
Undermining the NHS

Unite the union: BRIEFING

Since becoming Secretary of State for Health, Jeremy Hunt has seen his primary role as to talk down the NHS
and undermine the staff that run it. It is absolutely clear, that where patients have needlessly suffered and
failures have occurred in the NHS these must be exposed.  But government ministers are currently using this
suffering to undermine the NHS and the concept of free health care. 

Dr Paul Charlson, Vice Chair of Conservative Health, made this strategy explicit when writing about charging for
NHS treatment. Charlson said that charging was “a good idea in principle… [BUT] It would be political suicide
for a party to introduce this. They could only really do it if there was a feeling in the country that health services
were falling apart.” (The Pulse, 19 November 2013)

The Tory led coalition government’s end game is to privatise the NHS and introduce a
private insurance based health service similar to that in the USA. 

The Tories have also been using this strategy to attack Labour’s lead on trust in the NHS by blaming scandals 
on Andy Burnham, the Labour government’s former Health Secretary. These accusations do not stand up
to scrutiny. 

Public opinion is firmly against private companies profiting from our health. The most recent polling carried
out for the think tank CLASS by YouGov showed that only 7% of voters said they wanted the NHS to be run by
the private sector, compared to 84%, 12 times as many, that said it wanted it to be run by the public sector
(November 2013).
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When Labour left office the NHS had its highest ever approval ratings, 70% in 2011. This has since declined
sharply under the Coalition.

The NHS is among the developed world’s most efficient and cost effective healthcare systems. The US spends
nearly twice as much on health than the UK, on both a per capita basis and as a percentage of GDP (17.4%
compared to the UK’s 9.4%), but has lower life expectancy and higher rates of infant mortality. In the US
President Obama is fighting to get MediCare passed, while our government is tearing the NHS apart.

What Labour has promised
Andy Burnham, Shadow Secretary of State, and the next Labour government are committed to repealing the
Health and Social Care Act. He has also indicated that he wants to take the market out of the NHS and fully
integrate it with Social Care.

Andy Burnham has said that he believes this can be done without enormous disruption to the NHS by simply
removing section three of the legislation, bringing back NHS “preferred provider” and working with now
existing organisations such as Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs), and health and wellbeing boards.
Burnham has said that CCGs could be refocused on designing services ‘clinician to clinician’ rather than
commissioning them out to the private sector.    

Unite’s position
Unless Labour win in 2015 and repeal the legislation, the NHS will belong to history. The rhetoric by the
Coalition Government that the NHS will still be free at the point of use is disingenuous. This Coalition
Government’s wholesale reorganisation with the market dominating at every level, means that the principle of
free health care funded by taxation is being eroded.  Unless and until the market is taken out of our National
Health Service the initials – ‘NHS’ will be reduced to a ‘logo’.

What you can do
• Publicly pledge to back an NHS free from profit

• Pledge to raise the profile of the Unite Save our NHS campaign in the Houses of Parliament by challenging
the secretary of state and by raising concerns of their constituents

• Join a local NHS campaign group in your constituency. Keep our NHS Public has campaign groups across
England. 

For more information
www.unitetheunion.org/saveournhs 
http://classonline.org.uk/pubs/item/duty-to-care
www.nhscampaign.org/
http://nhsforsale.info
www.keepournhspublic.com/


