
Covid-19: Shorten isolation periods to relieve NHS pressures, say
leaders
Elisabeth Mahase

Redeploying medical students and trainees is one of
the steps that are needed immediately to relieve
pressure on theNHSashospitals struggle to dealwith
staff absences, the organisation that represents trusts
has said.

The NHS Confederation has also called for the
self-isolation period for people infected with covid-19
to be shortened to five days, in line with the US and
France, if the evidence shows this poses no risk to
patients. In a statement calling for urgent action, it
argued that this would “significantly help to reduce
the level of staff absence over the rest of the winter.”

It also said that clinical leaders and regulators must
recognise the “exceptional circumstances” staff are
working in, including the “explicit acknowledgment”
that clinical tasks may need to be allocated in ways
which would not normally be recognised as best
practice.

Staff absences
Several trusts havedeclared critical incidents because
of staff absences, with many staff off because of
sickness or self-isolation requirements.1 Some
hospitals are reporting that around 10% of their staff
are currently absent.2 This comes as nearly 1.3million
new covid-19 cases were reported in the past week in
the UK (31 December to 6 January 2022)—where
omicron is the dominant variant.3

Helen Buckingham, director of the Nuffield Trust,
said, “NHS hospitals are experiencing severe levels
of staff absences and patients are already seeing an
impact on services. Onaverage over 80,000 staffwere
absent every day in the week ending 2
January—equivalent to around 1 in 12 of those
employed in these services.”

NHS Confederation chief executive Matthew Taylor
added, “The government now needs to do all it can
to mobilise more staff and other resources for the
NHS toget through this extremely challengingperiod.
We should not be in this position two years into the
pandemic.”

Deploying students
One suggestion to relieve some immediate pressure
is to bring in medical students to provide additional
support on thewardsor administratively, aswasdone
during the first wave in March 2020.4

Kiran Patel, chief medical officer at University
Hospital Coventry and Warwickshire who helped
organise medical student volunteers during the first
wave, told The BMJ that his trust is not yet using
medical students in this way as education is still
being delivered and it is crucial that this is not
impacted. However, he has started asking students

if they might want to volunteer for support work, to
go alongside their normal studies.

Flexible infection control measures
Patel said another area to look at is infection
prevention and control (IPC). “One thing we could
do is review IPC measures,” he said. “Our IPC
measures need to be agile to make sure that they
don’t invoke pressure in the system. But, at the other
end of the spectrum, they need to be safe enough to
safeguard patients.” One possible change could be
reducing the 14 day isolation period for inpatients
who are known to have been exposed to a confirmed
covid-19 case while in hospital, he said.5

Discharging patients into care homes and other care
settings is another factor thatNHSConfederation said
is contributing to the pressure. It said hospitals are
struggling to move patients out of hospital, often
because of lack of capacity, staff absence in social
care, and somepatients choosingnot to leavehospital
until they have a social care provider of their choice.

To aid this, NHS Confederation is calling on the
government to publish guidance enabling patients
to be transferred to a suitable placement from where
they can then choose a provider. “The risk otherwise
is thatmorehospital bedswill be takenupbypatients
who are clinically ready to be discharged into the
community but unable to be transferred,” it said.

Advice to seek care
NHS Confederation also wants the government to
provide the public with “clear and consistent” advice
on what they should do when they experience minor
illness to “avoid GPs and emergency departments
being overwhelmed.”

There are concerns, however, that the NHS could see
a repeat fromearlierwaveswherepeoplewhoneeded
healthcare did not come forward because of fears of
getting the virus andmessaging about protecting the
NHS. Leaders have previously warned that this led
to patients’ health worsening and contributed to the
care backlog the NHS is now struggling to tackle.6

Patel said, “It’s a time of anxiety, but we need to
reassure patients and the population that we will
deliver the urgent and acute care that they need.
Whatwedon’twant is patients not coming tohospital
when they need care, and that’s what we saw during
the first and second wave of covid-19—people would
stay at home in order to ‘protect the NHS.’ Actually,
I would change the mantra and say the NHS is here
to protect you, so use it appropriately, and we will
deliver the care that you need.”
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