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WALES AFTER BREXIT:  

AN AGENDA FOR A FAIR, PROSPEROUS AND SUSTAINABLE 

COUNTRY 

 

On 23rd June 854,572 people in Wales – just over half of those who voted - chose to leave 

the European Union.   

The result heralds a period of unprecedented political, constitutional, economic and social 

uncertainty and change. Nobody knows what the future holds – the optimistic and 

pessimistic forecasts are all based on assumptions that may or may not be realised.  

The risks and opportunities arising from Brexit come on top of already significant challenges 

facing Wales, in terms of its economic performance, demographic changes, pace of 

technological development and climate change, to name but a few.1 How our leaders 

respond in these extraordinary times will be critical.   

Charting Wales’ course through the next few years will be a major challenge.  It will require 

strong leadership, a clear vision for a post-Brexit Wales, a new approach on many key 

policies and the ability to unite people in common cause. Much depends on the terms of the 

UK’s exit from the EU, on constitutional change within the UK and – at least as importantly - 

on the post-Brexit policies and legislation adopted by the UK and Welsh Governments.   

In this uncertainty, it would be easy to opt for maintaining business as usual. But the 

referendum result was more than just a vote to leave the EU – it was a vote for greater 

control over and a stronger say in decision making, 2  and for a better quality of life now and 

in the future.3   

Our leaders – be they politicians, public servants, business people, community leaders and 

faith leaders – must do more than point the finger of blame elsewhere and seek to carry on 

as before. They must recognise and respond to the desire for radical change felt by 

ordinary people.   

That is why the Bevan Foundation is setting out an agenda for Wales’ departure from the 

EU. This agenda sets out the principles and key actions which should underpin Wales’ 

economy, society, environment and democracy as Wales withdraws from the EU and 

responds to the risks and opportunities ahead.   

http://www.bevanfoundation.org/
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Economy and Business 

Brexit brings some very real challenges as well as opportunities for the economy in Wales, 

and comes on top of already mixed economic prospects.  A great deal depends on the 

agreements in place after leaving the EU, whether this is membership of the European 

Economic Area, a bi-lateral agreement with the EU or operation within World Trade 

Organisation rules. But the UK and Welsh Government’s actions matter hugely too.  

The impact of Brexit on Wales is uncertain. On the one hand, foreign-owned businesses 

account for nearly 30% of Wales’ Gross Value Added4, with around  500 businesses whose 

ownership is in other EU countries providing more than 59,000 jobs.5  Exports to the EU 

account for more than £1 bn of business each quarter.   

Depending on the terms of the exit and on Government policies, there could be a significant 

loss of investment and employment in Wales. On the other, Wales is less reliant on EU 

exports than the UK as a whole, has strong business links with non-EU countries and is 

well placed to grasp new opportunities.    

While the way forward remains very unclear, already some economists are calling for 

radical changes such as abolishing Corporation Tax,6 and full global free trade.7  

We welcome the Welsh Government’s business confidence plan and new jobs and growth 

fund8 as short-term measures, but in the medium term there needs to be a more 

fundamental change in approach.   

To create a prosperous post-Brexit Wales we call for a radical rethink of 

Wales’ economic policies, so that they are based on a new, sustainable 

approach.  

This should include: 

 Fostering indigenous growth, including that of the foundation economy. 

 Ramping up exports to countries outside the EU. 

 Transition plans for vulnerable sectors including agriculture, steel, automotive and 

aviation. 

 Development of post-Brexit public procurement policies to stimulate the economy.  
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Employment  

The EU has shaped the labour market in Wales as elsewhere, contributing to the protection 

provided to workers and enabling the free movement of people between member states.  

Some provisions, such as the freedom of movement and the Working Time Directive, are 

directly attributable to the EU whilst others, e.g. some equality legislation, are long-

standing, UK-initiated provisions.   

Recent years have seen deep structural changes to employment.  Much of the growth since 

the recession has been insecure: more than half the increase in employment since 2008 

has been in self-employment and in part-time work, and one in five new jobs has been 

temporary.  At the same time, living standards have fallen: the average gross weekly 

earnings of the least well-paid quarter of employees in Wales are £30 a week less than in 

2008.9   

These changes have little to do with in-migration.  At the end of 2014, in Wales there were 

an estimated 45,000 workers born in non-UK EU countries, accounting for just 3.3% of the 

workforce.10 Non-UK EU workers are important in some public services e.g. the NHS with 

more than 500 doctors working in Wales being trained in other EU countries.11 Indeed, with 

its relatively high proportion of older people and above average levels of sickness and 

disability Wales needs a supply of younger workers to contribute to revenue and perform 

essential work.   

How Brexit affects employment is far from clear. Depending on the agreements reached on 

the movement of people, employers may face recruitment shortages – Welsh Government 

Ministers have already tried to reassure non-UK EU NHS and social care staff that they are 

welcome.12 It remains to be seen which if any of the EU protections the UK Government 

would repeal: for example there have been calls to repeal anti-discrimination legislation on 

the grounds of sexual orientation13 and race14 and to reduce maternity rights for women 

working in small and medium sized firms.  

In creating a fair post-Brexit Wales we call for decent work to be a 

priority.  

This should include: 

 A rejection of a ‘race to the bottom’ in employment rights. 

 A right to remain for all non-UK EU nationals resident in Wales.  

 Full employment in all parts of Wales and for all groups of people. 

 New solutions to get rid of the scourge of discrimination, low pay and insecure 

work.   

http://www.bevanfoundation.org/
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Environment 

The EU has developed probably the most complete and influential body of environmental 

law and policy in the world, establishing a common approach on a wide range of 

environmental issues and influencing environmental policy outside the EU too.15 

EU environmental policies affect almost all aspects of the environment in Wales, from the 

quality of water at bathing beaches, to air quality along the M4, to how households dispose 

of their waste to the numbers of rare species.  

Brexit will not automatically repeal the EU provisions in UK and Welsh law, but UK and 

Welsh Governments could be able to do so in due course. Already there have been calls to 

repeal ‘spirit-crushing’ green directives,16 for example in respect of habitats, use of GM 

crops and fisheries policies.17  

Many environmental fields are devolved to the National Assembly for Wales and there are 

in addition statutory duties on Welsh Ministers to promote sustainable development in all 

their business.18  

Although the scope is as yet unclear, there is potential to set new environmental standards 

and introduce new legislation to reflect Wales’ priorities and circumstances.  

In creating a sustainable post-Brexit Wales we call for Wales to set and 

uphold high environmental standards. 

This will involve: 

 Wales continuing to fulfil its global obligations to cut its carbon emissions. 

 Policies and legislation that are based on sound scientific evidence. 

 Incentives to invest in green technology and solutions across Wales. 
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Public Finances 

The impact of Brexit on Wales’ public finances is impossible to predict as it depends on the 

terms of the exit, the consequences for revenues of the economic impact, and the UK 

Government’s own fiscal and other priorities.  In addition there is uncertainty about whether 

Wales will receive compensation for the loss of EU structural funding and agricultural 

subsidies and the basis of future financial settlements should Scotland leave the UK.   

Notwithstanding the difficulty of forecasting, it is likely that only in the most optimistic of 

circumstances would Wales be better off as a result of Brexit, by some £220 million a year 

(around 1.5% of current expenditure).19 Much more probable are further cuts to public 

spending:  the only question is how big they are likely to be. At worst, it is estimated that the 

National Assembly for Wales could lose up to £860 million a year (about 6% of the current 

budget).20  

Any post-Brexit reductions in public funding would be on top of already-announced cuts - 

yet Labour’s manifesto commitments actually increase spending, albeit by an unspecified 

amount.21  It remains to be seen how the Welsh Government will respond to the prospect of 

a substantial reduction in its budget, especially at a time of rising demand across a range of 

public services.  

To meet the Brexit challenge we call for a radically new approach to 

public finances in Wales.  

This will involve: 

 a new ‘fiscal framework’ that properly reflects Wales’ needs; 

 full use of tax and borrowing powers to fund investment and maintain services; 

 full compensation for loss of EU funding.  
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A New Democracy & Constitution 

The referendum clearly mattered to people.  Turnout at 71.7% exceeded all recent election 

turnouts: it was nearly twice that in the 2012 local elections (38.6%) and substantially 

exceeded the turnout out at the National Assembly for Wales elections (45.3%) just 6 

weeks previously.  It was higher too than the UK general election.  

The referendum result has exposed and perhaps exacerbated divisions within Wales - 

between different generations, between different nationalities and between different social 

backgrounds, culminating in heightened racial tensions during the referendum period. 

Those voting to leave the EU were much more likely to be older, in lower socio-economic 

groups and with only secondary school education than remain voters,22 with many of those 

voting for Brexit feeling forgotten and ‘left behind’.23  The referendum has also highlighted 

divisions within the UK as its constituent nations and regions returned very different results.  

The outlook is extremely uncertain: a great deal of ill-feeling has been unleashed and it 

remains to be seen what the consequences will be. There is the possibility of a second 

referendum on Scottish independence and uncertainty about Northern Ireland’s future.    

In the years ahead it will be the UK Government which leads the negotiations. The call for 

devolved governments to ratify the Brexit terms24 is vitally important, but so too is a strong 

voice for Wales in Westminster in shaping the terms of Brexit in the run up to the deal, any 

future trade agreements and moves to repeal EU-related legislation.  

In creating a post-Brexit Wales we call for politicians and leaders to 

renew their efforts to build a cohesive and participative society. 

This will involve: 

 embedding freedom from discrimination in practice as well as in policy and 

legislation  

 a re-invigorated democracy, which ensures people have a strong voice in decisions 

that affect them;  

 a new constitutional settlement, including new or additional powers for post-Brexit 

Wales 

 a cross-party and pan-government alliance to secure a fair deal for Wales.  

 

We call on politicians and leaders from all walks of life to adopt this agenda in the 

coming months and years. They need to meet the challenges and take up the 

opportunities brought by Brexit, and build a genuinely fair, prosperous and 

sustainable future for all.  

http://www.bevanfoundation.org/
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The Bevan Foundation is an independent think tank that develops ideas to change Wales and 

improve people’s lives.  
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