RCGP NI gives qualified welcome to report on future of the Health Service

The Royal College of General Practitioners Northern Ireland (RCGP NI) has today given a qualified welcome to the statement by Health Minister Edwin Poots MLA on the publication of the Review of Health and Social Care in Northern Ireland.

Commenting, Professor Scott Brown, Chair of the Northern Ireland Council of RCGP NI said;

“The College can today welcome the thrust of the Review towards General Practitioners being at the forefront of primary care provision in Northern Ireland. We have long said that Northern Ireland’s health service is best provided by allowing frontline medical professionals to take key decisions and recognise that the Review is an important step in that direction. 

“There are however a series of issues identified in the report which require elaboration or clarification. While we recognise and welcome the shift from the provision of some types of care from the secondary to the primary and community sectors, we would however urge that this is managed from the bottom-up and is not enacted top-down. The Review envisages a new model of care in Northern Ireland and the success of this model depends on it being implemented to suit local needs and circumstances. As part of this process we note the creation of Integrated Care Partnerships but call on the Minister to provide much greater clarity on the role of these in relation to the Health Trusts, Primary Care Partnerships and the Local Commissioning Groups. The College has long advocated a system of Federations of Practices, and welcomes the steps outlined in the Review in that direction, but in order to provide for the most effective form of local commissioning, it is imperative that clear guidelines are issued in relation to how this structure should operate and that, consequently, control of provision is truly allocated to local level. 

“As part of the shift to primary and community level, we are however conscious that the Review suggests little in terms of additional resources for on the ground Practice development. Given that these sectors are now envisaged to provide larger amounts of care than previously, it is worth considering that many practices do not have the facilities to do so. The College would therefore be asking for much greater detail on how the Minister sees this particular aspect developing by 2015, given the understandably difficult financial circumstances with which his Department is faced. 

“The College welcomes the renewed emphasis on primary care teams, including GPs, health visitors and district nurses, as a means to significantly enhancing the coordination of health provision at community level and hopes that any remaining barriers to the effectiveness of this are removed. We would however like to express our ongoing opposition to the concept of a single telephone number for urgent care. Evidence from Great Britain, where similar systems have been trialled, has clearly indicated that the workloads of colleagues in the acute sector have only increased as a result. We would therefore strongly urge the Minister to reconsider this recommendation. 

“Whilst the future of acute care is outside the remit of the College’s membership, it is however important to note that, in relation to the potential closure of up to half of A&E units in Northern Ireland, there appears little in the way of planning for what would happen if a medical epidemic, like swine flu, were to break out. Given that there is almost certainly to be a significant downturn in the number of acute beds available in hospitals by 2015, how does the Minister envisage looking after those in ill health were such circumstances to arise? It is incumbent on him to provide greater detail as to pandemic planning in the context of this Review. 

“Today’s statement by the Minister sets a clear course of direction for Northern Ireland’s Health Service. While we welcome it, and the political support that seems to exist for change, we would urge the Minister to further consider our reflections on the Review. The fundamental goals of the Minister and the College are the same, it is however of huge importance that these changes are managed and effected in the best way possible.”

ENDS.

