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The RCGP NI Patients in Practice Group held a ‘Promoting Patient Involvement’ conference in Lisburn on Wednesday. Making the keynote address, Health Minister Edwin Poots MLA took the opportunity to set out his vision for the delivery of health and social care and the contribution patients can make to informing and influencing the commissioning and delivery of services. In his remarks to delegates the Minister said: “I see the active involvement of patients and the wider public as being central and vital to the planning and provision of a safe and high quality health and social care service. Everyone must be a part of the solution.” Continuing his speech the Minister thanked the College for the ‘good work it has already carried out to advance patient involvement in primary care’ and noted that his Department would publish revised guidance on public involvement in early 2012. 
In its weekly meeting on Wednesday the Assembly’s Health Committee considered the proposed Mental Capacity (Health, Welfare and Finance Bill) that is due before the House in the coming months. Next week’s session will see the Department for Health provide an update on the Performance and Efficiency Delivery Unit review into the in-year budget (aimed at making savings to existing expenditure plans) as well as hearing from the Local Commissioning Groups on their commissioning plans for the current financial year. 
Health Minister Edwin Poots told the BBC on Tuesday that bringing back prescription charges could help pay for life-saving drugs. The Minister said the move could mean charging members of the public as little as 50p per prescription. Prescription charges were abolished in April 2010 under the former health minister, Michael McGimpsey. Mr McGimpsey said it would cost the executive around £13m. Mr Poots has said the actual cost is much higher at around £30m. "The last assembly, the last executive, the last minister decided to offer free prescriptions," he said. "The cost was apparently £13m - I believe that was closer to £30m." Mr Poots believes the charge, which initially could raise several million pounds, could pay for drugs which treat cancer and rheumatoid arthritis. Anti-TNF therapy (tumour necrosis factor) is one of a new class of drugs that target specific proteins in the immune system known to increase arthritis and other inflammatory diseases. Presently, there are 400 people waiting for the anti-inflammatory TNF drug, compared to England where waiting lists for the same medication do not exist. According to the News Letter the Minister said any proposed return to charging was at an early stage and would not be brought back before the end of this financial year. 

Commenting after the one-day Unison strike on Wednesday, Health Minister Edwin Poots said the backlog caused by the action could take weeks to clear. The Department of Health said that 2,400 appointments or procedures have been cancelled as a result of the action. Mr Poots told the BBC that the strike would have an impact: "People who were in for out-patient appointments, and on the back of that operations would have been set up, will have to wait for a number of weeks before those can be replaced - as a consequence their surgery will be delayed and that is the knock-on effect." Most of the hospital appointments cancelled in Northern Ireland are for outpatients but some day procedures and elective surgeries have also been postponed. Mr Poots said the strike action was "avoidable and unnecessary". He said 87% of Unison members did not vote for strike action and he encouraged them to return to work.
The Belfast Telegraph revealed on Thursday that the Northern Ireland Executive’s Programme for Government for 2011-15 will not be finalised until the start of the New Year. The paper believes that the earliest a 12 week public consultation on the plans could begin is mid-November. 
Dates for your diary in October/November
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
5th November – SDLP Conference (including Leadership election), Ramada Hotel Belfast

9th November – Health Committee to be briefed on Primary Care Partnerships
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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