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Lingering hopes for a new
national contract for senior hos-
pital doctors were quashed last
week by the government’s insis-
tence on the implementation of
locally negotiated pay deals.

Health Secretary Alan Mil-
burn has written to all consul-
tants and specialist registrars in
England, advising them that
there will be no national renego-
tiation of the consultant con-
tract, which almost two thirds of
them rejected last October.

Instead, NHS trusts in Eng-
land will be given the option of
either implementing the rejected
contract locally or introducing

locally designed incentive
schemes in the form of annual
bonuses for consultants “who do
the most work for NHS patients.”

To attract the bonus, consul-
tants will have to meet locally
agreed performance targets on
productivity, access, quality, and
service development. They will
also have to meet new standards
on the amount of time spent in
private practice and on job 
planning. Trusts will have 
to decide by June this year 
how they intend to reward their
consultants.

An additional “fee for service”
scheme, scheduled to start shortly
and to run for a year, will be pilot-
ed for surgeons and other proce-
dure based specialties in a dozen
trusts in the south of England. If
successful, it will be extended to
other sectors of the NHS.

The government has also
reassured consultants that they
will not be forced to carry out
routine work at evenings and

weekends—one of the major
stumbling blocks to acceptance
of the original contract.

Dr Paul Miller, chairman of
the BMA’s consultants committee,
welcomed this “significant conces-
sion” but sharply criticised the
government’s unilateral stance.

“We are keen to see the NHS
reform and modernise, but it is
difficult to see how we can con-
tinue to work with the depart-
ment if this is the way they intend
to operate,” said Dr Miller.

The negotiating team has
called off scheduled pay talks
with the government and is con-
sidering calls for industrial action
from its regional representatives.

Family doctors in the United
Kingdom also learned last week
that they will be permanently
guaranteed a minimum basic
income in return for basic quali-
ty standards under the terms of
the new GP contract.

Fears that practices would be
worse off financially had threat-

ened to derail acceptance of the
new contract.

The terms of a minimum
practice income guarantee were
spelled out in a joint letter by 
the contract negotiators, the 
BMA’s General Practitioners
Committee, and the NHS
Confederation.

GPs will also be able boost
their overall practice income
through seniority payments and
by offering enhanced services
through the quality and out-
comes framework.

GPs will not be balloted on
the new contract until after mid-
May, but if accepted, the deal will
mean a cash injection of £6.8bn
($10.6bn; €9.8bn) for primary
care services.

The GP negotiators also
announced that a special task
group would be set up in July to
report on their handling of the
previous income calculations,
for which they had been
roundly criticised.

Government
tries to “out
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doctors over pay 
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Health care has taken centre
stage in the party political cam-
paigns for the national elec-
tions in Scotland and Wales on
1 May.

In Scotland a general con-
sensus has emerged among the
four major parties on the future
of the health service, although
the Scottish Conservatives plan
to restore GP fundholding and
introduce foundation hospitals.

Scottish Labour, the Scot-
tish National party (SNP), and
the Scottish Liberal Democrats
all support the removal of a
tier of bureaucracy through
the abolition of NHS trusts.
Labour has promised to
recruit an additional 1500
nurses and 600 consultants,
and the Liberal Democrats
plan an extra 2000 nurses and
300 consultants. The SNP
would increase nurses’ pay by
11% to attract more recruits.
Both Labour and the SNP
have promised a maximum
wait of six months for hospital
treatment by 2005.

The Scottish parliament was
established in 1999, and the
election on 1 May will decide

who will form its second
administration. The parliament
has introduced popular mea-
sures, such as free personal
care for elderly people and the
abolition of advance payment
of tuition fees for students.

But the Scottish chairman of
the BMA, Dr John Garner, said
that he was disappointed at the
amount of political bickering.

Most of the main con-
tenders for the Welsh Assembly
are promising more hospitals
and more staff, but there is also
a huge range of other, more
unexpected pledges.

The Welsh Labour party is
promising free prescriptions,
free breakfasts for primary
schoolchildren, and the end of
home care charges for disabled
people.

The Welsh Liberals plan to
build 10 more hospitals in
Wales and recruit 8000 more
frontline health staff by 2010.
There would also be grants for
newly qualified health profes-
sionals prepared to work in
areas with staff shortages.

The Plaid Cymru party says
it will begin an immediate audit

of health service capacity in
Wales and draw up a national
capacity plan. Because of the
crucial importance of primary
care, particular emphasis will
be given to the recruitment of
GPs, with incentives to encour-
age them to serve in underpriv-
ileged areas.

The Welsh Conservatives
intend to target health spend-
ing on recruitment, so that by

2007 there would be 500 more
doctors, 4000 more nurses, and
1300 more therapists. They
promise foundation hospitals
throughout Wales, three cen-
tres for elective surgery, a fully
funded children’s hospital for
Wales, and investment in men-
tal health and pain clinics.

Elections are also taking
place in 308 of 388 local
authorities in England.

Health takes centre stage in election
campaigns in Scotland and Wales
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GPs take on a dental challenge
361

A team of four GPs are taking on a team from the British Den-
tal Association in BBC2’s University Challenge, chaired by Jere-
my Paxman. The quiz show is due to be broadcast at 8 pm on
12 May. GP team members are Kieran McAnulty, Laura Jones,
David Baird (chairman), and Rory Gillies.
Lynn Eaton London
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