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               Prime Minister Tony Blair warned this week that patients in England would have to get used to travelling beyond their local emergency department for the specialist care they need. 
            

               Speaking at the launch of the Primary Care Trust Network, a membership organisation for the 152 primary care trusts in England, he referred to two reports published this week that call for further changes to the health service—this time to emergency heart and stroke services.
            

               George Alberti, the national clinical director for emergency care, and Roger Boyle, national clinical director for heart disease and stroke, argue in their reports that traditional emergency departments are not the only option in life and death situations. Mr Blair agreed that patients would have to get used to the idea of sometimes having to travel beyond their local emergency department for specialist care.
            

               “The right care for someone who has had a stroke is to have a CT [computed tomography] scan within three hours and to get thrombolysis [if necessary]. But that level of expertise cannot be offered everywhere, which is why we need specialist emergency care which can be offered quickly,” Mr Blair told the meeting.
            

               Mr Blair acknowledged that the rate of change of policy in health was quicker than in any other government department. However, he insisted that the changes were essential.
            

               “I think a decade ago people were not asking will the NHS work, but could it work? Was this a concept that had to be dismantled? Now they are not asking that,” he said. “What we need to do bit by bit is to make sure that changes work for patients. I genuinely believe the best is yet to come.”
            

               In a statement Professor Alberti said that the public would have to accept that “the A&E [accident and emergency] departments that they cherish” cannot all provide the level of care that some people need.
            

               “Every service cannot be offered by every A&E department—it never has been, and never can be—so it makes sense to create networks of care with regional specialist centres to give the best possible treatment to the sickest people,” he said. “For the majority of people, care is still going to be as local as it ever was. Major emergencies affect a relatively small number of people. For most people, care will continue to be as local—or indeed more local—than ever.”
            

               Earlier at the meeting the health secretary, Patricia Hewitt, announced an end to the top-down management style that has dominated the health service for the past 10 years, with performance targets set by the health department. She claimed that she was ushering in an era of locally set objectives that will give managers and clinicians the opportunity to innovate.
            

               Ms Hewitt said that the time had come for healthcare organisations to switch from “a centrally driven, performance managed [system] to a self-sustaining system.”
            

               “We have seen a huge change over the last decade, and so much of that has been top down and led by targets. My sentiment is that we have pretty much come to an end of what we can achieve by this method because too much [of this type of management] can demotivate staff and force services to look upwards towards Whitehall rather than their patients. Now we want to look to bottom-up change,” she told delegates.
            
Footnotes
	
            
               
                  Mending Hearts and Brains and Emergency Access are available at www.dh.gov.uk.
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