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The Health Minister Edwin Poots has said reshaping the NI health service for the next generation must be the top priority in the coming months and years. The minister announced in June that experts would carry out a review into how health and social care could be changed. This could lead to fewer hospitals, but greater choice in community care. It is due to be completed by 30 November. It is being led by the Chief Executive of the Health and Social Care Board, John Compton. 

Mr Poots told the assembly on Tuesday that the review of Health and Social Care Services was needed. He said it was to ensure that "people receive the right care in the right place at the right time - be it hospital treatment, social services or services from their GP…It is not about saving money, although clearly we have to live within our means, but it is about improving the quality of services and the outcomes for patient and clients," he said. "If we it get it right, we can avoid many episodes that lead to the need for hospitalisation. It will lead to an altogether better experience for patients and their families." The minister said a key element of the review was the need for a "shift" from a hospital setting as the key focus of health service provision, to the community, but only where it was "appropriate and safe" to do so. "I want to see a shift in care from hospitals into the community," he said. 

Mr Poots said it was clear that the health service could not continue to operate as it has done because there were "simply not the resources to do so…We need action to ensure we maintain safe and effective services for people in the future," he said. "In order to achieve this, we must challenge the status quo, stop doing what does not work and acknowledge that the current design of some of today's services is no longer fit for purpose." (The Minister’s full statement is available via the Department website.)

The Assembly’s Health Committee met for its weekly session this past Wednesday. Members heard evidence from the Department on the mental health resource budget as well as an update from Trade Union Unison on budgetary cuts within the Department as well as the upcoming one day strike on 5th October. Next Wednesday’s session will see a focus on the proposed Mental Capacity (Health, Welfare and Finance Bill).
On Wednesday, the Belfast Telegraph reported that more than 500 serious mistakes were uncovered in Northern Ireland’s hospitals in just two years. The paper says that the catalogue of blunders, some of which led to the death of patients, was uncovered following a lengthy investigation by the paper which obtained the details of Serious Adverse Incidents which occurred in the five health trusts. The long list of cases includes deaths caused by faulty equipment or medical procedures and incidents where patients’ personal details were lost or sent to the wrong person.

Thursday’s paper saw it reported that women in Northern Ireland could soon be charged thousands of pounds for choosing to have a baby by caesarean section. Health Minister Edwin Poots said he does not believe the public purse should be used to cover the financial burden of women who reject a natural birth. The cost of c-sections in NI last year came to £31 million with the average cost of each at £3,585. Poots spoke as he launched a consultation on a review of maternity services which plans to put midwives back at the heart of childbirth. The paper though says the Minister is making his move despite health chiefs struggling to attract women to give birth in a midwife-life unit at the £64 million Downe Hospital – the hospital has 8 midwives who have dealt with just 89 new babies in the last 18 months.

As the Department for Health were launching a multi-media campaign on Friday to publicise this year’s flu vaccination, the Belfast Telegraph reported that Health officials have played down concerns there is insufficient cash available for everyone entitled to the flu vaccination to get the protection they need. Dr Lorraine Doherty from the Public Health Agency said she is unaware of any resource issues which would make it difficult for the Trusts to fully deliver the seasonal programme. Earlier this month the paper had revealed that cash strapped bosses at the Western HSC Trust have warned it is unlikely they will meet the target for flu vaccination of healthcare staff.
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 and the PEDU Review
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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