
Public health director blows whistle on trust in letter
to Lansley
Matthew Limb

London

A leading public health doctor has sent a “whistleblowing letter”
to the health secretary for England, AndrewLansley, to condemn
failures of financial management and corporate governance at
an NHS trust that had racked up a £23m (€30m; $36m) deficit.
In his letter Peter Brambleby branded the response from the
strategic health authority NHSLondon to an independent inquiry
into accounting irregularities at NHS Croydon Primary Care
Trust a “whitewash” and explained why he had quit his post
and why he believed that more problems would surface.
Brambleby claimed that millions of pounds of public money
remained “unaccounted for” and warned that underlying
problems at the trust had not been fully acknowledged.
In the letter he said, “Not a single individual has accepted
personal responsibility or shown they have learned.”
Brambleby said that he intends to take the “unprecedented” step
of retracting certain chapters of two annual reports relating to
programme budgets, saying that his conclusions may be invalid
because the financial data on which he based his work were
unreliable.
In the letter to Lansley, published in the Croydon Advertiser on
13 July,1 Brambleby described himself as a supporter of the
current changes taking place in the NHS.
In 2004, as director of public health for Norwich, Brambleby
warned about the risks to patients under the private finance
initiative contract for Norfolk and Norwich hospital.
He became director of public health for Croydon, a joint post
shared between NHSCroydon Primary Care Trust and Croydon
Council, in March 2010.
In his letter to the health secretary, Brambleby said that his
resignation in February 2012 as an executive member of the
primary care trust was prompted by concerns about serious
financial irregularities at the trust.
This, he said, led to a “breakdown of trust within the senior
management team, loss of financial and commissioning grip,
failure to prioritise investment in areas of greatest need, and
impaired relationship with the Council,” which meant that he
could not “carry on in a way I felt was ethical.”
He said that the difficulties were compounded during the process
of transition of primary care trusts in London into clusters and
the introduction of the new public health system, which he said
were conducted in a “hasty” and “inept” way. NHS Croydon
and four other primary care trusts were clustered in February

2011 into NHS South West London, after which the financial
irregularities came to light.
In November 2011 NHS London commissioned an independent
review into the irregularities from the auditor Ernst & Young.
Its report, published in June 2012, found that NHS Croydon
had wrongly reported a £5.4m surplus in its 2010-11 accounts
instead of a £23m deficit.2

The review found extensive accounting problems and faults
with previous audits. It criticised poor management control,
substandard financial processes, and a lack of accountability
and oversight.
The merger of the primary care trusts was a contributory factor
to problems, the review said.
Brambleby told the health secretary that although concerns he
and others raised eventually led to the inquiry, he believed that
the matter was now being “played down” by NHS London,
which he accused of conducting a “whitewash” in part to spare
Lansley’s “embarrassment.”
He wrote, “I am convinced it will happen again, or has already
happened. PCTs [primary care trusts] and hospitals are engaged
in a grim game of ‘pass the parcel bomb,’ hoping their financial
deficit explodes in someone else’s lap (or better still an empty
chair during the reconfigurations). In the NHS’s bullying culture
no-one dares admit mistakes, or that they don’t know, or that
the system is not working.”
NHSLondon defended the “extremely thorough” inquiry, saying
that the mistakes that occurred could not be attributed to
individuals and that no one had committed fraud or benefited
personally. Its chairman, Mike Spyer, said, “These accounting
errors did not result in less money being spent on patients.
However, overspends are not acceptable, and the PCTmust now
live within its means.”
NHS London said that Spyer had written to Brambleby to
respond to his concerns but could not issue the letter to the BMJ.
A spokesperson for the Faculty of Public Health of the UK
Royal Colleges of Physicians said that it could not comment on
individual cases but that in principle it was “very important”
that directors of public health were able to publicly discuss
matters of importance to people’s health.
Croydon Council has won backing from four boroughs to set
up a joint scrutiny committee to look into the findings of the
Ernst & Young review.
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1 Brambleby P. Letter. Croydon Advertiser 13 July 2012. www.thisiscroydontoday.co.uk/
Croydon-public-health-chief-Peter-Brambleby-s/story-16531132-detail/story.html.

2 Ernst & Young. Report further to independent review commissioned by NHS London into
financial management and corporate governance arrangements at NHS Croydon for the
period relation to the FY10-11 annual accounts. Jun 2012.
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