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Health Minister Edwin Poots MLA answered his first set of Oral Questions in the Assembly this past Monday. Commenting on issues surrounding remuneration for community pharmacies, the Minister noted that the HSC Board and Community Pharmacy NI (CPNI) could not reach agreement for this financial year. The Minister further noted that CPNI has brought a judicial review to the arrangements imposed on them. The Minister indicated he wanted to address the issues but noted he did not accept the current assertions being made by CPNI. CPNI had previously indicated that the new arrangements would result in significant pharmacy closures. Responding to a supplementary from Dolores Kelly MLA the Minister said: “We have 30 pharmacists for every 100,000 head of population, whereas in England there are 21, in Scotland there are 23, and in Wales there are 24.”
Commenting further on the issue Mr Poots said: “I should make it clear that this Executive, this Assembly and this country spend around £460 million a year on pharmaceuticals. That is almost as much money as is spent by the entire Department for Regional Development. Therefore, we need to achieve better efficiencies in the system. We need to get value for money. We need to eradicate a lot of the waste of drugs that we buy and to maximise the amount of generics that we use. There is a lot of work to be done on that issue, and a lot of savings could be made.”
Responding to a separate question from Mike Nesbitt MLA, the Minister noted that, in 2010-11, there were 171,740 missed hospital outpatient appointments in Northern Ireland. Based on a study carried out by the health authority in Fife (who indicated the cost per missed appointment to the NHS was £110) this equated to a financial loss to DHSSPS of some £17 million. 
The Assembly’s Health Committee considered the DHSSPS annual budget at its meeting on Wednesday. Members noted with concern that the Department has not issued its spending plans for the current financial year even though effectively half of this year has passed. Witnesses from the Department indicated the budget is still currently £15 million short during the current financial year – down substantially from the £72 million shortfall indicated in June. The Committee agreed to discuss the ongoing Health and Social Care Review in detail at next week’s meeting. 
Health Minister Edwin Poots has reaffirmed his commitment to investing in primary care to make the health service more effective. The Minister was speaking as he visited Mount Oriel Medical Centre in Newtownbreda on Thursday. During his visit, the Minister met with doctors and other staff to discuss the challenges experienced by their patients and staff, as well as opportunities for development. Mr Poots said: “It is clear that we need to look at new and innovative ways of service delivery for patients and GPs will be key in moving this forward. I have said before that too much work is carried out in hospitals that could be dealt with in the community. I believe that we need to provide accessible integrated health and care services within the community. In developing this new model of service delivery, the health service will operate more efficiently and there will be better outcomes for patients. Unnecessary hospital admissions will be avoided, length of stays in hospitals will be reduced and we will be able to support more people to live independently.”

The Belfast Telegraph reported on Tuesday that the Ulster Unionist Party has published its own Programme for Government. The UUP criticised the NI Executive for not publishing an official PfG – some 4 months after the election. With specific regard to health, one of the UUP’s main policy suggestions is – ‘Annual targets for GPs to encourage the use of prescribing more cost-effective, generic drugs’. The draft Programme for Government was presented to Executive Ministers by the First and Deputy First Minister’s on Thursday.
On Tuesday the News Letter reported that Health Minister Edwin Poots MLA has met the team tasked to undertake the Review of Health and Social Care. Commenting, the Head of the Review John Compton said: “The review team will work to provide the clarity required to urgently take forward the delivery of good-quality and accessible health and social care services. As part of this we will be embarking on a process of engagement with stakeholders, including the public, in the coming weeks. This process will include workshops, meetings and an online survey.”
The BBC reported on Friday that public service union Unison has said its members will hold a one-day strike in Northern Ireland next month in protest at the impact of cuts on jobs and services. Union members in health and education will stage a 24-hour walk out on 5 October. It will affect all health workers except doctors and non-teaching staff. The education budget is facing a shortfall of £300m over four years, whilst health is facing cuts of £2.3bn. The Irish News notes it will be the first NI nursing strike since 1982. Unison has assured the public that other workers will provide emergency cover.
Dates for your diary in October

11th October – Health Minister answers Oral Questions in the Assembly

12th October – Health Committee to be briefed on Local Commissioning Groups

22nd October – Ulster Unionist Party Conference, Armagh City Hotel

For further information on any of the above please contact David Fry on david.fry@rcgp.org.uk or 028 9023 0055.
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