






  
    Skip to main content
  

    
    
        

           
                Intended for healthcare professionals

            


            
                
                    
                

            



            
            
            
                
                    
                        	
        Subscribe
    
	
    

  
    My Account    
  
  	My email alerts




	
        BMA member login
    


  
    Login    
  
  	


  Username *
 



  Password *
 



  Forgot your log in details? 
 




  Need to activate 
 




  




  BMA Member Log In 
 



  Log in via OpenAthens 
 



  Log in via your institution 
 








                        
                                                    
                                  
    

      
  
  
    
  
      
  
  
    Edition: 

  
    US    
  
  	UK
	South Asia
	International



  


  
  



  




 
  

                            

                        
                        
                            
                                Our company
                            

                        


                    

                

            


            
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                            
                                Toggle navigation
                            
                            
                                                            
                                    
                                    The BMJ logo

                                
                                                        Site map

                            
                            
                                
                                    
                                    Search

                                    
                                        
                                            
                                                                                                      
    

      
  
      Search form

    Search
Search







 
  

                                                                                            


                                            
                                                	Advanced search
	Search responses
	Search blogs


                                            

                                        

                                    

                                

                            


                            
                            
                                
                                Toggle top menu
                            

                            
                            
                                
                                
                                                                        
                                    
                                                                                    	covid-19
	Research	At a glance
	Research papers
	Research methods and reporting
	Minerva
	Research news


	Education	At a glance
	Clinical reviews
	Practice
	Minerva
	Endgames
	State of the art
	What your patient is thinking
	Rapid recommendations
	Student


	News & Views	At a glance
	News
	Features
	Editorials
	Analysis
	Observations
	Opinion
	Head to head
	Editor's choice
	Letters
	Obituaries
	Views and reviews
	Careers
	Rapid responses


	Campaigns	At a glance
	Better evidence
	Climate change
	Divestment from fossil fuels
	Patient and public partnership
	Too much medicine
	Wellbeing


	Jobs	Doctor Jobs UK
	Hospital Jobs UK
	GP Jobs UK
	International Jobs



                                        
                                        
                                        
                                            	Archive
	For authors
	Hosted


                                        

                                    
                                


                                                            





                        

                    

                

            

        

         
            
            
                
                
                                        	News & Views
	How Brexit might...
	How Brexit might affect public health

                    

                                        
                                                                                                                                                                                          
    

      
  
       
        

      
    

    
  

  

  
      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    

            Feature
    
            Briefing
    
            How Brexit might affect public health
    
    BMJ
    2016;
    353
     doi: https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.i2747
    (Published 16 May 2016)
  
    Cite this as: BMJ 2016;353:i2747  

    
    


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    	Article
	Related content
	Metrics
	Responses
	Peer review
	

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    

  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Anne Gulland, journalist, London, UK

	agulland{at}bmj.com


EU legislation covers everything from food labelling to disease control. Anne Gulland assesses the effects of leaving

Would Britain be more free to legislate on alcohol and tobacco pricing?
The United Kingdom already has some of the most stringent tobacco control policies in Europe. On 20 May it is set to become only the second country in the world after Australia to introduce plain packaging for cigarettes, going far beyond the EU tobacco products directive.1
The UK also has the highest cigarette prices in the European Union. According to the Tobacco Manufacturers’ Association, the price of a premium packet of 20 cigarettes in the UK is £9.16 (€11.62; $13.23), compared with £5.46 in France, £4.26 in Germany, and £3.78 in Spain.2
The Scottish parliament passed legislation to introduce minimum unit pricing on alcohol in 2012. The legislation has still not come into force because it has been subject to a long running legal challenge by the Scotch Whisky Association. The European Court of Justice ruled in December that the Scottish plans are restrictive to the market but said that if the Scottish government can prove that minimum pricing is more effective than taxation in reducing harm the legislation can be introduced. However, the European Court of Justice is not a decision making body, and the decision is ultimately down to the Scottish court regardless of whether the UK leaves or stays in the EU. A hearing by a Scottish court is expected sometime this year.

Would there be less collaboration in the event of a Europe-wide epidemic?
The lack of UK engagement with the European Centre for Disease Prevention and Control (ECDC) would be one of the most worrying health outcomes of Brexit, says Martin McKee, professor of European public health at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.
“The UK would no longer have any say on the ECDC’s management board, and our researchers would not be invited to any meetings,” says McKee.
If the UK joined the European Economic Area (EEA), like Norway, Iceland, and Liechtenstein, it would become an observer on the centre’s management board and advisory forum. If it decided not to join the EEA but still wanted to participate the UK would have to adopt and “apply legislation of equivalent effect to EU legislation on communicable diseases,” the ECDC states.
The ECDC also coordinates the early warning and response system, which enables member states plus those in the EEA to share information about communicable diseases. While it is unlikely that the ECDC would kick the UK out, there would be a question mark over its continuing membership in the event of Brexit.

Would environmental health be affected?
Nasrul Ismail, visiting research fellow and public health law expert at Bristol University, warns of a “regulatory void” if the UK left the EU because there would be no bodies to enforce the tough water and air quality standards set by EU directives. How effective any UK bodies would be “is open to question,” he says.
Coastal and inland bathing water has improved substantially over the past 20 years, data from the European Environment Agency shows.3 In 1990 just over 30% of coastal bathing water in the UK was classified as “excellent,” compared with 77% in 2014.
A paper in the journal Environmental Research Letters calculated that European emissions of sulphur dioxide, black carbon, and organic carbon in 2010 were 53%, 59%, and 32% lower, respectively, than they would have been without EU legislation implemented since 1970.4
The government has promised action over tackling high levels of nitrogen dioxide, publishing an action plan announced last December.5 But McKee says, “If we didn’t have the EU standards we would almost certainly loosen our controls.”

Would food labelling and food standards change?
UK food manufacturers have to conform to European standards requiring them to list all ingredients on labels and highlight potentially hazardous products such as nuts. Manufacturers have leeway in other areas such as calorie content.
However, the UK has come up against the European Commission on its proposed traffic light labelling scheme for food high in fat, salt, or sugar, which the EC ruled was “simplistic.”
But in the event of Brexit food manufacturers are likely to continue to abide by EU law to retain access to the single market. The government is keen that the UK food industry should be export focused.
Food manufacturers and food producers also have to comply with the EU’s General Food Law, which requires that food is “traceable.” Robin Hinks, policy and research officer at the Food Foundation, an independent think tank, says the UK could favour a lighter touch regulatory approach in the event of Brexit.
He also warns of a lack of resources at the Food Standards Agency. “If the UK were to leave we would have to look at a lot of issues in legislation, and we don’t really have a well resourced body of civil servants to do that. That conversation would quite possibly be open to the influence of large food manufacturers, who don’t necessarily have food and public safety at the forefront of their minds,” he says.
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