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BRIEFING: The effect of Brexit on the NHS �± Thursday 22 March 2018.  

The RCN is pleased that the transition arrangements agreed this week mean that nursing 
staff from the European Economic Area (EEA) will continue to be able to come and work in 
the UK, but we remain concerned that the �8�.�¶�V���Z�L�W�K�G�U�D�Z�D�O���I�U�R�P���W�K�H���(uropean Union (EU) 
may: 

 
�x present new and exacerbate existing challenges around workforce sustainability, 

recruitment and retention of the 

services safely. 
 

1. Staffing  for safe and effective care : EU health  and care workers �¶ rights  
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nurse staffing levels to provide safe and effective care across health and care settings. 
Retaining EU health and care workers already here is especially vital because the domestic 
nursing workforce is in crisis, putting patient outcomes may be compromised.   
 
In the UK in 2017, for the first time in a decade, more nurses left the profession than joined.1 
The NHS in England has approximately 40,000 registered nursing vacancies .2,3 In 
Scotland, the vacancy rate for nursing staff is 4.1%.4 In Northern Ireland the last available 
data from March 2015 showed a vacancy rate of 5.1% for nursing, midwifery and health 
visiting staff.5 From our own calculations, the NHS vacancy rate for Northern Ireland in 2017, 
is approximately 6.9%.6 In Wales, there are no nationally published figures on vacancy rates, 
but our recent survey demonstrated consistent experiences of staffing shortages.7 
 
In 2017, 86% of nurse leader s said that recruiting nurses from the EU was essential for 
the proper functioning of health services across the UK ; and 59% stated that they 
have recruited non -UK international nurses in order to fill staffing gaps. 8 EU nursing 
staff make a vital and comprehensive contribution to delivering patient care. Without them 
here to provide the skills we need, our NHS and social care services will be unsafe.  
 
Uncertainty of status for European nurses now adds a dimension of complexity and risk to 
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