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To make the crisis facing the NHS centre stage during the general election, the
BMA has produced a manifesto – A Vote for Health – of five demands of
politicians of all persuasions. Peter Blackburn explains
The BMA is calling for politicians of all political parties to give the NHS the ‘unrelenting
focus’ it needs during the general election campaign – and has published a manifesto
which outlines a plan for a fully funded health service.

The manifesto calls for action in five areas, urging politicians to commit to a long-term
funding solution for the NHS, address pressures across the healthcare system, ensure the
NHS takes priority in Brexit negotiations, stabilise general practice in the face of soaring
demand and reverse cuts to public health.

BMA council chair Mark Porter said it was vital the 2017 general election did not become a
‘Brexit election’ – at a time when the NHS needs the consideration and will of politicians
more than ever.

Dr Porter says: ‘Our NHS is at breaking point and it would be all too easy for this election
to become the“Brexit election” and little else, at precisely the time when the health service
needs the unrelenting focus of politicians from all parties. Health is always one of the most
important issues for the people of this country and politicians ignore it at their peril.

‘Despite having one of the best healthcare systems in the world, years of under-
investment in the face of rising patient demand means the NHS is now failing too many
patients, too often. Our hospitals and GP surgeries are full, social care is on its knees, with
staff working under impossible conditions. This election is being fought against the
backdrop of one of the worst winters on record for the NHS, with doctors reporting funding
cuts and concerns over patient care and safety.

‘Whoever leads the next Government must ensure that NHS funding keeps pace with
other European nations, that EU doctors in the UK are protected from the impact of Brexit,
that general practice is properly supported, that policies protect and enhance the public’s
health, and that the pressures impacting the day-to-day delivering of high-quality, safe
care are tackled.

‘We call on politicians of all parties not to duck this crisis any longer, or use the NHS as a
political football, and instead to outline credible plans that will deliver the fully funded and
supported NHS that staff want and patients deserve.’

The BMA is a non-partisan organisation and calls on all politicians, of all parties and
interests, to give the NHS the priority it desperately needs in the coming weeks, months
and years.

Commit to a long-term funding solution for the NHS
The financial crisis facing the NHS is stark. Figures show that the health service faces a
funding shortfall of £30bn by 2020/2021 – and the consequences of political decisions not
to provide necessary funding are already being felt by staff and patients.

Recent performance figures show the NHS has endured one of the worst winters on
record, with patients waiting longer for ambulances, treatment and admission. At the
height of the winter struggles, with hospitals declaring black alerts and patients left
stranded on trolleys in December and January, the Red Cross even described the situation
in the health service as a ‘humanitarian crisis’.

A recent BMA survey revealed that these concerns are increasingly worrying for doctors
on the front line. The study found that almost two in three doctors (62 per cent) could see
that funding had been cut or had failed to keep up with demand. And more than half (55
per cent) said the quality of care had dropped as a result.

Nearly two thirds of those doctors (61 per cent) also felt maintaining patient safety had
become more difficult.
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With the NHS now at breaking point the BMA manifesto calls for health service spending
to match that of other leading EU countries – which would see a rise from spending of 9.8
per cent of GDP to 10.4 per cent of GDP.

That extra funding could bring billions of pounds into the health service and pay for
thousands more frontline GPs.

 

Ensure the health service is a priority during Brexit negotiations
The dangers of the UK becoming isolated during Brexit negotiations are serious for the
medical profession. Cross-border medical research, staff from abroad, international
students and collaborative working are all key to the success of the NHS, which is,
remarkably, still providing some of the best healthcare in the world, despite the vast
challenges of lack of resource and record demand.

Experts from across healthcare, and the BMA, have urged the Government and politicians
to ensure that EEA (European Economic Area) doctors working in the NHS, in particular
are given the certainty of a guarantee of their future.

Dr Porter said the loss of those thousands of doctors, if they were unable to continue to
work in the NHS, would be ‘catastrophic’.

And last month the Cavendish Coalition, a group of 34 social care and health
organisations, wrote to the secretaries of state for the home department, exiting the EU
and health to stress the same concerns. The letter said the UK’s ability to recruit and
retain NHS staff must retain the utmost priority in Brexit negotiations.

The concerns were made particularly clear earlier this year when a BMA survey found that
42 per cent of EEA doctors working in the NHS were thinking of leaving the UK as a result
of the Brexit vote.

The BMA manifesto says it is vital that highly skilled EU doctors and medical researchers
in the UK – on whom the health service relies – are given permanent residence in the UK,
a flexible immigration policy which meets the needs of the health service is introduced and
agreed reciprocal arrangements such as mutual recognition of professional qualifications
are honoured.

The manifesto also calls for politicians to ensure the UK still has access to EU research
programmes and funding and that Brexit does not impact the UK’s ability to play a leading
role in international efforts to tackle global health threats.

 Address the pressures across the healthcare system that prevent the delivery of high-
quality, safe patient care

For several years the NHS has been starved of the staff it needs to meet increasing
demand, doctors’ salaries have been driven down and grand plans to transform services
with meagre resources have exacerbated the difficulties of delivering the care that patients
need every day. Health and social care are overwhelmed, and urgent action is needed.

Last month a parliamentary committee confirmed that doctors leaders’ persistent warnings
about a looming workforce crisis should have been heeded – and that successive
governments had displayed a ‘shocking’ lack of long-term health service planning.

The Lords report into NHS sustainability said funding must be increased immediately and
‘significant changes’ to the delivery of health and social care are needed.

The report, which criticised ministers’ decisions to cut public health budgets and social
care spending, warns that the continued absence of a long-term strategy on recruitment
represents ‘the biggest internal threat to the sustainability of the NHS’.

The BMA manifesto calls for politicians to agree and implement a long-term solution to the
funding challenges.
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Take urgent action to improve the health of the population and reverse
cuts to public health

Despite research regularly showing that every pound spent on public health is well-
rewarded by savings made further down the line politicians have failed to provide spending
required to keep services such as smoking cessation, sexual health and weight
management running in local areas.

After transferring responsibility for public health from the NHS to local authorities the
Government forced public health cuts through squeezing local council budgets.

And problems have been exacerbated by missed opportunities to introduce stronger
measures against major problems such as junk food in recent political strategies.

Progress has been made in many areas – including recent announcements around the
introduction of a sugar tax – but in so many areas public health resourcing is failing
patients and doctors.

BMA research last year uncovered the extent of the problem in smoking cessation
services – with vital schemes across the country being forced to close.

And at last year’s BMA annual representative meeting, BMA public medicine committee
chair Iain Kennedy said the complete closure of services highlighted the ‘desperate
situation’ faced by public health.

Dr Kennedy said political leaders ‘must take the next step to fully fund what is not just a
fundamental part of health service but a basic right.’

The BMA manifesto says political parties should work with health professionals to deliver a
public-health strategy focused on tackling the causes of ill-health over a generation,
deliver on the existing commitment to ensure parity of esteem between physical and
mental health services and prioritise measures to tackle the impact of unhealthy food and
drink, tobacco and alcohol on the public’s health.

 Stabilise general practice in the face of soaring demand, a critical shortage of GPs and
excessive bureaucracy

General practitioners are locked in an attritional daily battle to provide care in an
increasingly difficult environment. The needs of patients are soaring, the numbers of
doctors working on the front line is falling and national and local NHS leaders continue to
demand decreased admittances to hospital and more prescription rationing.

Last month month it was revealed that two-out-of-five GPs in south-west England intend to
quit medicine in the next five years – highlighting the worrying future for general practice if
no action is taken.

A survey of more than 2,000 GPs in the region found that 40 per cent were planning to
leave the profession in the next five years, while 70 per cent are looking at changing their
working patterns.

It came just after new figures revealed that more than a quarter of a million patients in
England were forced to move GP surgery last year – with record practice closures
highlighting the crisis in general practice.

The figures showed that 254,000 patients had to move – a 150 per cent increase from
2014, with continuity of care and relationships between patients and doctors suffering.

On top of all that the number of GPs working full time in England has fallen, despite
Government promises of a mass-recruitment campaign.

Health secretary Jeremy Hunt had pledged to recruit 5,000 more GPs in the run up to the
2015 general election but figures released earlier this year showed that the total number of
stands at 34,500 – a decrease of 0.3 per cent.
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The BMA manifesto says politicians must ensure the best possible patient experience by
putting in place the necessary funding and support to deliver manageable, safe workloads
for GPs. It also calls for work to make general practice more attractive as a career option
to increase recruitment and retention of the GPs upon which the health service relies.


