Policy Brief
Rural Residents of Wales are suffering
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What is the ISSUE?
The World Health Organisation (WHO) (1948) affirms that health incorporates physical, mental, and social well-being, rather than just the absence of illness.  Public Health Wales (PHW) (2007) published that Wales like the rest of the world, faces significant disparities in health outcomes between urban and rural populations. These disparities are largely driven by differences in healthcare access, social determinants of health, and economic opportunities.  According to recent studies, rural areas in Wales have a lower life expectancy, higher rates of chronic illness, and poorer mental health outcomes compared to urban centres. This advocacy campaign aims to highlight these issues and advocate for policy changes that will address the health challenges in rural 
The urban-rural divide in Wales is characterised by disparities in access to healthcare, socioeconomic conditions, and overall well-being, significantly affecting the health of the Welsh people living in rural areas.  
According to the Welsh Government (2015c), about 20% of the Welsh population live in rural areas and 70% of the overall 20% live in remote areas.  While urban areas benefit from better infrastructure, healthcare services, and employment opportunities, rural areas experience greater challenges such as limited access to medical facilities, fewer employment opportunities, and socio-economic disadvantages.  This policy brief advocates for comprehensive policy changes to mitigate the health impacts of the urban-rural divide in Wales.  This policy brief will provide recommendations for implementing targeted healthcare interventions, infrastructural investment, rural workforce development, and enhanced social services to bridge this gap and improve health outcomes for rural communities.

communities, promote health equity, and ensure that all residents of Wales, regardless of location, can achieve optimal health.
Health Disparities between Urban and Rural Wales
Health outcomes in Wales are influenced by a complex interplay of factors, including access to healthcare, socioeconomic status, education, and physical environments. Research consistently shows that rural populations in Wales experience poorer health outcomes than their urban counterparts. Some of the key health disparities are outlined below:
Chronic Conditions:  Ebeling et al. (2022) discovered the prevalence of chronic conditions such as heart disease, diabetes, and respiratory illnesses.  This is due to the higher number of older people living in poor housing conditions and not going out often. 
Healthcare Access:  Rural areas in Wales are often underserved regarding healthcare facilities and professionals.  Many rural residents face difficulties accessing timely medical care because older people who make up much of the rural residents do not have access to a car, with long distances to travel to the nearest healthcare facility, leading to delayed diagnoses for treatable cancers such as breast cancer, cervical cancer and prostrate cancer and treatment (Gartner, Gibbon, and Riley, 2007).
Mortality in Old age: The greater mortality in rural areas due to old age indicates that there is not enough action to address health challenges among older populations. This consistent mortality gap is crucial for public health and should be considered when developing policies aimed at reducing regional disparities in mortality (Ebeling et al. (2022).
Socio-Economic Inequality: Poverty rates are high in rural areas of Wales, contributing to poorer health outcomes. Rural residents often face higher cost of living, lower income levels, and limited job opportunities.  There is also a prevalence of homelessness in rural areas due to the lack of affordable houses but the assumption that homelessness is an urban issue often leads to its invisibility in rural areas (May et al. (2020).
Housing: The rural communities live in houses that have been passed through generations that exposed them to frailty.  Inadequate housing can both contribute to and worsen chronic conditions like respiratory diseases, while also negatively affecting mental health. The impact is particularly significant among the elderly and younger populations ((Gartner, Gibbon, and Riley, 2007).
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Transportation:  The limited, infrequent, and expensive public transport options in rural Wales disadvantage those without a car, making it difficult for them to access employment contributing to the level of poverty.  However, cost is not the only challenge physically disabled people find accessibility to be hard because they do not know whether the little service they have will reach their destination at the right time gives them anxiety and the unwillingness to leave their homes (Institute of Welsh Affairs, 2017).

Mental Health: Mental health challenges are particularly pronounced in rural areas, with limited access to mental health services and social isolation being major contributors. The stigma surrounding mental illness in rural communities also poses barriers to seeking care (Anna Freud, 2020).

The Causes of the Urban-Rural Health Divide
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Health disparities between urban and rural populations affect not just Wales but the United Kingdom in general which are driven by several structural factors.
Healthcare Infrastructure: Urban areas have a higher concentration of healthcare facilities, including hospitals, specialist clinics, and general practitioners (GPs).  On the other hand, rural areas have shortages of healthcare facilities, providers, and transportation systems which leads to delayed treatment and insufficient care (Senedd Research, 2017).
Geographic Barriers: 

[image: View over the Eglwyseg Valley © Chris Heaton cc-by-sa/2.0 :: Geograph ...]
Google photos



One in every three people in Wales lives in rural areas.  The geographical remoteness makes high-speed broadband network services difficult to access.  The old age of the residents means that access and how to use a mobile phone remains a challenge making online appointments to access healthcare services almost impossible.  High transportation costs and long travel times to medical appointments can result in missed visits, and delays in diagnosis and receiving care (Gartner, Gibbon, and Riley, 2007).
Economic Disadvantages: Economic hardship in rural areas leads to higher levels of unemployment and underemployment, lower wages, and poorer working conditions. These economic factors directly influence health outcomes, contributing to stress, poor diet, and limited access to healthcare (Gartner, Gibbon, and Riley, 2007).
Social Isolation: Rural communities often have smaller populations, which can lead to social isolation. The lack of social connections and support networks can negatively impact mental health and increase the likelihood of individuals experiencing loneliness, depression, and anxiety (Hussain et al, 2015).
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Policy Gaps: Although the Welsh Government has made efforts to address rural health disparities, there are still significant gaps in policy that hinder effective solutions. Funding and resource allocation often prioritise urban areas, leaving rural communities underfunded and underserved (Rural Health and Care Wales, 2017).

Policy Recommendations
To address the health disparities between urban and rural populations in Wales, we propose the following policy changes:
Invest in Healthcare Infrastructure in Rural Areas
The Welsh Government as a devolved power that has decision-making authority over health should prioritise investment in healthcare infrastructure in rural areas to improve access to medical services such as Increasing funding for rural hospitals and GP surgeries as well as expanding telemedicine services to allow rural residents in remote areas to consult with specialists and healthcare professionals (Institute for Welsh Affairs, 2017).
Offer incentives to healthcare professionals to work in rural areas, such as student loan forgiveness or relocation allowances.
Improved Transport and Accessibility
The government should ensure that rural communities have reliable and affordable transportation options to access healthcare facilities. This could include:
[bookmark: _Hlk182593430]Expanding public transportation services:  Wales requires a more accessible and inclusive passenger transport system and subsidise travel costs for low-income rural residents to attend medical appointments.  There should be local networks that are well-connected and affordable to help mobilise the workforce and support a thriving economy.  Solutions should involve leveraging existing assets and capacities within communities, ensuring that services are grounded in the lived experiences of local people who understand their area’s needs ( Institute for Welsh Affairs, 2017).
Enhancing Mental Health Services:  Mental health services in rural areas should be expanded and made more accessible. Policy initiatives should include, training primary care providers to identify and manage mental health issues in rural settings increasing funding for rural mental health services, and integrating mental health care into primary care settings.  Expanding community-based mental health programs that address social isolation and provide support for rural residents (Anna Freud, 2020).
Economic Development and Social Support Programs
A holistic approach to rural health must also address the socio-economic conditions that exacerbate health inequalities. Recommendations include:
Promoting economic development in rural areas through job creation, workforce training, and support for small businesses.
Strengthening social safety nets for rural residents, including improved housing support, and child care.
Expanding digital literacy programs Telemedicine has the potential to enhance healthcare by making it more efficient, organized, and accessible.  It is a valuable technology that can facilitate preventive care and improve long-term health management, particularly for individuals who face financial or geographic barriers to receiving quality treatment (Mazandarani, Lashkarbolouk, and Hashemi, 2023).
Policy Coordination and Research
· To ensure that rural health disparities are effectively addressed, the Welsh Government should:
· Establish a cross-departmental task force dedicated to rural health, bringing together health, transportation, education, and economic development agencies to coordinate efforts.
· Invest in research on the specific health needs of rural populations in Wales and use this data to inform policy decisions and resource allocation.
Public Awareness Campaigns
· The Welsh Government should fund public health campaigns aimed at raising awareness of the health challenges faced by rural communities. These campaigns should:
· Focus on reducing stigma around mental health and encourage rural residents to seek help when needed.
· Promote healthy lifestyle choices, such as physical activity and healthy eating, tailored to the unique challenges of rural living.
Expected Outcomes of Policy Implementation
The proposed policies would have several positive outcomes for rural communities in Wales:
Improved Access to Healthcare: By investing in rural healthcare infrastructure and improving transportation, rural residents will have better access to timely and effective medical care, leading to improved health outcomes (Senedd Research, 2021).
Enhanced Mental Health Support: Expanding mental health services and promoting awareness will reduce the burden of mental illness in rural communities, leading to better mental well-being (Senedd Research, 2021).
Economic Empowerment: Economic development initiatives will increase job opportunities, reduce poverty, and improve living standards in rural areas, all of which are crucial for better health outcomes (Senedd Research, 2021).
Reduced Health Inequities: By addressing both the social determinants of health and the gaps in healthcare delivery, these policy changes will reduce the health disparities between urban and rural populations, promoting equity in health outcomes across Wales (Senedd Research, 2021)

 In conclusion, the health of Wales’ rural populations is being undermined by systemic inequalities that perpetuate poor health outcomes. Bridging the urban-rural health divide requires a concerted effort from policymakers, healthcare providers, and local communities. Through targeted healthcare investments, better access to mental health services, economic development, and policy coordination, the Welsh Government can take meaningful steps toward improving the health and well-being of rural residents. The proposed policy changes will benefit rural communities and contribute to a more equitable and inclusive healthcare system across Wales
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