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Two thirds of NHS trusts in England, including nine in 10 acute care trusts, are forecasting a deficit at the end of the 2015-16 financial year, a survey of finance directors by the think tank the King’s Fund shows.
The survey of 254 finance directors at NHS trusts was carried out between 5 June and 22 June 2015. One hundred responded, of whom 66% forecast an end of year deficit, up from 25% at the same time last year. Among acute care trusts 89% forecast a deficit, up from 21% last year.
And 62% of the finance directors said that even these pessimistic forecasts depended on the provision of additional financial support, running down their reserves, or both.
Richard Murray, director of policy at the King’s Fund, said, “Last year’s deficit among NHS providers was unprecedented, but this year is shaping up to be much worse. If the chancellor does not find additional funding in the Budget [to be presented on Wednesday 8 July], the government must face the consequences: either patient care will suffer or the Department of Health will overspend its budget this year. 
“NHS leaders have signalled a stronger focus on financial control, and there is still significant scope to increase productivity in the NHS, but this will not be enough to close the black hole in NHS finances.”
The findings of the survey, which showed that even some of the most prestigious and well run hospitals were forecasting deficits, were published in a briefing ahead of next week’s UK Budget.1
Both the health secretary for England, Jeremy Hunt, and NHS England’s chief executive, Simon Stevens, have said that the NHS would not receive any further funding increases this year, but the briefing argues that, although there is scope to improve NHS productivity, this will not be enough to close the black hole in NHS providers’ finances, which estimates suggest could top £2bn (€2.8bn; $3.1bn) this year.
A similar survey of 196 finance directors in England by the Healthcare Financial Management Association, published just days earlier, found similar results: 78% of finance directors of provider trusts expected their trust to be in a worse financial position at the end of 2015-16 than in 2014-15.2
The deficit among foundation trusts alone could reach £1bn this year, said the regulator Monitor. In a speech to the Healthcare Financial Management Association’s annual conference in Birmingham on 3 July, David Bennett, Monitor’s chief executive, said that foundation trusts had not used their freedoms to improve performance fast enough and had been too slow to adopt the best practices in efficiency. 
He said that foundation trusts needed to cooperate with their neighbours and commissioners to organise services in the most efficient way possible, even if that sometimes meant giving up the provision of services in some medical specialties to other organisations. Monitor would clamp down further on poor financial and operational performance, Bennett warned. This would include rating all foundation trusts on a sliding scale for the first time; acting sooner on poor performance, and demanding faster improvement, he said.
“We have to do better, especially if freedoms are not to be completely eroded,” he said. “I recognise that just because deficits mostly sit with providers doesn’t mean they are the only NHS organisations that need to up their game. Nevertheless, current plans are unaffordable, and all providers have to make a major contribution to efficiency improvements, even those who aren’t currently forecasting to be in deficit. This means hospitals leaving no stone unturned and adopting best and better practice everywhere, avoiding unnecessary expenditure, and adopting new ways of working.”
Chris Hopson, chief executive of NHS Providers, said, “We share Monitor’s concern at the size of the financial challenge facing the NHS in 2015-16 and that, on the current trajectory, the NHS will be unable to stay within its budget. NHS providers delivered £2.5bn of savings last year and are planning to deliver even more this year. However, we need to recognise this may not be enough to enable the NHS to stay within its budget this year.”
Hopson added, “However great the pressure, we need to resist the temptation to think that these issues are best addressed by reverting to command and control and eroding provider freedoms. The way to meet this challenge is to enable, support, and empower providers, rather than threatening or neutering them.”
Notes
Cite this as: BMJ 2015;351:h3670
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