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John Reid Sets Out His Vision for Health and Social Care
Recent speeches have given John Reid the opportunity to set out his vision for the NHS and social care, expanding on themes which were emphasised by Government speakers at the Labour Party conference. The Government’s argument is that users of public services now expect choice and diversity in provision and that, as services are already inequitable, informed choice, far from being incompatible with equity, is the best way of delivering it. The Conservatives have gone further, with proposals for patients’ passports to put money for health-care into patients’ hands.

Speaking to the NHS Alliance on 9 October, Dr Reid stressed the key Government aim to “introduce new opportunities for patients’ choice through new ways of working and investment allied to reform,” as well as increasing capacity in the present system. The public wanted “a system of healthcare which is not only fair to all of us, but increasingly personal to each one of us. In short, people today will want more choice, more information and more responsiveness for themselves and their families.”  This was the way to achieve the aim of equity, which was “the cornerstone of the NHS”, but had not been achieved – either in capacity or in equality in health outcomes.

The vision was:

· a patient focused service;

· responsive to their needs and preferences;

· offering a wider range of high quality services;

· by appropriately trained primary and secondary care professionals;

· who are employed by a variety of providers;

· offering clear, relevant, and comparative service information.
The award of the contract to develop the National Electronic Booking System would, by the end of 2005, support the booking of every hospital appointment, giving choice and certainty about the date, time and location of treatment, enabling patients, and those who look after them, to fit their appointments in with other commitments, and, in time, offering use of the internet or digital TV to book appointments. 

Following the transfer of children’s social services to the DFES and the publication of the Green Paper, Every Child Matters, Charles Clarke and John Reid both addressed the National Social Services Conference. Speaking on 15 October. Dr Reid put forward a core set of values for social care:

· Choice - empowering people to make their own decisions, supported by a respectful attitude to their wishes 

· Independence - enabling people to enjoy their lives to the full, but backed by protection for those who need it

· Inclusion - both offering fair access to services for everyone, and making sure they can be part of the community

These values were more important than particular organisation structures and could form the basis for partnership with organisations such as the NHS. The Department of Health was carrying out a national consultation exercise on how choice, responsiveness and equity could be achieved in a range of key services. These included mental health, long term conditions, and services for older people, where both health and social care were involved. The Department was devolving more responsibility to local services and was reviewing its organisation structure to suit its more strategic role. As part of this, the Department was creating a new post of Director of Social Care to strengthen its relationships with social care and “ensure that all policy development in the department starts by thinking about the health and social care system as a whole.” 

Further information

The full text of Dr Reid’s speeches is on the Department of Health website www.doh.gov.uk
The press release of 10 October about the electronic booking system contract is at www.nhs.uk/nhsupdate/news
The National Programme for IT in the NHS focuses on four key deliverables: electronic appointment booking, an electronic care records service, electronic transmission of prescriptions, and improving the underpinning IT infrastructure. The Information Policy Unit website is www.doh.gov.uk/ipu
The website for the national consultation on “Choice, responsiveness and equity” is www.doh.gov.uk/ChoiceConsultation. This has the full consultation pack and a useful background document outlining the many strands of the ‘choice agenda’. These include:

· choice of hospital (with the money following the patient) beginning with elective surgery;

· direct payments for social care (see separate news item);

· patient and public involvement (see www.doh.gov.uk/involvingpatients)

The Health Service Journal of 9 October has an excellent article on the relationship between choice and equity, which is also mentioned in the editorial
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New Guidance on Direct Payments
The Department of Health has published new guidance to promote the use of direct payments, the system whereby clients of social services are offered cash payments to arrange care packages for themselves. Local authorities now have a duty to offer this option for most community care and children’s services, and to all client groups, including older and disabled people, carers, and parents of disabled children. The Government wants to see wider use of direct payments, because it believes they offer greater choice and flexibility to service users.

Direct payments may be used to purchase equipment and minor adaptations which would otherwise have been provided by social services. The guidance points out the issues to be addressed if the direct payments option is used to purchase equipment, including:

· will be the person’s needs be met?

· is the recipient adequately supported by specialist expertise (particularly for major items)?    

· where does ownership lie?

· who is responsible for care and maintenance?

· what happens if the equipment is no longer needed? 

The guidance does not clarify how the direct payments option will be implemented within integrated community equipment services, which supply equipment from health and social services. The guidance can be downloaded at www.doh.gov.uk/directpayments
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Fines for Delayed Discharge – Implementation Begins
The new system of fining councils in England for delaying discharge from hospital came into effect in shadow form on 1 October. From 5 January 2004 social services will have to reimburse hospitals £100 a day (£120 in London and the South East) if they fail to arrange care packages within two days of notification for patients assessed as needing them. This will apply initially to adult patients receiving acute medical care. 

The Department of Health is paying councils a Delayed Discharges Grant (£100 million in a full financial year) to help with the necessary improvements to community services. An article in Community Care (9-15 October or on www.communitycare.co.uk) describes how councils plan to develop such services as intermediate care, rapid response, respite and rehabilitation (no mention of equipment!). Some councils have agreed with their NHS partners to pay the fines into pooled budgets to jointly develop community services.

The Department of Health has issued a circular to the NHS and social services on implementing this system: HSC 2003/009 LAC(2003)21: The Community Care (Delayed Discharges Etc) Act 2003: guidance for implementation. To download the circular, see the news item on the ICES website www.icesdoh.org/news.asp?ID=188 or use the following link: HSC 2003/009 LAC(2003)21 PDF Document [105kB]   
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Legal framework for equipment and adaptations for children by local authorities and the NHS

The ICES  website www.icesdoh.org has a new topic sheet setting out “briefly and selectively” the legal framework for the provision of equipment and home adaptations for children. The following areas are covered: 

1. Social services legislation

2. Housing legislation

3. NHS legislation

4. Education legislation

5. Disability Discrimination Act

6. Judicial review

7. Ombudsmen

8. Human Rights Act

9. Health, safety, acting with due care etc

Other topic sheets give legal advice on bathing equipment and self-assessment.
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Developments in Wheelchair Services
The website of the National Wheelchair Managers’ Forum (www.wheelchairmanagers.nhs.uk) has information on current developments in wheelchair services, an index of NHS wheelchair services, and details of Forum publications which can be downloaded. These include the latest draft of National Standards for Wheelchair Services, developed and endorsed by the Forum, the British Society of Rehabilitation Medicine, EmPOWER, the National Forum of Wheelchair User Groups, the NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, the Posture and Mobility Group, and Whizz-Kidz. 

The Forum also participated in a conference in October on the on-going Wheelchair Services Collaborative, which is a joint Department of Health and NHS Modernisation Agency project to support improvements in 45 services and to develop longer-term networks. Presentations from the conference, and other information about the Collaborative, are available on the Forum website. 

For further information on the Wheelchair Services Collaborative contact:

Sam Brinn, NHS Modernisation Agency, email (Sam.Brinn@doh.gsi.gov.uk)

Pauline Thomas – Disability Policy Branch, Department of Health, email Pauline.Thomas@doh.gsi.gov.uk
Peter Kemp, chairman of the National Forum of Wheelchair User Groups, telephone 01895 859920; email hiwug@blueyonder.co.uk.]

The Wheelchair Services Collaborative is working closely with the Wheelchair Service Mapping Project, funded by DH and managed by emPOWER, which is surveying wheelchair services to provide a picture of eligibility criteria and referral, assessment and specification procedures across the country. The Project Manager is Aisling Devlin (020 8788 1777 or email aisling@empowernet.org)

Whizz-Kidz has been awarded a two-year grant by the Department of Health to establish regional specialist mobility centres for disabled children and young people throughout England. The centres will provide child-friendly environments for equipment trial and provision and offer expert advice and information for disabled children and their families. The first pilot scheme, in partnership with Disability North, will open at the Dene Centre, Newcastle upon Tyne, on 3 December. Consultation is under way for a further three centres, based at Buckinghamshire Disability Services in Aylesbury, Bristol Disabled Living Centre, and Derby Mobility Centre. For further information contact Whizz-Kidz on 020 7233 6600 or visit the website at www.whizz-kidz.org.uk.
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Progress in Modernising Hearing Aid Services (MHAS)
The Government has allocated £94 million to complete the modernisation of hearing aid services in a phased programme across England over the next two years. The MHAS programme is funded by the Department of Health and managed by RNID. It is expected that by April 2005 all audiology departments in England will have modernised services and be routinely fitting digital hearing aids. The website www.mhas.info has full information about the progress of the programme.

MHAS is about improving patient services, as well as making the latest hearing aid technology available on the NHS. Before new sites can begin to offer digital hearing aids to patients, the infrastructure and equipment of audiology departments needs to be modernised, and staff need to be trained. All this takes time and funding, which is why the modernised service cannot be offered in all areas immediately.

The Department of Health also announced in a press release on 13 October a new national framework agreement with the private sector to make NHS digital hearing aids available on the high street. Modernised NHS audiology services will be able to work in partnership with selected high street suppliers to provide an assessment and fitting service for leading-edge digital hearing aids. The service offered will mirror that provided on NHS premises and will still be free of charge to NHS patients. The Department of Health worked with RNID, the NHS Purchasing and Supply Agency, and the MRC Institute for Hearing Research to develop this agreement.
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New Group on Electronic Assistive Technology
ADVANCE is a new national association for therapists, clinicians and other staff using electronic assistive technology in a wide range of different settings and for a variety of assistive and therapeutic purposes. ADVANCE provides information and peer support, organises study days, and supports the setting up of sub-groups. Further information is on the ADVANCE website www.advance.me.uk.
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Assistive Technology Forum Consultation Day – 11th December
The secretariat of the Assistive Technology Forum is currently drafting its position paper which will examine recent and current work, and lay out the current situation and the action plan for the forum. A consultation day has been scheduled for 11th December at the College of Occupational Therapists. At this event the key issues for action and methods of approach will be identified. Anyone wishing to participate should contact atforum@fastuk.org
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