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Of course Keogh cleared his letter to junior doctors with officials. It would be foolish to expect otherwise, says Nigel Hawkes
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Bruce Keogh, medical director of the NHS in England, is in trouble over his intervention in the junior doctors’ contract dispute. A thousand doctors have called for his resignation. Norman Lamb MP, who didn’t become Liberal Democrat leader, wants a Cabinet Office inquiry, and Tim Farron MP, who did, wants to haul Keogh and the health secretary, Jeremy Hunt, before a parliamentary committee to answer for their actions.
Keogh is charged with writing to the BMA opposing the junior doctors’ action in language that had been vetted in advance by the Department of Health.1 The letter asked whether doctors would return to work in the event of a major incident such as a terrorist attack.
A fair question, to which the answer was yes. So why is Keogh facing the wrath of a third of the parliamentary Liberal Democrat Party? (It may be more, but the other four members have not spoken, so far as I can tell.) Because, under a literal reading of former health secretary Andrew Lansley’s reorganisation, NHS England was supposed to be independent of the health department and to not have its arm twisted, if indeed this to and fro with an unnamed official constitutes twisting.
Joint drafting
Nobody is actually claiming that Keogh dissented from the contents of the letter. What is at issue is whether it should have been jointly drafted, given the supposed independence of NHS England from the department. “Imagine our dismay,” said Lamb (a nice man whose name does not belie his nature), “in discovering that you engaged in covert crafting and recrafting of this letter with Whitehall officials.”
I can with some effort imagine his dismay, but I cannot share it. Nobody, save possibly Lansley in a more than usually deluded moment, could have seriously believed in the separation of powers that his 2012 Health and Social Care Act mandated. Come the crunch, all that high falutin’ malarkey goes out of the window. As a former health minister Lamb must have realised this.
Nor is this new. I can remember summoning up my full reserve of synthetic indignation back in the late 1990s when Liam Donaldson, then chief medical officer for England and nobody’s poodle, conveniently identified a flu “epidemic” one winter to help the Labour government explain the difficulties the NHS was experiencing at the time. It wasn’t an epidemic, falling well short of the threshold, and I gave him both barrels in the op-ed pages of the Times. Donaldson, who has broad shoulders and a forgiving disposition, never mentioned it in our subsequent meetings. I’d like to think he never read it.

Speaking with same voice
When governments face acute difficulties—and the junior doctors’ strike is such a case—then it is their job to make sure that all the spokespeople they can influence are speaking with the same voice. The slightest indecision galvanises the government’s opponents, infuses them with fresh energy, supplies a helpful headline for supportive organs of the press, and discomfits those making what may be an uncomfortable case.
In the current instance the Conservatives made it plain before the election that a seven day NHS was a priority. It won that election, so it is entitled to act on that mandate. Now it is up to Hunt to deliver, and failure would end his political career. Naturally his staff are ensuring that all the ducks are in a row. At the weekend Donaldson’s successor as chief medical officer, Sally Davies, weighed in by asking the BMA to suspend the strikes. Did she clear this call with officials? I imagine so, though it was hardly explosive stuff.
Equally, I would expect that the BMA is making every effort to discourage its members—and anybody else it can influence—from saying anything to undermine its position. If it isn’t, then it’s failing in its duty to make the best possible case for those it represents. If that involves arm twisting, so be it. All’s fair in love and war, and this is war. Only the dewy eyed believe that politics works in any other way, and they don’t win power or emerge triumphant from industrial disputes.

Notes
Cite this as: BMJ 2016;352:i181

Footnotes
	Competing interests: See www.bmj.com/about-bmj/freelance-contributors/nigel-hawkes.

	Provenance and peer review: Commissioned; not externally peer reviewed.

	thebmj.com Margaret McCartney Bruce Keogh’s letter to junior doctors: the importance of independence (BMJ 2016;352:i141, doi:10.1136/bmj.i141)



References
	↵Rimmer A. Health department beefed up Keogh strike letter, says Independent. BMJ2016;352:i130.
OpenUrlFREE Full Text






View Abstract
  


  
  



  





  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  


  
  

        
      

      
        
          
  
      
  
  
    	Tweet Widget
	Facebook Like


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    

  




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    See other articles in issue 8040  


  
  



  
        
      Article tools    

    
  
  
    PDF2 responses  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
    	
  
      
  
  
    Respond to this article

  


  
  


	
  
      
  
  
    Print  


  
  


	
  
      
  
  
    Alerts & updates
Article alerts
Please note: your email address is provided to the journal, which may use this information for marketing purposes.



  
    
  
      
  
  
    Log in or register:

  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  Username *
 



  Password *
 






  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Register for alerts


 If you have registered for alerts, you should use your registered email address as your username

  


  
  

  






  


  
  


	
  
      
  
  
    Citation tools
Download this article to citation manager


  
    
  
      
  
  
      
  
      Nigel Hawkes freelance journalist


  
      




























Hawkes N. Calm down everyone: Keogh’s action is not explosive stuff  
  
      BMJ  2016;  352 :i181 
  
      doi:10.1136/bmj.i181
  
  
  
  
  
  	    
      
	BibTeX (win & mac)Download
	EndNote (tagged)Download
	EndNote 8 (xml)Download
	RefWorks Tagged (win & mac)Download
	RIS (win only)Download
	MedlarsDownload

    

  


  

  
  


  
        
      Help    

    
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  If you are unable to import citations, please contact
  technical support for your product directly (links go to external sites):


  	EndNote
	ProCite
	Reference
    Manager
	RefWorks
	Zotero



  




  


  
  

  

  

  
  

	
  
      
  
  
    Request permissions  


  
  




  

  

  
  


  
      
  
  
    
  
    
  
      
  
  
    	Author citation


	Articles by Nigel Hawkes



	Add article to BMJ Portfolio


  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    Email to a friend
Forward this page


  
    
  
      
  
  
    
 Thank you for your interest in spreading the word about The BMJ.
NOTE: We only request your email address so that the person you are recommending the page to knows that you wanted them to see it, and that it is not junk mail. We do not capture any email address.




  Username *
 



  Your Email *
 



  Send To *
 




  You are going to email the following 
 Calm down everyone: Keogh’s action is not explosive stuff



  Your Personal Message 
 









            
        
          CAPTCHA        

      
          
          
        This question is for testing whether or not you are a human visitor and to prevent automated spam submissions.      

        



  

  



  


  
  

  






  


  
  

  



  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    


  




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    
  




  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    




  


  
  



  
        
      This week's poll    

    
  
  
    
  
      
  
    






Read related article

See previous polls



  




  


  
  

        
      
  
  

  
     
  
      
  
  
     Back to top  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
  
      
  
    

  




  


  
  

 

  

  



 
  
                
                            
        
        
                    
                
                    
                          
    

      
  
  
    
      
  
        
      Follow us on    

    
  
  
    
  	Twitter
	Facebook
	YouTube
	RSS



  


  
  

    

    
      
        
          
  
        
      Content links    

    
  
  
    
  	Collections
	Health in South Asia
	Women’s, children’s & adolescents’ health
	Zika virus
	Research
	Education
	News and views
	BMJ Opinion
	Rapid responses
	Archive



  


  
  

        

        
          
  
        
      About us    

    
  
  
    
  	About us
	Editorial staff
	BMJ in the USA
	BMJ in South Asia
	Advisers
	Policies
	Submit your paper



  


  
  

        

        
          
  
        
      Resources    

    
  
  
    
  	Authors
	Reviewers
	BMA members
	Readers
	Subscribers
	Advertisers and sponsors
	Media
	Recruiters



  


  
  

        

        
          
  
        
      Explore BMJ    

    
  
  
    
  	Our company
	BMJ Careers
	BMJ Learning
	BMJ Masterclasses
	BMJ Journals
	BMJ Student
	Academic edition of The BMJ
	BMJ Best Practice
	The BMJ Awards



  


  
  

        

        
          
  
        
      My account    

    
  
  
    
  	Email alerts
	Activate subscription



  


  
  

        

        
          
  
        
      Information    

    
  
  
    
  	Contact us
	Complaints



  


  
  

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
  
      
  
  
    
  	Cookie settings
	Cookie Policy
	Privacy policy
	Website T&Cs
	Revenue Sources
	HighWire Press
	Sitemap



  


  
  



  
      
  
  
    
Copyright © 2024 BMJ Publishing Group Ltd

  


  
  

    

  





 
  

                     
                

            

        
        
     
 
  










  








  
  
