Hewitt ignored warnings on Health Visitor crisis says Amicus
Amicus, Labour’s biggest political affiliate, says that Health Secretary, Patricia Hewitt ignored its warnings of an imminent crisis in health visitors and now the government’s own figures show their numbers have fallen to unacceptably low levels.

New figures compiled by the government’s own Health and Social Care Information Centre reveal that health visitor numbers have fallen to their lowest number since 1994, threatening public health and the delivery of some of the government’s key health initiatives. 

The latest health visitor numbers for England for 2005 show a reduction of 3.6% on the previous year’s full time number of 10,137. The 2005 figures of 9,809 mark a 10 year low, falling below those of 1995 which were 9,987. Amicus say the 2006 figures will be even worse due to health visitor vacancy freezes and staff cuts resulting from PCT deficits.  

Amicus warned the Health Secretary last summer of a looming crisis in primary health services but she brushed off their claims and said that health service reforms would prevent any crisis.  

Amicus say that health service reforms have actually worsened the situation and that the additional costs of PFIs and the burgeoning costs of management and the operation of the internal market have contributed to the crisis. 

The union has also warned that community services such as health visiting have been treated as ‘soft’ or invisible targets for Trusts in deficit and many have frozen health visitor vacancies forcing workers to operate overwhelming caseloads. 

Health visitors are the eyes and ears of the Health Service, delivering care for the most vulnerable people in society, including new born babies and the elderly.

General Secretary of Amicus, Derek Simpson, said:  "If individuals are promoted and given influential roles simply because they are abject supporters of a particular political dogma it is hardly surprising that they turn out to be as PAT-thetic as the policies they support.”
Amicus’ Head of Health, Gail Cartmail, said: “As we warned, the combination of health and job cuts and vacancy freezes is threatening the delivery of essential healthcare service and the morale of our members is also suffering as they struggle to deliver standards with overstretched resources. The fact that the government has more doubled the amount of NHS expenditure means the NHS internal market is failing and must be re-examined as an absolute priority.”

Hundreds of Amicus’ NHS members are to join colleagues from other health unions in a protest against health service cuts in Whitehall on Thursday 11th May. 

Amicus Health represents more than 100,000 professional and skilled members working in the health sector. Its professional sections include the Community Practitioners’ and Health Visitors’ Association, the Mental Health Nurses’ Association, the Guild of Healthcare Pharmacists, the Society of Sexual Health Advisers, and the Medical Practitioners’ Union.
