
Seven days in medicine: 25-31 January 2017
NHS performance
Patients on mixed sex wards almost triple
The number of patients forced to stay on mixed sex wards in
England has almost tripled in two years, from 2585 in 2014 to
7163 in 2016, figures from NHS England showed, despite a
government pledge to end the practice. Jacqueline McKenna,
director of nursing and professional leadership at the hospital
regulator NHS Improvement, told the Daily Telegraph that,
when hospitals are exceptionally busy, “the need to treat”
sometimes has to take priority.

More urgent operations were cancelled last
year
In 2016 some 4093 urgent procedures were cancelled in England
because of staff shortages and a lack of beds, NHS England’s
figures showed. This was 8% more than the 3777 cancelled in
2015 and 27% more than the 3216 cancelled in 2014. Norman
Lamb, Liberal Democrat health spokesman, told the Guardian,
“The government’s stubborn refusal to give the NHS emergency
funding means record numbers of operations are being cancelled
as hospitals face weeks on end of intolerable pressure. This will
inevitably have serious repercussions for patient care and the
morale of NHS staff.”

Androids
Robots will care for elderly in care home trial
Researchers from Middlesex University and the University of
Bedfordshire, UK, are developing robots to care for older people
in care homes, hospitals, and at home as part of a project funded
by the EU and the Japanese government. “Pepper” robots,
manufactured by SoftBank Robotics, will be tested at Advinia
Healthcare care homes in the UK and will carry out tasks such
as giving medicines, providing companionship, and connecting
to smart appliances. They will be able to communicate through
speech and gestures and detect signs that a person is feeling ill
or in pain. Robots are already used in Japanese homes and in
hospitals to lift patients.

Canada
Warnings on opioids
Health Canada will publish a proposal next month to put health
warnings on prescribed opioids, with brightly coloured stickers
to warn users of addiction and overdose risks. After the US,
Canada has the most opioid users in the world per capita, and
Health Canada also plans to issue new opioid prescribing
guidelines in March. These are expected to concur with last
year’s (US) CDC guidelines, which some Canadian provinces

have already adopted and which recommend against long term
use of opioids for chronic pain.

Fraud
Former NHS England equality lead admits
fraud
NHS England’s former national lead for equality, Paula
Vasco-Knight, and her husband, Stephen Vasco-Knight, both
pleaded guilty to fraud against the NHS. In December 2013, as
chief executive of Torbay and South Devon NHS Foundation
Trust, Vasco-Knight authorised an £11 072 (€12 950; $14 000)
payment to her husband’s graphic design business, Thinking
Caps, to produce a document about leadership for NHS chief
executives, which was never carried out. After the couple found
themselves under investigation they tried to retrospectively
manufacture a document to justify payment of the invoice. The
pair will be sentenced on 10 March.

Northern Ireland
BMA begins collecting GP resignation letters
General practitioners in Northern Ireland moved a step closer
to leaving the NHS, after the BMA voted to allow the province’s
GP leaders to begin collecting undated resignations from
practices. The GPs had warned that they may be forced to leave
the NHS after a rescue package was derailed by the collapse of
the assembly government. Tom Black, chair of the BMA’s
Northern Ireland GP committee, told The BMJ that it would
process the resignation letters when 60% of Northern Ireland’s
343 general practices had signed and returned them. Practices
would then issue six month termination notices to their health
and social care board before leaving the NHS. (Full story doi:10.
1136/bmj.j503)

Northern Ireland performs just 16 abortions
a year
Abortions carried out in Northern Ireland were at a record low
for a second year, as just 16 were performed in 2015-16.
Abortions are lawful in the province only if “there is a risk of
a real and serious adverse effect on a woman’s long term
physical or mental health.” At the risk of committing a criminal
offence, doctors have been reluctant to carry out terminations.

Mother wins right to challenge abortion
charges
A mother who faces criminal charges for procuring abortion
pills over the internet for her 15 year old daughter has won
permission from the High Court to challenge the prosecution
as a breach of human rights. The judges said that the case raised
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“issues of considerable public importance and public debate”
and listed the hearing for May. The unnamed mother said that
she had bought mifepristone and misoprostol pills for her
daughter, who was in a physically abusive relationship with a
boy a year older, unaware that she was committing a criminal
offence. Later she was concerned about her daughter’s emotional
wellbeing and took her to see a GP, and a doctor at the practice
reported the incident to the police, handing over her daughter’s
medical notes without consent. (Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.
j527)

General practice
Health service launches for burnt-out GPs
NHS England launched a free service to provide confidential
health support to GPs and trainees struggling with the stresses
of the job. The NHS GP Health Service will offer general
psychiatric assessment and treatment, support for addiction
related health problems, and one-to-one and group
psychotherapy sessions. The Hurley Clinic Partnership—run
by Clare Gerada, former chair of the Royal College of General
Practitioners—provides the NHS Practitioner Health Programme
for London based doctors and will provide the new service in
13 areas in England. If successful it will be rolled out nationally.

Mental health
Mental stimulation cuts risk of mild cognitive
impairment
Regularly engaging in mentally stimulating activities is
associated with reduced risk of developing mild cognitive
impairment in healthy older people, a study in JAMA Neurology
found. It included almost 2000 people over 70 and found that
people who reported playing games at least once or twice a
week had a 22% lower risk of developing mild cognitive

impairment in the four year follow-up period than those who
played them less often. Engaging in craft activities, using a
computer, or taking part in social activities had a similar effect.
(Full story doi:10.1136/bmj.j526)

World Health Organization
UK doctor is shortlisted for director general
Three people are being considered to replace Margaret Chan as
the World Health Organization’s next director general in July:
David Nabarro (UK), special adviser to the UN secretary
general; Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, special adviser to the
Ethiopian prime minister; and Sania Nishtar (Pakistan), founder
and president of the non-profit think tank Heartfile. The World
Health Assembly will vote in May to elect the winning
candidate, who will take up the position on 1 July. Nabarro has
pitched himself as a hands-on worker, highlighting his role in
combating HIV and AIDS, managing the Ebola epidemic, and
working in Haiti to stop the cholera epidemic. (Full story doi:10.
1136/bmj.j478)

Winter pressures
Call for urgent review of how NHS copes
The past five weeks should prompt an urgent review of how the
NHS manages winter pressures, involving input from frontline
NHS staff and expert bodies such as the Royal College of
Emergency Medicine, NHS Providers said, calling the current
situation “unsustainable.” Its chief executive, Chris Hopson,
said, “We must formally review what has happened this winter
and what we will do differently next year. We also need to
recognise that there are wider underlying issues that must be
addressed, including sustainably funding the NHS to cope with
rising demand and sustainably tackling the workforce shortages
the NHS faces.”
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