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BREXIT’s impact
on pharma,
healthcare,
and life sciences
in the UK
by R
 ob Pinnock

Perhaps the biggest impact of Brexit is the uncertain direction of the UK across the board
– this should not come as a surprise to most. A former colleague now employed in the UK
affiliate of one of the top five US Pharma companies spoke to me within the last month of
their need to hold a ‘War Room’ meeting every morning over the last two years to manage
the unprecedented environment. Establishing workarounds and crisis management plans to
maintain existing supply chains, ensure patient access to medicines, and continue running
ongoing clinical operations form the basis of these meetings. There is no simple metric for
the impact of this additional load across the industry.
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an EU Blue card11 for highly skilled workers

UK Pharma and Life Sciences is a high-tech
area rather than a factory, so in many ways,
and in a better position to respond to vagaries
due to Brexit indecision. This flexibility is

to take employment and settle in the EU
that would be an immediate attraction for
disenfranchised UK nationals.
The ‘Windrush Scandal’12 has already
left an indelible imprint, and despite

something UK industry must learn to use

government reassurances to the contrary,

to its advantage. One of the rare pieces of

current generations of researchers (who in
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In the UK, biotech has become very successful
and has grown to be a significant part of the
economy. However, it should be set against
the background ecosystem it requires to
operate within – biotech requires a pipeline
of ideas and highly qualified people in its
discovery and service/supply chain companies
to operate successfully.
Is this ecosystem at risk? To think it is not
is mistaken. Over thirty years ago, Margaret
Thatcher’s Conservative Government showed
little goodwill to the science budget and
universities. Consequently, emigration of
skilled workers accelerated and a generation
of UK scientists (mostly those at the
start of their careers) began leaving for
the EU and USA leading to the formation
of ‘Save British Campaign’ a non-political
lobbying organisation.6

for this loss of EU support, and there is some
evidence that some funding could become
available,8 there is no certainty that it can
maintain these levels of funding in the
scenarios predicted by UK treasury (see details
in a later section). Furthermore, the UK
would be required to pay a net contribution
into the EU scheme – this is anathema to the
politicians wishing to leave the EU and would
have no governmental support.

On a more general healthcare point, beyond
the uncertain future for EU residents in the
UK, is the impact on UK nationals. Hospital
administrators already face a crisis in recruiting
for hospital staff. Every day brings news of
more ‘guidance’ to physicians and healthcare
staff along with steps to cope with the shortage
of some medicines, e.g., radio-chemicals
for diagnostics and treatment of cancer.
The Association of the British Pharmaceutical

While money is part of the success story, it

Industry (ABPI), a UK pharma industry group,

is the ready access to resources and a skilled

has even called for a temporary ban on drug

workforce that makes it function so well.

exports in the event of a no-deal Brexit to

Leaving the EU disrupts this entire ecosystem.

prevent shortages for National Health Service

There is no reason to expect most areas would

(NHS) patients.13

not suffer a similar experience to those in the
European Galileo Satnav project described in a
recent edition of Nature9 where the UK simply
loses access to entire programs and areas of
collaborative research.

While it must be offset against higher costs for
imported raw materials and future tariffs, one
suggested high point is that the fall in the value
of the UK currency provides an opportunity to
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biopharma and life sciences are more flexible
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invest. A low-priced currency and workforce

to be poorer with fewer opportunities in a

to operate profitably in an environment with

enable UK exported goods and services to be

hostile environment?

reduced GDP and less negotiating power to

cheaper for foreign customers. Perhaps this is
an incentive to invest in the UK, particularly in

access international markets.

the official exit day, now pushed off until

While there will no-doubt be some incredible

perhaps the 31st of October 2019 and even

opportunities in which the UK will excel as it

then, there are years of trade negotiations

always has, right now those are unknown, and

The overall long-term consequences of leaving

to be carried out. To global business leaders

the overall temperament is downbeat.17 n

the EU are detailed in official government

intending to invest their money abroad, the

documents. These documents offer little

current post-BREXIT plans do not paint a

encouragement – see details at “HM Treasury

picture of a well-thought through strategy to

analysis: the long-term economic impact

exit the EU bringing great economic benefits.

of EU membership and the alternatives,

Rather it appears more of a desperate scramble

April 2016,” an official government treasury

to string together a survival strategy until

analysis that summarizes the outcomes.14

something better comes along. For any senior

For example, consider the analysis of ONS

manager it would be hard to make a case at

data of median UK household incomes in the

board level for investing in the UK when the

range of £28‑29,000. A post-BREXIT estimate

current conversation is of damage containment

of GDP per household compared to staying in

of existing investment and planning how best

the highly skilled employment sectors where
margins are greater.
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In summary, nothing will be any clearer until
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the full membership of EU is:
n Leave the EU but stay in European
Economic Area, (EAA): minus £2,600
(see p29 of report for the implications
to an average UK household)
n Leave the EU with a Negotiated deal:
minus £4,300
n Leave the EU with no deal and WTO terms:
minus £5,200
By that analysis, the life sciences and health
care industry should not be viewed naively
as infrastructure but rather as a skilled
workforce competing in an international
market. The recent historical experience
is that educated professionals follow the
path to the more prosperous countries
where their career aspirations can be met.
Silicon Valley and Boston are not exemplars
of low-cost economies but the opposite.
No clearer example is the UK’s reliance
on foreign doctors and nurses to staff its
health service (~25% of the staff comes from
the EU). All the evidence suggests that this
human resource is in decline if not in reverse,
with recruiting for nurses falling by 92%.16
Why would skilled people come to the UK
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