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               Closing some local hospital services could help to save around 1000 lives each year, says a report that heralds another wave of reconfiguration in the NHS.
            

               Despite numerous protests over proposed closures of some parts of district general hospitals, shutting down less effective services will help to boost survival rates, says a report from the think tank the Institute for Public Policy Research.
            

               The policy is also one that is being put this week to the health secretary, Patricia Hewitt, by chief medical officer Professor Liam Donaldson and the national clinical directors for emergency care and coronary heart disease, Professors George Alberti and Roger Boyle.
            

               The report by the institute argues that patients with heart attacks or severe injuries are more likely to survive if they are taken to a specialist centre rather than the closest district general hospital.
            

               It says that if care for heart attack was reconfigured to enable universal access to new treatments such as angioplasty, about 500 extra lives could be saved every year and there could be around 1000 fewer repeat heart attacks and 250 fewer strokes.
            

               Currently, most of the 61 000 emergency heart attack patients treated each year by the NHS are taken to their local hospital, but last year only 1600 received cutting edge treatment in a specialist hospital unit.
            

               People who have had severe injury are also said to be more likely to survive if they are treated in specialist centres rather than local hospitals, adds the report, citing international evidence from countries with regionalised trauma systems.
            

               The latest lifesaving treatments are complex and can be provided only at a small number of specialist hospitals with the right equipment and expert staff.
            

               Richard Brooks, the associate director of the Institute for Public Policy Research, said: “Many people are understandably worried about local services moving away from their local district general hospitals.
            

               “But if heart attack and serious injury victims were taken past their local hospitals to a specialist centre, they would be significantly more likely to survive. Other traditionally hospital based services—like tests, routine surgery, and minor treatments—are better provided in local community hospitals and clinics.”
            

               Similar arguments will be made this week to Patricia Hewitt and her health team by Professor Donaldson, who believes it is time for accident and emergency, heart, and stroke services to be centralised.
            

               The proposals are bound to cause controversy because many groups are opposed to the closure of local services and because they would involve yet more reorganisation in the NHS, which is still settling down from large scale changes to primary care.
            

               Dr Jonathan Fielden, chairman of the BMA's consultants' committee, said: “Patients, doctors, and NHS managers will find it extremely helpful to have good clinical evidence available when decisions are taken on how hospital services should be best provided in local communities.
            

                “Without the evidence, there is a real risk that decisions on reconfiguration will be based on what suits politicians and NHS accountants rather than what is in the best interests of patients.”
            
Footnotes
	
            
               
                  The Future Hospital: the Progressive Case for Change will be published later this month.
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