-
being impacts of Brexit. This is based on a range of evidence:

•  Health intelligence (see Technical Report: Part 2, Community Health Profile)

• Critically appraised literature (see Technical Report: Part 1, Section 5) 

• And stakeholder evidence (see Technical Report: Part 1, Section 4)

This has been collated, triangulated, synthesised and analysed. Further information on the 
methodology can be found in the Main Findings report, Section 2 and the accompanying 
Technical Report: Part 1, Section 3. A full description of the findings from the appraisal 
of the evidence can be found in Section 4 of the Main Findings Report and the Technical 
Report: Part 2. 

From this evidence base, the authors have drawn a number of key findings (listed below). 

1. The direct impacts on the determinants of health 

2. The population groups impacted 

3. The indirect impact on mental well-being

4. The policy context in Wales

5. Trade and trade agreements as a key determinant of health 
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Terminology
The HIA uses specific terminology to describe the impact, using the following descriptors 
throughout:

Type of impact

Positive / opportunity Negative

Impacts that are considered to improve health 
status or provide an opportunity to do so

Impacts that are considered to diminish  
health status

Likelihood of impact

Confirmed Strong direct evidence e.g. from a wide range of sources 
that an impact has already happened or will happen Confirmed

Probable More likely to happen than not. Direct evidence but 
from limited sources Probable

Possible May or may not happen. Plausible, but with limited 
evidence to support Possible

Intensity / severity of impact

Major Significant in intensity, quality or extent. Significant or 
important enough to be worthy of attention, noteworthy Major

Moderate Average in intensity, quality or degree Moderate

Minimal Of a minimum amount, quantity or degree, negligible Minimal

Duration of  impact

Short term (S) Impact seen in 0 – 3 years Short term (S)

Medium term (M) Impact seen in 3 – 10 years Medium term (M)

Long term (L) Impact seen in >10 years Long term (L)

In this section (and throughout the report), Brexit impacts are described as potentially 
‘negative’ and / or as ‘positive / opportunity’. ‘Negative’ is used when the evidence indicates 
there could be negative impacts on the health and well-being determinants, for example 
food safety and supply (Table 1), or specific population groups for example non UK EU 
citizens living in the UK (Table 2). Where potential negative impacts are identified, policy 
interventions and actions could be put in place to mitigate or prevent negative impacts. The 
term ‘positive / opportunity’ is used to describe a potential beneficial impact of Brexit on 
health and well-being determinants or population groups and is based on the premise that 
policy interventions or action would be taken to maximise positive impacts or opportunities. 
For many determinants of health and population groups, both positive and negative impacts 
have been identified. For example, a negative confirmed major impact over the short to 
medium term has been identified for healthcare staffing, linked to changes and uncertainty 
in immigration rules, ending of freedom of movement, and cross border qualifications 
recognition. A possible moderate long-term positive impact / opportunity has been 
identified to train more UK nationals to work in healthcare. This will require prioritisation 
of policies, plans and actions to train, recruit and retain more UK national staff. Of note, the 
impacts will vary according to the specific population group(s) affected or the final terms of 
a Brexit agreement. This detailed information can be found in Section 4 of the Main Findings 
report and Part 2 of the Technical Report.   
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In terms of the determinants of health and well-being, the analysis of impact shows that 
nearly all potential positive impacts / opportunities are classified as ‘possible’, that is 
they may plausibly happen but there is limited evidence to support this. A ‘probable’ 
positive impact (more likely to happen than not) has been identified for agricultural and 
land management policy / funding, on the basis of new opportunities to shape and tailor 
agriculture policy in Wales. Analysis indicates that the majority of potential positive impacts 
/ opportunities are expected to have a moderate degree of impact over a medium to long 
term (impact seen over more than 3 years) or in the long term (over 10 years). Examples of 
areas where no positive impacts have been identified include food supply, cost of food, job 
security, research and development funding for health technologies and treatments, and 
reciprocal (cross-border) health care.  

The majority of potential negative impacts identified are classified as having either 
a moderate or major impact and over half are estimated to have either a probable or 
confirmed impact. There are seven areas identified as having a probable major impact: 
food safety systems; cost of food; job security in sectors linked to exports / imports and 
exposures to changes in tariff and non-tariff barriers; EU funding for community, economic 
infrastructure for addressing inequalities; access to medicines, medical devices and clinical 
trials; reciprocal (cross-border) health care; and social care staffing. Of note, there are four 
areas identified as having a confirmed major impact: workforce challenges in sectors linked 
to health and well-being; EU agricultural and land management policy / funding; EU research 
and development funding for health related technologies and treatments; and recruitment 
and retention of health care staff. 

It is recognised that as the Brexit process continues and evolves, the impacts identified 
in the table may change or there may be other impacts that are, as yet, unidentified 
and which may ultimately be of equal significance to health and well-being.
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For five population groups there are potential positive impacts of 
Brexit. The majority of these impacts are classed as ‘possible’ (they 
may plausibly happen but there is limited evidence to support 
this), and are anticipated to have either a minimal or moderate 
impact. Farmers and those living in rural communities will 
probably experience a major positive impact / opportunity over 
the long term, related to the UK’s release from the Common 
Agricultural Policy and ability to access new markets. However, 
this group will probably see a major negative impact in the short 
to medium term, due to the loss of EU income streams and 
current uncertainty around replacement funding.

Potential negative impacts have been identified for 
all the population groups considered. Most impacts 
are identified as ‘probable’, and for the majority 
the negative impact is considered to be major.  The 
groups that are considered to be most likely to 
experience a major negative impact are: children 
born into families with a parent from a non UK EU 
country; non UK EU citizens and their families; young 
adults; people living on low income; people at risk of 
unemployment; those who are unemployed; people 
living in areas with poor economic and health indicators 
or areas that have been beneficiaries of EU funding; 
farmers and rural communities; and people in need of health 
and social care.

It is recognised that as the Brexit process continues and evolves, the impacts identified in 
the table may change or there may be other impacts that are, as yet, unidentified and which 
may ultimately be of equal significance to health and well-being.

Key Finding 3: Indirect impacts on mental well-being

Stakeholders who participated in the HIA have identified a number of potential mechanisms 
through which population mental health and well-being could be affected by Brexit (see 
Main Findings report, section 4.3). These include increased uncertainty; an altered sense of 
control; family and community relationships; economic decline and unemployment; levels of 
community resilience following major change; increased mobilisation of social and political 
capital; and impacts on inclusion and discrimination. 

These mechanisms of influence on mental well-being are supported by a review of the 
literature. However, the HIA has not identified any analysis of health data or qualitative 
research carried out to date on the impact of Brexit on population mental health and 
well-being.  This is an area where surveillance and research should provide a better 
understanding of the issues, including impacts that may have begun since the vote to leave. 
Evidence regarding previous economic crises suggests that policy interventions can be 
effective in reducing or mitigating the impacts of economic decline on mental health and 
well-being.
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Key finding 4: The policy context in Wales

Stakeholders at the HIA workshop and in interviews stated that the Well-being of the Future 
Generations (Wales) Act 2015 (WFG Act) provides a powerful legislative framework which 
promotes collaboration, integration, long term thinking, preventative approaches and public 
involvement (see Main Findings report, section 5). Participants stated that any new devolved 
powers, policy frameworks or levers, which emerge from Brexit or post withdrawal, should 
take account of the Act’s sustainable development principle and its (five) ways of working.  
They have also identified that the WFG Act is a positive force to counteract any potential 
negative impacts of Brexit and can help shape the long term future of Wales, in line with 
Wales’ (seven) well-being goals.  Stakeholders have recommended that there is a need to 
focus on the sustainable development principle rather than only managing the immediate 
consequences of Brexit.

HIA workshop and interview participants identified Brexit as providing an opening to reflect 
on current policy and identify new opportunities for improved policy and increased devolution, 
which may be more appropriate to meet Wales’ future needs. Participants in the HIA workshop 
identified the opportunity cost of organisations across all sectors focusing on preparing for 
withdrawal from the EU as a major negative unintended consequence of Brexit, and that this 
could lead to a reduced focus on many other policy priorities, such as climate change. 

Key Finding 5: Trade and trade agreements as a key determinant 
of health

A rapid review of evidence on the potential impacts of Brexit on the economy, and the relationship 
between trade, the economy and health outcomes has been carried out as part of the HIA.  A more 
detailed discussion of the findings can be found in Section 3 of the Main Findings report.

The impact of any possible reduction in economic growth, rising inflation and consequent 
reductions in public spending due to Brexit are one set of mechanisms through which health 
impacts may occur. The evidence clearly shows that such economic downturns significantly affect 
the determinants of health such as income, employment and living standards, with strong evidence 
connecting these with impacts on mental health. However, predicting health outcomes is complex 
and difficult. Evidence from other economic crises suggests that policy interventions such as active 
labour market programmes, family support, and primary mental health care can help reduce or 
mitigate impacts on mental health and well-being. 

There is strong evidence that the provisions of international trade agreements have significant 
influence on the determinants of health and well-being. There are both risks and opportunities 
for population health in future trade agreements post Brexit and these will require ongoing 
scrutiny and advocacy by public health experts to ensure that health and well-being are protected 
and promoted. This is a complex and large-scale task, given the potential increased volume of bi-
lateral trade agreements that may occur post Brexit. This will also have workforce development 
implications for public health, as internationally there has been little focus within public health 
practice, education and research perspectives on engaging with globalised trade policy. 
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6 Summary 

6.1 Potential Positive Impacts

The HIA identifies a number of potential positive impacts or opportunities 
for health and well-being in the medium to long term following the UK’s 
withdrawal from the EU. As mentioned earlier, these are based on the 
premise that action is taken to maximise benefits or any opportunities 
presented by Brexit and are highly contingent on policy commitments and 
/ or interventions in the short and medium term from Welsh Government 
and public services. These include (in no particular order of importance):

• Working with the UK Government to restructure future funding models for Wales

• Increasing skills and training opportunities for the population, including for health 
care staff in Wales 

• Maintaining and growing collaborative relationships with partners in European 
countries and exploring and building on non EU relationships and collaborations in 
relation to academia and research and development

•  Reviewing agriculture policy to focus on sustainability, with the potential to increase 
local sustainable food production and supply, and to decrease Wales’s carbon 
footprint

•  Enhancing key social, workplace, equality, food and environmental regulatory 
protections 

• Strengthening tobacco and alcohol regulatory, legislative or fiscal measures in law, 
regulation or future trade agreements  
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6.2 Potential Negative Impacts

The HIA identifies potential negative impacts from the UK’s withdrawal 
from the EU, many of which are in the short to medium term and are 
across the breadth of the key determinants of health and include (in no 
particular order of importance): 

Health care services
• Potential increased pressure on National Health Service (NHS) and social care staffing 

levels as a result of recruitment and retention issues

• Reduced or delayed access to new medicines, clinical trials and devices due to the UK 
leaving key regulatory and coordinating bodies

• Loss of access to European Reference Networks and rapid access to specialist clinical 
care for rare diseases 

Access to healthy, safe and affordable food 
• Disruption to food safety and standards systems, labour and supply chains 

• Food standards regulations could be adversely impacted through future trade 
agreements or policy changes

• Any increase in inflation as a result of Brexit may increase the cost of food, which will 
particularly impact on people on low incomes. This needs to be seen in the context of 
the recent growth of food bank use across Wales

Public health / health security
• Reduced health protection capability due to the UK no longer participating in key EU 

public health coordinating systems and evidence sharing mechanisms  

Changes relating to EU legislation, regulations and standards 
• Standards of social, workplace, equality, employment and environmental protections 

could be adversely impacted through future trade agreements or policy changes

• Loss of jurisdiction of the EU Charter of Fundamental Rights for UK citizens

Employment
• Potential for increased unemployment in sectors highly exposed to import and export 

markets due to changes in tariffs, non-tariff barriers and customs regulations  

Access to EU funding
• Loss or reduced access to future EU funding for infrastructure, tackling inequalities 

and poverty and economic development

• Uncertainty of future agricultural payments model

Research and Development 
• Loss or reduced access to future EU funding for research and development

• Loss or reduced access to EU research collaborations and networks

Mental health and well-being
• Impact on mental health and well-being through uncertainty about the future, 

strained family and community relationships, economic decline, levels of community 
resilience to major change, and reduced community cohesion and tolerance
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6.3 Duration of Impact 

The HIA has also assessed the impact of Brexit in the short to medium 
term and the medium to long term on the population (in no particular 
order of importance): 

Short to medium term

• The economic status of the UK and Wales post Brexit could have a positive or negative 
impact across the wider determinants of health and well-being and is dependent on 
the nature of any trade agreements and UK Government economic policy

• There will be major disruption if contingency planning and mitigating actions are not 
functional when needed, for example in areas such as medicines, health protection, 
food supply, social care staffing and other workforce issues 

• The uncertainty about the nature of the UK’s departure from the EU could have a 
negative impact on population mental well-being. Community cohesion and resilience 
could also be affected

• There are a number of potential detrimental health and well-being impacts linked to 
the regulatory agenda and leaving key coordinating agencies, including disruption to 
supply chains for food and medicines, food safety systems and environmental health 
determinants

• Further research, engagement and monitoring is needed to assess the impact on the 
vulnerable populations identified in the HIA
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Medium to long term 

• The economic status of the UK and Wales post Brexit could have a positive or negative 
impact across the wider determinants of health and well-being and is dependent on 
the nature of any trade agreements and UK Government economic policy

• Enabling employment, training and skill opportunities through Welsh Government 
levers and policy could maximise any potential positive opportunities of Brexit

• Wales could seize the chance to build on its natural resource and sustainable 
development policy and create more favourable working conditions which could 
attract key workers

• Wales could continue to strengthen relationships with other devolved UK nations and 
with individual agencies.  Maintaining existing relationships and collaborations with 
EU partners wherever possible will remain important but there are also opportunities 
to build new partnerships with the World Health Organization (WHO) and other 
international health organisations 

• Key social, public health and environmental protections could be enhanced or reduced 
e.g. air quality, working conditions, labelling for alcohol or tobacco products

• Equality and rights legislation, depending on final policy positions, could be enhanced 
or reduced

• People living in areas with poor economic and health indicators / areas of Wales that 
have been significant beneficiaries of EU funding will need to be supported and action 
taken to develop new models of funding

• Action to address inequalities in community, economic and infrastructure investment 
will need to be developed to address the long term impact of Brexit

In order to maximise any identified opportunities, policy actions will need to be taken in the 
immediate to short term.
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7 Future Action

Detailed recommendations on the issues identified is beyond the scope 
of this report. The tables below represent a list of areas for future action 
that government and other public services need to ensure are being 
monitored and addressed. Each of the identified areas for action requires 
a co-ordinated and collaborative multi-agency response, to ensure that 
effective and timely interventions are implemented, in order to maximise 
opportunities and minimise any negative impacts on health and well-
being. The actions identified in the table are an assessment of need 
for action and are not a reflection of whether action is already being 
undertaken.  

The actions can be categorised as follows1:

Action needed Action is needed to prevent or mitigate potential negative 
impacts or maximise opportunities for health

Active engagement 
needed

Action is needed, for example to influence policy development 
within Wales, UK and Europe and future trade agreements

Research priority Research is needed in the next 12-18 months to fill significant 
evidence gaps or reduce the uncertainty in the current level 
of understanding, in order to assess the need for additional 
action

Watching brief The evidence in these areas should be kept under review, 
with long term monitoring and surveillance of impact levels 
and adaptation activity so that further action can be taken if 
necessary

1  This HIA has used an amended version of the urgency ratings from the UK Climate Change Risk Assessment (Committee 
on Climate Change, 2017) to enable areas for action to be identified and prioritised across the determinants of health and 
population groups identified in the HIA.  
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7.1 Action categories for the determinants of health

Determinant of 
health

Action category Rationale

Access to 
health and 
social care 

Action needed Affects the whole population, but particularly 
vulnerable groups. 

In the short to medium term there is one 
confirmed (staffing) and five probable negative 
impacts identified (medicines, medical devices 
and clinical trials, health protection, rare 
diseases, reciprocal (cross-border) health care 
and social care). 

See Section 4.2.9 in Main Report for full analysis.

Lifestyles: 
Food: safety, 
standards and 
access

Action needed Affects the whole population.

The scale of change and contingencies required 
are significant and in a short time frame. The UK 
may not remain a member of the European Food 
Safety Authority nor have access to current food 
safety systems. In terms of food supply, loss of 
labour and customs changes are key issues in 
the short term. Inflation may affect affordability 
of food and impact on health and health 
inequalities. 

See Section 4.2.1 in Main Report for full analysis.

Lifestyles: 
Alcohol and 
Tobacco

Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects large sections of the adult population.

Active engagement is needed to strengthen key 
legal and regulatory mechanisms in new trade 
agreements or legislation e.g. labelling.

See Sections 4.2.2 and 4.2.3 in Main Report for 
full analysis.

Living 
Environment: 
Environmental 
regulations

Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects the whole population.

Active engagement is needed to improve 
environmental standards and regulations in new 
trade deals and legislation e.g. Air Quality.

See Section 4.2.5 in Main Report for full analysis.

Living 
environment: 
Working 
conditions

Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects a large proportion of the population, 
early years and family life. 

Active engagement is needed to improve 
working conditions following new trade deals 
and legislation.

See Section 4.2.8 in Main Report for full analysis.
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Determinant of 
health

Action category Rationale

Economic 
conditions: 
Employment 
and skills

Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects the adult working age population, 
children and young people, and future 
generations. 

Could impact on health inequalities. 

Significant potential for impact on economy and 
jobs. Active engagement is needed to support 
policy change and investment to enable positive 
impacts.

See Section 4.2.6 in Main Report for full analysis.

Economic 
conditions: EU 
funding 

Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects the whole population. 

Directly affected by Brexit, resulting in 
significant potential for reduced access to 
key funding streams (structural, research and 
development and agricultural) for Wales. Active 
engagement is needed to influence future 
funding models and rules for access.

See Section 4.2.7 in Main Report for full analysis.

Human rights Active 
engagement 
needed

Affects the whole population.

Active engagement is needed to protect and 
improve key social, working and equality 
protections in new trade deals and legislation.

See Section 4.2.4 in Main Report for full analysis.

Mental well-
being

Research 
priority

Affects the whole population.

There is some evidence that Brexit could have 
an impact based on the experience of previous 
economic downturns (e.g. increase in suicide) 
due to uncertainty or potential political and 
social upheaval, but further insight and evidence 
is needed. This could be qualitative research and 
/ or monitoring rates of depression and suicide.

See Section 4.3.1 in Main Report for full analysis.

Community 
resilience and 
cohesion

Research 
priority

Affects the whole population. 

There is plausible evidence that Brexit could 
have an impact but further insight and evidence 
is needed e.g. community safety and resilience.

See Section 4.3.1 in Main Report for full analysis.
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7.2 Action categories for population groups

Population group Action 
category

Rationale

Children born into 
families with a 
parent from Non 
UK EU Country

Action 
needed

4% (around 20,000) of all Wales-resident children 
live in a household where at least one person is 
an EU citizen. Around 7,000 are aged 0 to 4 years. 
This group are potentially exposed to uncertainty 
and disruption to their family lives and education, 
dependent on future immigration policy.

See Section 4.4.6 in Main Report for full analysis

Families impacted 
by uncertain / 
new immigration 
regulations (e.g. 
EU citizens living 
in Wales)

Action 
needed

Uncertainty on future immigration rules 
may affect security of livelihood and living 
arrangements. In particular, for those who have 
lived and worked in the UK for less than 5 years. 

See Section 4.4.6 in Main Report for full analysis

People in need of 
health and social 
care services 

Action 
needed

23% of adults (696,000 people) in Wales have a 
long term illness. This group is vulnerable to any 
increasing pressures on health and social care 
resulting from Brexit.

See Section 4.4.6 in Main Report for full analysis.

People who are 
living on low 
income

Active 
engagement 
needed

This group already experiences poor health 
outcomes. Brexit could have a cumulative impact 
with welfare reform. People on low income are 
highly exposed to inflation on essential goods 
e.g. food and clothing.  

See Section 4.4.2 in Main Report for full analysis.

People who are 
unemployed 
/ at risk of 
unemployment

Active 
engagement 
needed

This group already experiences poor health 
outcomes. Economic decline and future trade 
terms may impact on jobs. Policy intervention is 
needed to leverage positive opportunities.

See Section 4.4.2 in Main Report for full analysis.
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Population group Action 
category

Rationale

People living in 
areas with poor 
economic and 
health indicators 
/ areas of Wales 
that have been 
significant 
beneficiaries of EU 
funding

Active 
engagement 
needed

This group already experiences poor health 
outcomes.  These areas are likely to experience 
significant future loss of community, 
infrastructure and economic development 
funding. Policy intervention is needed to 
leverage positive opportunities e.g. on any new 
funding models. 

See Section 4.4.3 in Main Report for full analysis.

People living in 
areas where large 
employers may 
move away

Active 
engagement 
needed

Economic decline and future trade terms may 
impact on jobs. An existing framework on Mass 
Unemployment Events provides a public health 
approach to preparing and responding to such events. 

See Section 4.4.3 in Main Report for full analysis.

Small business 
owners

Active 
engagement 
needed

89.1% of enterprises in Wales are micro 
enterprises. Potential negative impact on this 
group are due to the uncertainty of any future 
trade and regulation deals, potential increased 
paperwork and checks, costs or workforce issues.

See Section 4.4.6 in Main Report for full analysis.

Children Active 
engagement 
needed

There are a wide range of potential long term 
impacts as a result of reduced public finance, 
reduction in rights, and changes in working, living 
and economic conditions for families e.g. potential 
for increase in misuse of alcohol, impact on mental 
health and well-being which could lead to an 
increase in Adverse Childhood Experiences.  

See Section 4.4.1 in Main Report for full analysis.

Research 
priority

Farmers / rural 
communities

Active 
engagement 
needed

Highly relevant to Welsh population. There is 
potential for large-scale change and transition, as 
well as uncertainty in the short to medium term. 
Policy intervention is needed to leverage positive 
opportunities.

See Section 4.4.3 in Main Report for full analysis.

Research 
priority
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Population group Action 
category

Rationale

Young adults Active 
engagement 
needed

There are already existing concerns about the mental 
health of young people. Policy intervention is needed 
to leverage positive opportunities in areas such as 
skills. Potential negative impacts have been identified 
but further insight and evidence is needed. 

See Section 4.4.1 in Main Report for full analysis.

Research 
priority

Port areas in 
Wales

Research 
priority

An impact is possible, but the nature of the 
impact is currently uncertain.

See Section 4.4.3 in Main Report for full analysis.

Black and minority 
ethnic groups

Research 
priority

Evidence suggests a negative impact related 
to hate crime, but more research is needed to 
understand the scale and nature of the impact.

See Section 4.4.4 in Main Report for full analysis.

Women / Men Watching 
brief

The nature of the impact is dependent on future 
policy and trade terms.

See Section 4.4.5 in Main Report for full analysis.

Coastal areas Watching 
brief

An impact is possible, but the nature of the 
impact is currently uncertain.

See Section 4.4.3 in Main Report for full analysis.
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8 Conclusion 

This HIA draws on the available evidence (including expert stakeholder knowledge, 
critically appraised literature and health intelligence information) to identify the potential 
implications of Brexit for population health and well-being in Wales - both negative and 
positive. As Brexit has not yet occurred at the time of writing, it has not been possible to 
access evidence of actual impact. However, this HIA offers important early findings to 
enable effective planning and decision making. 

Many of the direct impacts of Brexit will affect the entire Welsh population, for example 
through food supply and standards; large sections of the population, for example by 
impacting on working conditions; or specific groups, such as people in need of health and 
social care services. 

In terms of the determinants of health and well-being, the analysis of impact shows that 
nearly all potential positive impacts / opportunities are ‘possible’, that is they may happen 
but there is limited evidence to support this. The majority of potential negative impacts 
identified are considered to have either a moderate or major impact, and most are estimated 
to have either a probable or confirmed impact. Of note, the four areas identified (see Table 
1) as having a confirmed major negative impact in Wales are:

• Workforce challenges in sectors linked to health and well-being 

• EU agricultural and land management policy / funding 

• EU research and development funding for health-related technologies and treatments 

• Recruitment and retention of health care staff 

In relation to population groups, potential positive impacts and opportunities have been 
identified for five of the 16 groups considered, although in the main these are ‘possible’. 
For all the population groups considered, negative impacts have been identified (See Table 
2). Most negative impacts are identified as ‘probable’, and for the majority the impacts are 
considered to be major. 

The HIA has identified a number of mechanisms through which population mental health 
and well-being could be affected by Brexit; surveillance and research are urgently needed 
to better understand these issues. Another key finding of the report is that any reduction 
in economic growth, rising inflation and consequent reductions in public spending due to 
Brexit are important mechanisms through which health impacts may occur, with the terms of 
international trade agreements impacting the determinants of health and well-being. 

Stakeholder evidence highlighted the unique policy context in Wales, driven by devolution 
and a focus on sustainable development. These could provide a number of positive 
opportunities for the people of Wales, such as more sustainable food production and land 
management. More detail on these findings is contained in the Main Findings report in 
Section 3 (Trade, the Economy and Health), Section 4 (Appraisal of the Evidence) and Section 
5 (The Wider Policy Implications for Wales).

There is an immediate need for organisations across all sectors to engage now and ensure 
that effective collaboration and co-ordination maximises opportunities in the Brexit 
process for better population health and well-being. The use of policy levers, particularly 
around the economy and trade; employment, skills and training; and resource management 
and agriculture must be cognizant of their impacts on well-being and avoid weakening 
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health protecting regulations already in place (See Main Findings report, Section 4). 
Minimising harms and maximising opportunities for Wales requires a fully co-ordinated 
response to Brexit across all sectors. Such coordination requires a lead organisation or 
agency in each field (for example health, agriculture, employment) and overall leadership 
to ensure integrated and timely planning. This HIA has provided some of the intelligence 
required to underpin such a lead function but has also identified that there will be a deficit 
of integrated intelligence unless on-going mechanisms are put in place. As seen earlier in 
Sections 5 and 6.3, the impact of Brexit and the need for an integrated response is likely 
to extend long after the withdrawal date (29th March 2019) and therefore such plans 
should take a much longer (3-10+ year) view. In the short to medium term the intelligence 
contained in this HIA could be routinely updated to help to underpin such collaboration, co-
ordination and monitoring.

Stakeholders who contributed to the HIA suggested early investment in key community 
assets and activities, to build community cohesion and resilience and mitigate negative 
impacts as a result of current uncertainly or future impacts on employment, economy and 
subsequently mental health and well-being (see Section 4.3.3 of the Main Findings report). 
The Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act (WFG Act) provides a framework for Welsh 
public bodies, for example requiring them to work towards a Wales of cohesive communities 
with a vibrant culture and thriving Welsh Language. Within such a framework the HIA has 
identified a range of potential mitigations to issues that may otherwise impact mental 
health and well-being through uncertainty, economic difficulties or impacts on employment 
arising from Brexit. Such activities should build on Welsh assets including:

• Welsh arts and culture

• Our agricultural assets and natural environment to ensure they 
are sustainably developed to support the health, well-being 
and prosperity of our residents 

• Our other international relationships (non-EU based) so 
that Wales can develop greater international collaboration 
and leadership through, for instance, United Nations 
bodies such as the World Health Organization (WHO)

• Using the above to enhance our international reputation 
and make Wales an attractive place to invest and reside 

Progress is being made in Wales to ensure health and business 
continuity and to address immediate issues such as health protection and 
health security threats. There is a need now to think ahead of the immediate situation, in 
order to ensure longer term strategic thinking positions policy and investment according to 
the opportunities and assets highlighted above. Part of this requires fostering, co-ordinating 
and strengthening partnerships across the four UK nations, across Europe and globally to 
enhance existing collaborations and develop new ones. Whilst immediate collaborations 
may focus on policy, research and developments that mitigate detrimental consequences 
of Brexit, they should also provide a starting platform for inter-agency and international 
co-ordinated work for the future. The health and well-being impacts of Brexit (whether 
positive or negative) and emerging risks and opportunities need to be continually monitored 
and reflected in collaborative arrangements and work. The sustainable approach already 
established by the WFG Act provides a useful template to ensure partnerships are long 
term and focus on protecting and improving health and well-being for current and future 
generations. 
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Recommended Actions
This HIA has identified a number significant impacts on population health 
and well-being in Wales which could arise as a result of Brexit. Whilst 
detailed recommendations are beyond the scope of this report, areas 
for future action have been highlighted, which require government and 
other public services and sectors in Wales to develop a collaborative and 
co-ordinated multi-agency response to maximise any opportunities and 
benefits and minimise any negative impacts.  Specific actions arising from 
this report include:  

1.  Policy makers and public services should consider the range of potential impacts 
of Brexit identified in this report (Sections 5 and 6) and the areas for future action 
(Section 7) and ensure co-ordinated actions are in place to address each. The report 
should also be considered by multi-agency structures that have been set up to 
prepare for and respond to Brexit, in order to provide co-ordination across activities 
and ensure interdependencies between them have been identified and addressed.  

2.  A number of population groups, for example non UK EU Citizens, deprived and rural 
communities, have been identified as especially vulnerable to harms from the Brexit 
process (see Section 5, Table 2). Policies and actions should be prioritised in order to 
address impacts on such population groups where Brexit may be most detrimental. 
All actions (not just those in health) should explicitly demonstrate how they have 
taken into consideration the protection and improvement of health and well-being 
of all residents in Wales, but especially the most vulnerable.  

3.  Leadership across the totality of Brexit issues needs to continue to provide 
overall direction to Wales’ response, and critically reassurance that plans work 
appropriately across agencies as well as across time scales (short, medium and long 
term).

4.  Public bodies should establish a joint organisational framework, such as a ‘Risk 
and Impact Framework’ to help develop, co-ordinate, implement and monitor their 
response to Brexit. The social determinants of health, for example education and 
employment, and areas of immediate risks to health (including mental health) and 
health care, for example staffing should be part of this framework. The framework 
should be informed by intelligence systems that routinely monitor the impacts of 
Brexit in Wales in general but in particular on the groups anticipated to be most 
affected (see Recommendation 5 and Section 5, Table 2). 
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5.  Data and intelligence across agencies relating to the potential impacts of Brexit 
(see Sections 5 and 6) should be combined and used in a regularly updated 
dashboard to inform joint policy and strategic decision making. This should include 
retrospective data from before the referendum, to establish a baseline before 
Brexit uncertainties began and to examine impacts related to Brexit that may have 
already taken place, for example on mental health, recruitment, investment in 
Wales.

6.  Organisations and partnerships should use the Well-being of the Future 
Generations (Wales) Act 2015 to frame their response to Brexit. This includes 
ensuring that the impacts on and the needs of children and young people who will 
be most affected in the future (including future generations) are considered (see 
Section 5, Key Finding 4). Action needs to focus on prevention of negative impacts 
and protection of well-being, recognising links with the social determinants of 
health.

7.  Further research is needed on the impact of Brexit on mental health and well-
being, community resilience and cohesion, children and young adults, farmers and 
rural communities, port areas and black and minority ethnic groups (Section 7).This 
should supplement data in the dashboard and could be used in combination to 
model future impacts for Wales. 

8.  The public health workforce currently lacks the experience and skills to influence 
and contribute to trade agreements (see Section 5, Key Finding 5). The public health 
system should consider how to build knowledge, skills and capacity to ensure health 
and well-being are considered at the forefront of such processes. Other public 
services may have similar deficits that need addressing.

9.  Public Health Wales, in partnership with Welsh Government and other key 
stakeholders, should monitor and evaluate the utilisation of this HIA. Public Health 
Wales (with input from the Strategic Advisory Group) should routinely review, 
monitor and share the key findings of this HIA, in order to inform the response of 
policy and decision makers, public services and multi-agency groups in Wales.
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“ There are few aspects of legislation that don’t impact on the 
public’s health, whether through the opportunity and nature of 
employment, regulatory frameworks for services and products, or 
protection of the natural environment. The UK’s departure from 
the EU will have significant and wide-ranging implications for 
national laws and regulation, trade relationships, the movement 
of people and the distribution of resources. The process will 
require a great many agreements between parliamentarians in 
the four nations of the UK, as well as with those in Europe.

   It has been described as ‘arguably the greatest peacetime 
challenge the UK has ever faced’. But it also represents an 
opportunity to work towards a more ambitious vision for future 
policy, legislation and regulation. Promoting a health-in-all-
policies approach to post-Brexit arrangements could put centre 
stage the protection and promotion of the public’s health”.

The Health Foundation (2018) Policies for Healthy Lives: A Look Beyond Brexit (p.3) 
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Note on the Limitations of the HIA

In order to provide timely evidence to Public Health Wales and stakeholders, this HIA has 
been undertaken in a short timescale (July 2018 to December 2018). This has limited the 
depth of evidence collation and analysis undertaken. The scale and complexity of the 
impacts of Brexit means that the HIA has focused on major direct and indirect impacts; it is 
recognised that there may be other impacts that are, as yet, unidentified. It is important 
to note that the majority of impacts stated in this report are potential rather than 
actual. 

The withdrawal of the UK from the EU is an unprecedented situation and there has been 
ongoing uncertainty regarding the UK Government’s negotiating position. Therefore, 
there is limited evidence on the precise impacts of any Brexit scenario and as a result this 
HIA has not evaluated specific Brexit scenarios, but focused on the potential impacts for 
Wales as a result of the UK leaving the existing framework of the EU.  

Evidence of the impact of Brexit on a wide range of policy areas is either unknown or 
highly contested and many assumptions have been made within the high-level evidence 
used within this report. Where possible, these have been included to provide the rationale 
for why certain impacts have been highlighted. 

Attribution can be challenging in public health and impact on health outcomes are difficult 
to capture from a complex event such as Brexit with its myriad of shaping factors and 
context. Any changes can also be due to other changes or factors in a population, for 
example austerity policies. 

This HIA is focused on a distinct Welsh political, social and economic context, which limits 
its transferability, although elements may be transferable to other devolved nations.  
However, it is hoped the findings of the HIA will be useful to agencies and decision makers 
both within Wales and beyond. 
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