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GPs’ leaders last week appeared to have given in to government pressure to extend the opening hours of general practices. In a letter to GPs ahead of a poll this month to gauge attitudes to the changes to their contract the BMA’s General Practitioners Committee advises members that accepting the latest offer will be better than having a tougher deal imposed on them in April.
Under the deal GPs’ surgeries would be open for an additional 30 minutes per week per 1000 registered patients, in blocks of 1.5 hours after 6 30 pm or for 1 hour before 8 am or on a Saturday morning. The extended hours will be funded by redirecting £158m (€210m; $310) from the 2007-8 contract together with an extra 1.5% uplift in the value of the contract.
The alternative contract, which the government would impose in the event of GPs not accepting the deal offered, would have opened up the way for private providers, according to the BMA, as the money for increasing access would be transferred to primary care trusts. The BMA said that practices would stand to lose 135 quality and outcomes framework (QOF) points, which together with a loss of access payments would cost a practice of 6000 patients £35 000 a year.
Laurence Buckman, chairman of the General Practitioners Committee, said the decision to issue the latest advice on the deal was “because the alternative option will harm the underlying fabric of NHS general practice and patient care more quickly and more lastingly.”
A letter sent last week to the committee from NHS Employers, the organisation responsible for employment procedures in the NHS, helped the committee reach its consensus. It led to “clarification” about the deal that made the wording “less prescriptive” and “easier for GPs to see how they might be able to offer extended hours,” said Dr Buckman.
“This is neither a climbdown nor a U turn but a recognition that between two bad alternatives one is worse than the other,” he said. “The two deals on the table from the government haven’t been negotiated; they are inflexible and do not take into account the differing needs of populations around the UK. It’s this method of ‘negotiation’ that has angered GPs, and it’s why we felt we couldn’t accept anything without first consulting the profession.
“We have been studying the detail of the two impositions and have provided GPs with our analysis. We still have huge concerns that patients will get neither a meaningful service in extended hours nor the quality . . . they deserve.”
He added that the deal put doctors at risk because they will have to work on their own late at night.
The committee is also advising practices how to respond to a letter to strategic health authorities from Mark Britnell, director for commissioning in the NHS, asking primary care trusts to audit general practices’ operating hours.
The committee advises that trusts are not entitled to demand this information from practices for two reasons. “Firstly, the DES [directly enhanced service] has not yet been agreed and we understand that the implementation of it is still subject to legal consultation. Secondly, as we have not indicated that we are minded to take up any DES if one were introduced, then we do not consider that your request is reasonable,” the committee says.
After the BMA announced that it was writing to GPs, health secretary Alan Johnson said: “The final decision rests with GPs and I hope that they will accept option A because we have the same objective of improving patient care and enhancing even further our world class primary care in the UK.”
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