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The sustainable development objectives, embraced by the United Nations, serve as a guiding compass in the global narrative of sustainability, steering nations towards a collective dedication to shaping a future characterized by prosperity and justice (United Nations, 2023). Within this global context, the United Kingdom, encompassing Wales among its diverse regions, emerges as a key player committed to these shared principles (Woodroffe, 2023). This commitment takes intricate forms, touching a list of pledges that intricately link sustainable development, health, and well-being. Notably, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act shines as a great manifestation of Wales' dedication to embedding these values into its legal framework (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015). Enacted with the explicit promise of aligning with UN objectives by 2030, this legislative cornerstone paints an encouraging portrait of Wales—a nation prospering while upholding the rights of its people and safeguarding the environment (Welsh Government, 2021). This commitment echoes a broader narrative of international cooperation and national dedication, highlighting the interconnectedness of global ambitions and local endeavours for a sustainable and harmonious future.
However, as this commitment unfolds, the narrative is recognised with the complex backdrop of contemporary challenges that cast uncertainty on the path forward (Shulla et al., 2021). The imperative to recalibrate tactics and objectives becomes evident, which is caused by the enduring presence of the global pandemic—a transformative force reshaping societal norms (Shulla et al., 2021). Simultaneously, the spectre of climate change looms as a constant and escalating concern, exerting pressure on nations to urgently address the imperative for sustainable practices (United Nations, 2015; Lu et al., 2019). Amidst these complex dynamics, economic factors introduce further complications, demanding that countries navigate the delicate balance between unpredictability and the pursuit of stability and progress (Del-Aguila-Arcentales et al., 2022). In this intricate interplay of global forces and local aspirations, the commitment to sustainable development unfolds as a dynamic response to the multifaceted challenges of our time.
The Wellbeing of Future Generations Act assumes a dual function in navigating this complicated landscape: it serves as both a gauge of resilience in the face of unprecedented difficulties and a beacon of hope in its commitment to a sustainable future (Messham and Sheard, 2020). The investigation that follows aims to deconstruct this story, analysing the layers of pledges, difficulties, and the dynamic interaction between international ambitions and local reality.
Taking a meticulous approach to unravelling these complexities, the ensuing paragraphs of this essay will engage in critiquing the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act. This includes an in-depth critical appraisal, an exploration of the functions performed by Public Service Boards and Local Authorities, a comparative analysis, and concludes with thoughtful recommendations aimed at charting a path toward a future where the symbiotic flourishing of health, wellbeing, and sustainable development takes centre stage.
A prime example of innovative legislation is the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, which demonstrates how committed the UK is to fostering a successful and sustainable future (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015). Adopted with particular attention to Wales, this ground-breaking law captures an all-encompassing vision that reaches beyond present issues to the welfare of future generations (United Nations, 2023). The Act is essentially a calculated reaction to the changing set of problems that contemporary communities face (Roy, 2021). Through the integration of the concepts of health, well-being, and sustainable development, it seeks to steer towards a path that not only takes care of pressing issues but also establishes strong groundwork for the prosperity of coming generations. Seven wellness goals are included in its structure, each serving as a beacon to direct the course of policies and actions (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2015).
These goals, which range from a resilient Wales to a globally responsible Wales (FGCW, 2023), describe a broad vision that goes beyond conventional success criteria. They embody a dedication to social fairness, environmental sustainability, and economic resilience, understanding the interdependence of these elements in creating a society that is genuinely flourishing (Davies, 2016). The Act aims to improve both the current standard of living and the future generations' inheritances while navigating the complex web of objectives (Messham and Sheard, 2020).
The creation of 46 national indicators on the 16th of March 2016, provide a useful benchmark that track advancement towards the achievement of wellness goals, is fundamental to the Act (Shalev, 2022). These metrics, which are based on actual data, offer a concrete way to evaluate how policies and programmes are doing on the ground. They reflect the complex nature of wellbeing, ranging from carbon emissions to educational achievement, and provide a comprehensive prism through which the effectiveness of the Act may be examined (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2022).
The Act's distinctive contribution is seen in its emphasis on integration and collaboration as well as in its statutory duties. It encourages the establishment of Public Service Boards (PSBs), forming cross-sector alliances to coordinate efforts towards common goals (Public Service Boards, 2023). This spirit of cooperation also applies to Local Authorities (LAs), who are the organisations charged with putting the Act's high goals into practise locally (HSE, 2013). Therefore, the Act acts as a unifying force, fostering collective responsibility for the well-being of both current and future generations.
The Act is not immune to the difficulties presented by the shifting global environment as it develops. The deployment of technology is made more complicated by the fast growth of said technology, the advent of new environmental hazards, and the cultural transformations brought about by unanticipated occurrences such as the worldwide pandemic (Lawrence, 2020). Pew Research Center conducted a survey in 2018, which showcases concerns about the future of people's well-being (Anderson and Rainie, 2018). The survey reflects widespread concerns about economic inequality, with respondents expressing worries about the growing rich-poor divide. Job automation is a prominent concern, with fears of potential job displacement due to technological advancements. Access to quality education is also a key worry, reflecting concerns about affordability and availability. Similarly, concerns about access to healthcare highlight the complex relationship between well-being and the availability of essential services. The impact of technology on personal relationships emerges as a significant concern, emphasizing the intricate ways in which technological advancements can influence the social fabric. The qualitative survey, therefore, paints a comprehensive picture of the complicated nature of present-day worries, reflecting a society grappling with uncertainties about economic stability, technological progress, and access to fundamental pillars of well-being (Anderson and Rainie, 2018). Yet, the Act showcases adaptability and persistence when dealing with these challenges, affirming its relevance in an ever-changing world (Messham and Sheard, 2020).
Amidst high hopes, the impact of the visionary law, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act, is revealed. A critical assessment is necessary as we examine its growth; this involves a detailed investigation of the ways in which the fundamental concepts of health, well-being, and sustainable development have materialised in Welsh society (Walpita and Green, 2020). One of the Act's seven wellness goals is centred on a "Healthy Wales." This goal is to establish a country where mental and physical health are well, where healthcare services are strong, and where prevention is prioritised (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023). However, the analysis of development reveals numerous factors and challenges along the journey towards a flourishing Wales (Walpita and Green, 2020). In the 2021 policy briefing by Wales Centre for Public Policy provided a thorough analysis of the various problems that the healthcare sector is facing. Systemic challenges include the impact of the three-year planning cycle on long-term strategy, uneven governance structures, and collaboration obstacles (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2021). Addressing the backlog emerges as a priority, demanding swift action and innovative use of digital technology. Boosting NHS capacity faces hurdles like workforce issues such as low wellbeing, changes to pension schemes, and recruitment and retention challenges. The briefing underscores the importance of support, highlighting the emotional and mental fatigue experienced by healthcare personnel. The section on population health underscores the rising prevalence of multiple disorders, declining mental health, and increased health inequalities (Wales Centre for Public Policy, 2021).
Even though there are many variables that might affect health outcomes, they are observable markers of the well-being of society. Examining health statistics becomes essential in this context (Office of National Statistics, 2021). Although the Act promotes a picture of a healthier Wales, the truth is more complex. Health disparities continue to exist (Allen et al., 2022), and socioeconomic status has a significant impact on both overall health outcomes and access to healthcare (Mills, 2021). Since the passing of the Healthier Wales policy in 2018, there have been significant downward trends in healthy life expectancy (HLE) between the most and least poor parts of Wales, according to data from 2018 to 2020. Male life expectancy in the poorest districts is 74.1 years, while female life expectancy is 78.4 years vs 84.7 years in the least deprived areas. The 0.7-year decline in female life expectancy from 2015 to 2017 to 2018 to 2020 in the most impoverished areas is a concerning trend. Males in the poorest districts had 54.2 years of healthy life expectancy at birth, which is much less than the 67.6 years in the least deprived areas, further highlighting these discrepancies in healthy life expectancy (Office for National Statistics, 2022). Compared to 70.2 years in the least impoverished areas, females in the poorest areas have 53.3 years of HLE at birth. Significant disparities are shown by the Slope Index of Inequality (SII), where men and women living in the most deprived areas live notably fewer years overall and have a noticeable difference in the amount of time they spend in good health and without a disability when compared to those living in the least deprived areas (Office for National Statistics, 2022), proving a need for review of current strategies put in place to achieve a Healthier Wales.  Furthermore, the Act's effects on mental health, a factor that is becoming more and more important to overall welfare (Owen et al., 2019), need to be carefully considered. Mental health issues are becoming more prevalent as cultural forces change (Thomson et al., 2021). Researchers used data from the Understanding Society UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS) to examine the effect of COVID-19 on mental health in Wales. Participants were asked to list symptoms including fatigue, despair, overwhelm, troubles making decisions, trouble sleeping, and problems with focus. This study covers the pre-COVID-19 pandemic era (2009-2019) and the COVID-19 pandemic (April 2020 to March 2021). It is unusual in that it focuses exclusively on Wales. The researchers used a 12-item General Health Questionnaire to assess mental health outcomes in an effort to quantify the pandemic's effects, lockdowns, and social limitations on mental health in Wales. According to the research, the percentage of serious mental health issues in Wales increased from 11.7% before the pandemic to 28.1% by April 2020 (Institute for Social and Economic Research, 2021). The group of young people (16–24 years old) saw the most decline in mental health, with an average indication that was 24% worse than it was before the pandemic. Gender differences were noted, with women generally displaying lower mental health following the start of the epidemic than did males. In Wales, Black, Asian, and Minority Ethnic people reported, on average, more than 4.1 difficulties related to mental anguish by June 2020, whilst White British people reported 2.7, showing a 55% relative difference. During the pandemic, the mental health disparity between individuals with the lowest and greatest incomes increased dramatically. By November 2020, the scores of those with the lowest incomes had deteriorated by 39%, while those with the highest incomes had only seen a 6.5% decline. It is necessary to check whether the Act has effectively included policies aimed at de-stigmatizing mental illness, promoting resilience, and guaranteeing that mental health receives the same priority as physical health since the incident of COVID-19 (Institute for Social and Economic Research, 2021).
In terms of health, the Act aims to promote comprehensive wellness in addition to the absence of sickness. It does this by including mental health, preventative care, and fair access to healthcare (Kemp and Fisher, 2022). However, this criticism explores specifics and casts doubt on the extent of influence on mental health programmes. Has the stigma around mental health decreased in any appreciable way? Has the Act sparked a paradigm change in public attitudes, making mental health a central component of a healthy Wales rather than merely an afterthought? In a similar vein, the critique breaks down the causal pathways to address health inequities by exploring the ways in which socioeconomic issues influence healthcare accessibility. Although the Act promotes an inclusive health environment, there is need to dive into its complexity and asks if the measures have been successful in removing obstacles to accessing healthcare (McMaughan, Oloruntoba and Smith, 2020). Do inequalities continue to exist, reflecting social fault lines, or are the advantages of healthcare resources allocated fairly? 
Another principle of the Act is the goal of sustainable development, which is linked with the creation of a "Resilient Wales" (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023). Sustainable development takes social and economic factors into account in addition to environmental ones (United Nations, 2015b). Wales's shifting climate offers a complex picture with ramifications for numerous aspects of daily life. According to projections, summer temperatures will be 1.34oC higher by 2050 than they were between 1981 and 2000. This warming trend is consistent with the 2018 UK Climate Projections (UKCP18), which predict later in the 21st century not just hotter and drier summers but also warmer and wetter winters. Along with a rise in sea levels, the forecast also shows a higher chance of increasingly frequent and powerful severe weather events, such as heatwaves and storms. Should these changes occur, they could have a substantial impact on Wales, potentially affecting the health of the population, the state of the economy, infrastructure, and the environment (Wood et al., 2022). The analysis shifts its focus to economic resilience and assesses whether the Act's promoted policies and programmes have created an environment that is resilient to shocks, encourages inclusion, and guarantees the prosperity of coming generations. The Welsh Government released Net Zero Wales: Carbon Budget 2 in October 2021. This second plan lays forth 123 recommendations and policies that establish the the framework for Wales to achieve net zero energy via 2050. Although efforts in Wales to comprehend and lessen the effects of climate change are accelerating, there is still a dearth of data about the attitudes and actions of the populace. These kinds of data are essential for jointly developing acceptable and successful climate change mitigation strategies that support public health (Wood et al., 2022).
A key component of the Act's philosophy is its dedication to environmental sustainability, which is embodied in objectives such a "Globally Responsible Wales." In order to determine if Wales has achieved progress in reducing its carbon footprint, preserving biodiversity, and promoting sustainable practises, there is need for there to be an observable impact on environmental parameters (Messham and Sheard, 2020). In the newly released study (JNCC Report 743) carried out for the Welsh Government, findings from the study indicate that the collective consumption patterns in Wales leave a substantial ecological footprint, exerting significant global environmental ramifications (Harris, 2023). Extrapolating this impact to a global scale, if the entire world emulated the consumption habits of Welsh citizens, the demand on Earth's resources would necessitate an equivalent of 2.08 Earths. To achieve sustainability, Wales would need to reduce its ecological footprint by half. Notably, Wales exhibits a consumption estimate approximately half that of the entire UK, signifying a comparatively more favourable ecological scenario. Encouragingly, there are discernible positive trends, with consumption patterns showing a decreasing trajectory since 2004 (National Indicators, 2022; Harris, 2023).
The survival and development of a dynamic culture and a thriving Welsh language are essential elements in Wales' path towards prosperity. This is highlighted as the ‘A Wales of Vibrant Culture and Thriving Welsh Language.’ According to the Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, this goal emphasises the fundamental relationship between language vibrancy, cultural diversity, and community well-being (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023b). The understanding that language and culture are fundamental components that greatly enhance the current and future well-being of Welsh society is at the heart of our endeavour (Welsh Government, 2017). "A Wales of Vibrant Culture and Thriving Welsh Language" is an ambitious goal, not without difficulties and complexity. Given that English continues to be the language of choice in many fields, one of the most important concerns is the maintenance and advancement of Welsh language proficiency (Owen, 2022). The uniqueness of regional customs is at risk due to challenges associated with globalisation and cultural uniformity that impede efforts to preserve the vitality of Welsh culture. The issues are compounded by economic pressures and demographic shifts, which call for deliberate measures to preserve cultural practises and language heritage (Verhagen et al., 2020). Moreover, it becomes evident that cultural policies promoting inclusivity and valuing diversity, while addressing the evolving needs of a diverse society, are crucial (Conn and Davis, 2023). A careful balance between tradition and adaptation, together with inclusive policies, are necessary in negotiating these difficulties in order to create a Wales where language vitality and cultural vibrancy flourish in the face of modern forces.
The various issues that modern societies encounter highlight the necessity of promoting social cohesion and inclusion in Wales. According to the Well-Being of Future Generations Act, achieving a cohesive society necessitates resolving inequalities in opportunity and resource access (Future Generations Commissioner for Wales, 2023c). This is termed as ‘A Wales of Cohesive Communities’. This cohesiveness is shaped by the intersection of social, economic, and cultural factors, calling for an all-encompassing strategy. Cohesion is hampered by the processes of migration, globalisation, and demographic change, which highlights the necessity of inclusive policies that take a variety of identities and experiences into consideration (Conn and Davis, 2023). Social justice, resource distribution equity, and community involvement appear as critical factors to take into account in the quest for a socially cohesive Wales. Furthermore, the current conversation on cohesive communities emphasises how critical it is to cultivate a feeling of community, shared values, and interconnectedness since they will be key components in building a future in which the welfare of all citizens is given first priority (Conn and Davis, 2023). However, addressing social isolation and fractured social networks is a major issue, especially in light of contemporary lifestyles and urbanisation. The conventional fabric of close-knit connections may become stretched when societies change, necessitating the development of creative measures to fortify social linkages (Marquez et al., 2022). Obstacles can also arise from economic inequality and unequal access to opportunities, since some groups may be left out and marginalised (Allen et al., 2022). To prevent dividing factors from undermining unity, tensions resulting from cultural variety and the presence of diverse belief systems must be carefully navigated. Furthermore, communities are dynamic due to variables like demographic changes and technology improvements, necessitating flexible ways to cohesiveness.
There is need to highlight the significance of Public Service Boards (PSBs) and Local Authorities (LAs) (WLGA, 2023). These organisations were created in order to carry out the Act's collaborative spirit, and they are responsible for converting its ideas into community-level plans that can be implemented (Office of National Statistics, 2014). There are currently 19 PSBs in Wales. However, Public Service Boards (PSBs) currently miss the chance to communicate their actions and establish a collective understanding of areas for improvement. Although certain PSBs create an environment conducive to self-reflection, this does not translate into improved democratic accountability or transparency. Inconsistencies and variations in public involvement and scrutiny mechanisms undermine their alignment with the expectations outlined in the Welsh Government's guidance. While there are instances of positive efforts to integrate and enhance scrutiny effectiveness, there remains a need for additional work to establish a consistent standard of performance and impact (Auditor General for Wales, 2019).
Local authorities have consistently demonstrated resilience in adapting to various challenges, including navigating budget cuts due to austerity measures and devising innovative approaches to maintain services during the pandemic (Auditor General for Wales, 2019). Despite implementing efficiency measures to reduce service costs, the current cost-of-living crisis poses an unprecedented challenge for local authorities. Although the Welsh Government is set to increase council budgets for 2023-24, the allocated funds fall short of what is necessary to sustain services. The Welsh Local Government Association estimates that local authorities will need to manage £1.2 billion in unfunded cost pressures between April 2023 and March 2025 (Audit Wales, 2023). Which falls short of the goals highlighted in the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act. Also, balancing competing demands proves to be a challenge for planning authorities due to the intricate nature of the planning system. Planning Policy Wales outlines the planning system's role in overseeing the development and land use in the public interest, emphasizing long-term collective benefits, and contributing to the overall well-being of Wales. An effective planning system is essential for sustainable development and the creation of sustainable places. However, its complexity arises from the interconnection of national, regional, and local plans, policies, priorities, and decision-making processes governing land use. Guiding a potential development or application through various layers of the planning system can be intricate (Auditor General for Wales, 2019b). Determining the relevant plans governing the development, understanding applicable guidance, and identifying the appropriate authority can be challenging due to decision-making involvement from multiple organizations, each with distinct layers of responsibility. Local planning authorities are obligated to operate within this planning policy framework, adhering to the guidance and directives established by the Welsh Government (Auditor General for Wales, 2019b). Furthermore, diminishing resources and inadequate capacity are undermining the resilience of planning authorities. It appears the financial landscape for local planning authorities has significantly shifted over the last decade. Adjusted for real terms, the net expenditure of these authorities has witnessed a stark 50% decline, dwindling from £45 million in 2008-09 to a mere £22.8 million in 2017-18. The sector that has suffered this financial reduction is development control, experiencing a substantial 59% decrease in funding. Therefore, more attention is required to change the downward trends in the Local Authorities (Auditor General for Wales, 2019b).
In conclusion, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act stands as a pivotal and innovative legislation embodying Wales' commitment to shaping a sustainable and prosperous future aligned with global objectives. Enacted with explicit promises to adhere to UN goals by 2030, the Act holds an encouraging picture of Wales as a nation thriving while prioritizing the rights of its people and environmental preservation. However, the complex backdrop of contemporary challenges, including the enduring global pandemic, climate change concerns, and economic factors, necessitates a recalibration of tactics and objectives. The Act assumes a dual role as a gauge of resilience in the face of difficulties and a beacon of hope for a sustainable future. While the Act has made significant strides, particularly in its emphasis on integration, collaboration, and statutory duties, a critical examination reveals challenges in health outcomes, mental health, and socioeconomic disparities. The analysis of health statistics suggests persistent disparities, necessitating a review of current strategies for achieving a Healthier Wales. Mental health issues, increased by the pandemic, demand a thorough assessment of the Act's policies in destigmatizing mental illness and prioritising mental health on par with physical health. The Act's goals of sustainable development and economic resilience are linked, and their impact on Wales' climate, consumption patterns, and economic policies needs careful consideration. The Act's commitment to environmental sustainability is reflected in its goals of reducing carbon footprint and preserving biodiversity, yet challenges remain in achieving observable impacts. Additionally, the Act's dedication to cultural vibrancy and cohesive communities requires a delicate balance between tradition and adaptation, addressing economic inequalities and social isolation. Public Service Boards and Local Authorities play a crucial role in translating the Act's principles into community-level plans, but challenges in communication and transparency persist. The resilience of Local Authorities in the face of budget cuts and innovative approaches during the pandemic is commendable, yet the current cost-of-living crisis poses unprecedented challenges. In essence, the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act serves as a dynamic response to multifaceted challenges, embodying Wales' commitment to a sustainable and harmonious future. As the Act continues to evolve, addressing the identified challenges and implementing thoughtful recommendations will be imperative for Wales to chart a path towards flourishing of health, wellbeing, and sustainable development.
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