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RCN Issue Briefing: Rural health in the UK  

Rural and remote areas are often known 
for their open space, less crowded streets 
and cleaner air. While this has many 
benefits, it can prove challenging in some 
cases for both staff and patients trying to 
deliver and access health and care 
services.  
 
This briefing considers the key issues 
affecting the provision of health and care 
in rural and remote areas across the UK 
and sets out the next steps for the RCN.  
 
This briefing does not consider the specific 
impacts of COVID-19 on rural health 
provision but rather the general and 
systematic issues faced. However, we 
understand that the pandemic could have 
exacerbated many of these issues and 
that this must be fully explored and 
understood.   
 
What  are the issue s? 
 
Rural and remote communities and areas 
across the UK are diverse.  
However, rural populations can face 
common challenges in accessing timely 

. 



 

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-47362797
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/the-costs-of-delivering-health-care-in-rural-areas
https://www.nuffieldtrust.org.uk/news-item/the-costs-of-delivering-health-care-in-rural-areas
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/hospital-nurses/health-care-challenges-in-rural-areas-physical-and-sociocultural-barriers-01-01-2003/
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/hospital-nurses/health-care-challenges-in-rural-areas-physical-and-sociocultural-barriers-01-01-2003/
https://www.nursingtimes.net/roles/hospital-nurses/health-care-challenges-in-rural-areas-physical-and-sociocultural-barriers-01-01-2003/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2019/latest-uk-broadband-mobile-coverage-revealed
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2019/latest-uk-broadband-mobile-coverage-revealed
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/rural-broadband
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2018/getting-rural-areas-connected-in-wales
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/about-ofcom/latest/media/media-releases/2018/getting-rural-areas-connected-in-wales
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/186408/connected-nations-2019-ni-report.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0027/186408/connected-nations-2019-ni-report.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/186409/connected-nations-2019-scotland-report.pdf
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0028/186409/connected-nations-2019-scotland-report.pdf
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/policy-briefings/sco-pol-going-the-extra-mile
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/policy-briefings/sco-pol-going-the-extra-mile
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The RCN anticipates that the 
implementation of the legislation will 
address issues related to the provision of 
nursing services in all areas, including 
rural. We are currently working with the 
Scottish Government to shape legislative 
guidance as it works towards its intended 
schedule for full implementation in late 
2020.  
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�F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���µ�U�X�U�D�O�¶���L�V�V�X�H�V���D�Q�G��
workforce planning and that these were 
not routinely considered in STPs.38  
 
The NHS Long Term Plan (2019) 
acknowledged that smaller acute hospitals 
who serve rural populations face specific 
challenges, including workforce, and that 
many of the national standards and 
policies were not appropriately tailored to 
meet their needs. It committed to working 
with trusts to develop a new operating 
model for these types of organisations, 
and how they work more effectively with 
other parts of the local healthcare 
system.39  
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Following unprecedented industrial action 
undertaken by nursing staff in Northern 
Ireland at the start of 2020, nurses in 
Northern Ireland accepted a government 
offer for pay parity and safe staffing. The 
�5�&�1���Z�L�O�O���E�H���P�R�Q�L�W�R�U�L�Q�J���W�K�H���*�R�Y�H�U�Q�P�H�Q�W�¶�V��
progress in implementing the full 
measures set out in the agreement to 
ensure that there is safe staffing across all 
health and care services in Northern 
Ireland.  
 
Wales 
 
Nearly 20% of the Welsh population live in 
communities of less than 1,500 people47. 
While overall health outcomes appear 
generally good in rural Wales, poorer 
health outcomes can be masked by 
favourable averages. Rural Wales suffers 
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Legislation would support greater 
accountability for safe and effective 
staffing across all sectors and settings, 
including in rural areas.  
 
Achieving safe staffing levels for all areas 
in the future requires significantly 
increased investment in nursing education 
to ensure that there is an adequate and 
sustainable domestic supply of registered 
nurses.  
 
Across the UK, the RCN will ensure that 
our work to secure appropriate recognition 


