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Integrating the environment into the Welsh Preventative
Expenditure Agenda.
SUMMARY
•
•

•

The challenge of defining preventative expenditure is not new. A range of previous
attempts within the UK alone provide guidance as to what can be achieved in Wales.
Traditional working definitions have been unable to sufficiently include the
environment so a definition for Wales will need to do better in order to faithfully
reflect our Well-being Goals
Doing so enables established policies which restore and enhance resilience
ecosystems to be introduced as expenditure options at all intervention levels.

Context
The Welsh Government is undertaking work to define and promote preventative
expenditure. This is motivated by the Wellbeing of Future Generations Act (WFGA), which
requires Welsh public bodies to adopt the five ways of working, which include a long term
and preventative approach to improving well-being. In terms of prevention the Act states
that public bodies “must take account of how deploying resources to prevent problems
occurring, or getting worse may contribute to meeting the body’s well-being objectives, or
another body’s objectives.” The Act’s guidance expands on this by stating that prevention is
“not just about addressing problems – it is about finding enabling solutions and early
interventions at the right time to make progress in achieving the well-being goals.”
This has led to the view that investing in actions which prevent or reduce the likelihood of
existing problems from continuing over time will save money and lead to improved wellbeing. Thus far, the environment is being overlooked in these discussions, with the focus
instead being primarily placed on education and public health. This can be seen in Prosperity
for All’s five Priority Areas. These utilise prevention to tackle ‘root causes’ in each of these
areas, yet references to the natural environment do not. This is unfortunate given that
preventive spend requires greater integration (another way of working under the Act) to
function. This is due to effective preventative spend requiring a greater focus on how
activities across government interact and the recognition that some options for preventative
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spend my not be in the policy area which currently deals with the problem. An example of
this would be how preventative investment in action to tackle air quality (decarbonising
transport; enhanced green infrastructure etc.) would reduce the downstream costs to the
health service.
Definition
Preventative expenditure is far from a new concept, with references in UK politics alone
dating back to the 1950si. Since then the term has been subject to persistent criticism for its
ambiguity leading to disagreements over its meaning and the expectations for results.
There have been a number of attempts to define its meaning which have a role in informing
the Welsh process. One such example is the definition arrived at by the Scottish Parliament’s
2010 Finance Committee inquiry into preventative spending which chose: “Public spending
over the longer term that aims to prevent rather than deal with negative social outcomes”.
Given the explicit link to social outcomes, rather than also including the wider pillars of
sustainability (society; environment; and economy), this definition does not sufficiently
reflect all of the WFGA Goals. Given this, the Welsh Government needs to ensure this
definition is challenged and that Wales demonstrates the leadership to go further.
The New Economics Forum (NEF) has moved towards this approach by characterised
preventative expenditure under the headings of Environment; Society; and Economyii. They
have also defined three levels of preventionist policy making: Upstream; Midstream; and
Downstream, thereby allowing policy interventions to be more specific, as outlined in the
table below:
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In Wales we would need to ensure that the principles of the Sustainable Management of
Natural Resources (SMNR) - as set out in Environment (Wales) Act (EWA) - are reflected in
any definition of environmental preventative expenditure. Doing so would enable an
assessment of how a given expenditure option contributes towards SMNR. This approach
could be enhanced by further embracing the framework provided by the EA – such as the
recent State of Natural Resources Report (SoNaRR), which found that no ecosystem in Wales
had all the attributes of resilience. Doing so would enable expenditure decisions to be better
targeted towards actions which best align to the principles of SMNR and address what
SoNaRR identifies as the factors which adversely affect the state of Wales’ natural resources.
As a result, defining preventative expenditure in a way which maximises the potential offered
by the EWA’s framework, enables Welsh Ministers’ to better deliver upon their wider
obligation to seek to maintain and enhance biodiversity, and in so doing promote the
resilience of ecosystems. This would enable the government to realise the potential of
preventative expenditure to the environment has envisioned by Wales Environment Link in
their evidence submission to the Draft Welsh Government Budget 2018-19 where they
argued that it can “prevent further environmental damage and deterioration that might lead
to increased problems such as flooding, pollution, biodiversity loss and climate change. In
addition, taking action to restore ecosystems must be a key part of the preventative approach
to managing water (flooding and quality), mitigating carbon emissions, and addressing
health issues.”iii
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Environmental Resilience to deliver prosperity for all
Making preventative expenditure decisions using a fuller definition which respects, and
seeks to maximise its contribution to, all of the WFGA Goals better enables activities such as
habitat creation/protection and ecosystem & biodiversity enhancement to be considered for
their their intrinsic role in delivering prosperity. It also serves to better demonstrate the
inherent integration between the environment, the economy and society, and is therefore
more likely to prevent some of future threats environmental derogation poses to both society
and the economy, while also presenting their intrinsic value in the context of well-being.
An example of this would be the relationship between current health service spending which
could instead be invested into improving air quality by increasing green infrastructure; forest
cover; more responsible farming practices; or alternatively fuelled vehicles to prevent future
cases from occurring.
Recommendations
•

The Welsh Government’s final definition of ‘preventative expenditure’ must ensure it
is faithful to the Well-being of Future Generations Goals by integrating all elements
of sustainable development.

•

For the environment, this definition should utilise the framework and SMNR
principles provided by the Environment (Wales) Act, and thereby seek to ensure that
expenditure decisions enable the Government deliver its obligation to maintain and
enhance biodiversity, and in so doing promote the resilience of ecosystems.
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