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‘Toxic threat’ to health care as   

Suffolk patients are set to face grow-
ing difficulties accessing GP appoint-
ments amid warnings the county’s 
long-running recruitment crisis now 
poses “toxic” dangers to the service. 

As part of  an investigation into the 
future of  GP services, doctors, politi-
cians, and GP representatives said 
today that years of  difficulties attract-
ing graduates to the profession 
together with an ageing workforce 
and growing public demand had left 
the service more vulnerable than ever.

Recent figures estimate parts of  
Suffolk and Essex need to increase GP 
numbers by a third or more to meet 
the demands of  a growing population 
by 2020. Meanwhile, clinical commis-
sioning groups (CCGs) insist stand-
ards of  care in Suffolk remained high, 
while NHS England said it was work-
ing with practices to find solutions to 
the nationwide shortage.

However, Simon Jones, chief  execu-
tive of  Suffolk’s Local Medical 
Committee, said the “damage had 
already been done” resulting in a 
“toxic situation” that he was unsure 
how to resolve.

“It’s the worst it has ever been,” he 
said. 

“Something has got to give and I’m 
not sure what that will be.”

Nationally, the British Medical 
Association (BMA) said general prac-
tice is under “incredible pressure” 
and called on the Government to 
invest more to meet patient need.

The increased workload faced by 
GPs has seen growing numbers leave 
the profession early, according to a 
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survey published this month by the 
University of  Bath, which said 46% of  
those departing between 2009-14 were 
under 50.

Matt Piccaver, a GP at Glemsford 
Surgery in Bury St Edmunds, said the 
situation in Suffolk was better than 
some parts of  the country, though he 
warned “large swathes” of  retiring 
doctors could cause problems in the 
near future.

“We are seeing escalating demand 
and a declining workforce – I’m not 
sure how it will cope,” he said. 

Earlier this month the EADT 
reported GP shortages in Clacton 
meant three of  the town’s four prac-
tices had stopped taking new patients.

Community leaders in Waveney say 
shortages there have also begun to 
affect services, after claiming the 
forced closure of  a medical practice 
left nearby surgeries struggling with 
increased demand. 

The Care Quality Commission shut 
Oulton Medical Centre in October due 
to “serious concerns about the service 
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required to meet patient need in Suffolk and North Essex

IPSWICH AND EAST SUFFOLK

33%218 72
GPs more required by 2020

19%138 27
GPs more required by 2020

WEST SUFFOLK

11%146 15
GPs more required by 2020

GT. YARMOUTH & WAVENEY

38%172 65
GPs more required by 2020

NORTH EAST ESSEX

ESSEX AREA

37%952 454
GPs more required by 2020

EAST ANGLIA AREA

21%1,513 315
GPs more required by 2020

ENGLAND
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8,000

25%

GPs

more required by 2020
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NHS says it is working to address shortages

Health chiefs have acknowledged 
there are GP recruitment prob-
lems in Suffolk and north Essex, 
which they claim to be working 
to address.

NHS England said it was work-
ing with CCGs, and local medical 
committees to address workforce 
issues.

The Ipswich and East Suffolk 
and the West Suffolk CCGs said 
the county was less affected than 
other parts of  the country and 
claimed standards of  care at 

practices remained high, with 
88% of  respondents to the latest 
GP satisfaction survey rating 
their experience as good or 
better.

A spokesman said they were 
working with NHS England, the 
Suffolk GP Federation and 
Health England to recruit and 
retain healthcare professionals, 
while supporting different 
models of  care and collaboration 
between GP practices.

Andy Evans, chief  executive of  

the Great Yarmouth and 
Waveney CCG, said the group 
had made “some good progress” 
addressing recruitment chal-
lenges. He said the development 
of  a primary care improvement 
plan offered new ways to deal 
with the demands by increasing 
the support that nurses, out of  
hospital teams and pharmacists 
provide practices.

Sam Hepplewhite, chief  officer 
at the North East Essex CCG said 
there was a “significant short-

age” of  GPs, particularly in 
some coastal practices, which 
made it difficult for patients to 
access a GP. 

She said the CCG had been 
working with other health 
authorities to develop a plan to 
meet these challenges and  
highlighted the launch of  a  
“workforce development centre” 
in October, which co-ordinates 
training to help doctors “develop 
their career at the highest  
level”.  � Sam Hepplewhite

and the risks it presented to patients”.
Waveney councillor Jane Murray, 

who represents the Oulton ward, said 
nearby surgeries were now feeling the 
strain after being required to take on 
5,000 patients displaced by the closure. 

“I think they are trying to give the 
impression everything is hunky dory, 
but I know the medical staff  are strug-
gling,” she said.

Ms Murray said she feared patients 
visiting local surgeries would be 
expected to see nurses more often 
than GPs because of  shortages. 

Sonia Barker, who represents 
Pakefield at the county and district 
councils, suggested the practice 
closure may have been linked to a bed 
shortage at James Paget Hospital on 
January 4, which saw patients told to 
stay away unless their condition was 
“life-or-limb-threatening”. 

She had already raised concerns 
the closure of  Southwold and Patrick 
Stead hospitals would place greater 
strain on James Paget and said she 
would be asking Great Yarmouth & 

Waveney CCG to carry out “thorough 
analysis” of  the recent incident at the 
hospital.

Andy Smith, chief  executive at the 
CCG, said the Oulton practice closure 
was “very unusual” and claimed the 
other surgeries had managed “very 
well”, despite the difficulties.  He said 
the situation at James Paget was due 
to the increasing demand for urgent 
care services and not the practice 
closure. 

According to the most recent report 
on capacity by the Royal College of  
General Practitioners, thousands of  
new GPs are needed to meet the coun-
try’s growing needs, with practices 
requiring an average of  25% more 
full-time equivalent GPs by 2020. 

In the Ipswich and East Suffolk 
CCG area, however, a 33% increase is 
said to have been required, while in 
the North East Essex CCG area a 
further 38% full-time positions need 
filling.

Sarah Adams, Labour’s health 
spokesman at Suffolk County Council 

(SCC) said: “With recruitment down 
and Suffolk’s population not only 
growing, but growing older, GP provi-
sion is already reaching breaking 
point.”

Healthwatch Suffolk surveys 
patients on GP services which found 
54% of  respondents were positive 
about their practice despite 38% of  
comments relating to access being 
negative. The group also works with 
practices to identify solutions to 
patient concerns over appointment 
bookings.

Michael Ladd, chairman of  SCC’s 
health scrutiny committee, which 
investigated the GP situation last year, 
said there were “pockets” in the 
county where recruitment was a prob-
lem, though overall Suffolk was better 
than many areas.

He called for greater collaboration 
between health authorities and plan-
ners so new large-scale housing 
approvals included requirements for 
financial contributions to health 
services.

 � Bury St 
Edmunds GP, 
Matt Piccaver, 
left, says he is 
not sure how the 
system will cope  
due to ‘large 
swathes’ of 
doctors retiring 
in the near 
future

(does not include 
Essex figures)
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  GP recruitment crisis increases 

The number of  patients visiting Colchester 
Hospital who were not registered with a GP 
more than doubled over a two year period, rais-
ing questions about access to health services.

Responding to a Freedom of  Information 
request, Colchester University NHS Trust 
confirmed 257 patients who were not registered 
with a GP visited in 2012 rising to 677 in 2014 – 
an increase of  163%.

Nationally, the growing numbers of   
unregistered patients has been linked with GP 
shortages, prompting calls for greater 
investment.

However Andrew Sarek, practice manager at 
Clacton’s Ranworth Surgery, which has 

stopped taking on new patients because of  a 
shortage of  doctors, warned against drawing 
such conclusions.

“Any patient, even in Clacton, can be regis-
tered if  they need to be,” he said. “If  they 
cannot find one, NHS England will allocate 
them one.”

Dr Sarek suggested the increase in hospital 
patients unregistered with a GP may be due to 
young people, who are traditionally less likely 
to register, or people from abroad who may not 
know how the health system works.

A spokesman for the hospital trust said the 
impact of  unregistered patients was 
“minimal”.

Suffolk chiefs say their efforts have helped reduce the impact on county

The Suffolk GP Federation says its work to 
improve recruitment and retention of  doctors 
in the county has helped curb the problems 
experienced elsewhere in the UK.

Simon Rudland, a non-executive director at 
the federation and its leader in recruitment 
said there were “massive issues” facing 
general practice across the country. In 
Suffolk, however, he said the federation was 
working “proactively to engage with these 
issues”.

To attract newly qualified medics, Dr 
Rudland said the federation worked to 
promote general practice as a career to 
students, while running schemes to encourage 
newly qualified medics to relocate to Suffolk. 

The federation has also been working 
with businesses to promote the range of  
professional careers available in Suffolk so 
GPs feel comfortable bringing their family 
here to work.

With many newly-qualified doctors choosing 
to relocate to Australia or New Zealand, 
where the work-life balance is said to be 
better, Dr Rudland said the federation had set 
up a programme so young doctors could visit 
other countries and yet still return to  
Suffolk.

He said the federation was also working 
to address the issue of  early retirement 
by helping GPs to become locums or to 
revalidate, thereby retaining the most 
experienced members of  the workforce.

Concern raised over unregistered patients

 � Practice manager Andrew Sarek and Dr Ash Tyagi have had to stop taking new patients at 
Ranworth Surgery in Clacton because of a shortage of doctors

 � Non-executive director Dr Simon Rudland said the Suffolk GP Federation is working to address the issues facing general practice
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Thought for the day

Serving the community since 1874

Many of  us will have fond memories of  the 
TV series Dr. Finlay’s Casebook, which 
portrayed a golden age for the NHS. It 
captured a time when village doctors knew 
all of  their patients really well, were seem-
ingly happy to be always on call, and turned 
their hands to pretty much everything medi-
cal - including midwifery.

Those days are long gone, of  course. Now, 
many of  us will have some difficulty seeing 
our own GP or, perhaps, any doctor at our 
surgery without having to wait several days, 
or even longer.

This, in turn, puts additional pressure on 
other medical services, most notably the 
emergency departments at our hospitals. 
Either people will bypass their GP surgery, 
and go straight to already busy A&E depart-
ments, or some will not seek medical advice 
at all, hoping they will get better. A number 
of  these people will end up in hospital beds.

The fundamental issue is we simply don’t 
have enough GPs, and that problem will 
increase as pressures grow. Too many expe-
rienced GPs are retiring early, and not 
enough are being recruited.

We must gain a clear understanding of  
why this previously highly prestigious 
career is now apparently so unattractive, and 
change things. Quickly.

The golden age 
of the NHS is a 
long time ago

Many congratulations to England captain 
Alastair Cook (who learned his cricket in 
Essex) and his team on beating South Africa, 
previously the world’s top-ranked side.

Cook’s CV is growing very impressively: 
Highest England Test run scorer, most centu-
ries, and now superb series victories over 
Australia and South Africa in the space of  
six months.

Special mention must go to Stuart Broad 
for his match-winning spell of  bowling. It 
was simply sensational.

Sensational stuff

Now that the cold weather has arrived, the 
importance of  our Surviving Winter 
campaign is brought into even sharper focus.

So far, the incredibly generous people of  
Suffolk have donated £80,000 to help to keep 
some of  the most vulnerable people in the 
county safe and warm as the temperatures 
plummet.

That money will help hundreds of  people 
to avoid the dreadful decision about whether 
they should “eat or heat.’’ No-one should face 
that choice in the 21st century.

But, please, keep giving, if  you can afford 
to do so. It would be fantastic to hit our target 
of  £100,000. Thank you so much in anticipa-
tion of  your compassion and generosity.

Targeting £100k

One anthem, one people – it 
works, so let’s leave it alone
Sir, – Tony Perkins, Labour MP 
for Chesterfield, is proposing a 
bill for a new National Anthem 
for England.  We do not need it, 
any more than we needed Flower 
of  Scotland, celebrating a 
mediaeval battle totally irrelevant 
to a modern, progressive country. 
The latter was written by Roy 
Williamson of  the Corries for the 
guitar, and was never intended to 
be more than a folk ballad. It is 
now played on the great highland 
bagpipe by pipe bands at 
numerous functions, and it is a 
botch, because in the second half  
of  the tune there is a C natural, 
there is no C natural in the 
bagpipe scale. It is an insult to 
good piping.
Having been born and bred in 
Edinburgh and lived half  of  my 
70 years in England, I can speak 
for both countries. We only need 
one anthem, God Save the 
Sovereign (King or Queen) and 
one flag.  My parents had a house 
only 500 yards from Murrayfield, 
and as a youth I would listen to 
the rugby crowds of  all 
nationalities roaring out God 
Save the Queen – wonderful!
Forget about Jerusalem, Land of  
Hope and Glory, dump your 
saltires and St George crosses and 
fly the only banner that matters, 
the flag of  the Union: to do 
otherwise is demeaning of  the 
Monarchy, for which the majority 
of  the British population have 
great respect. 
Alex Salmond and Nicola 
Sturgeon, and Leanne Wood of  
Plaid Cymru, hang your heads in 
shame.
One anthem, one flag, one people: 
it works, don’t mess with it! 

ALASDAIR CAMERON,
Westhall
 

I trust their 
judgement
Sir, – Mr Forsyth (letters, 
January 14) has a dictionary 
unique to himself, claiming as it 
does a definition of  democracy 
unheard of  elsewhere. In reality 
democracy means government 
of  the people, by the people, and 
for the people. Who in Britain 
knows the names of  the EU 
Council of  Ministers, or the 
EU Commissioners, the people 
who actually run our lives by 
remote control from Brussels? 
EU Commissioners for the UK, 
appointed not elected, are Neil 
Kinnock and Peter Mandelson, 
two failed politicians. They 
draw 238,918.68 Euros in salary 
of  taxpayers’ money, and that’s 
before extremely liberal travel 
and living expenses which 
add half  as much again. Mr 
Forsyth claims these unelected 
commissioners can be removed 
by the EU Parliament. This is 

nonsense. The power exists in 
theory but it’s mere window 
dressing because not once in the 
whole history of  the European 
experiment has the power ever 
been used. 
Today although we are the 
second biggest contributor to the 
EU money pit we have only 8% 
representation on the Council of  
Ministers, 4% on the European 
Commission, and 9.8% of  the 
seats in the bogus ‘Parliament’. 
Hardly democratic, is it? 
As to the economic effects of  
our membership of  the EU, the 
man most likely to know is the 
Chancellor of  the Exchequer, 
George Osborne, with the whole 
weight of  expert Treasury advice 
behind him. He describes himself  
as a Eurosceptic. The Leader of  

the House, Mr Grayling MP says 
that staying in the EU “Would 
be disastrous.” These are not 
lightweight people, they are 
central to our political system 
and were actually elected to speak 
for us. I trust their judgement 
more than I do that of  the EU 
Commissioners for Croatia, 
Bulgaria and Romania, who 
currently formulate the policies 
by which we are governed.

NICHOLAS BETTS-GREEN,
Woodbridge.

Dread introduction 
of one hour parking
Sir, – Hadleigh is a small town, 
most of  the shops are in the High 

Street, mostly smallish, with the 
Co-op, Partridges and Adnams 
being larger. 
Customers coming into a shop in 
the town for any reason, will pop 
into others. Three hours gives 
scope for this, one hour does not. 
Four years ago there was a 
problem with car parking spaces 
being taken up all day by people 
catching buses to Ipswich, leaving 
only a few spaces for shoppers at 
the back. 
Reserving spaces at the front for 
three hours short stay, free of  
charge, and long stay at the back 
with a charge solved this, as most 
of  the long stayers disappeared. 
As short stay is also allowed free 
on the long stay spaces you can 
usually park in the main car park. 
Remembering the effect of  

Laxfield gave its all for village school

 � Frank Reed is writing about his memories of Laxfield following a feature in the EADT on January 9 about a 
new book titled Laxfield, Suffolk – A Journey Into The Past. Its main author Leslie Larnder (centre) is pictured  
with Rex Grayston and Elaine Nason outside Grayston Bros in the village.

Sir, – I was very interested 
in your pages about Laxfield 
(EADT, January 9) since I was 
appointed headteacher there 
in January 1962. Another 
candidate for the job told us 
of  a school where he had been 
interviewed. The bathroom was 
an outside corrugated iron shed 
with a soil floor. He protested 
about this and was told, ‘But we 
have just installed some duck 
boards.’ Water had to be heated 
in the house and carried to the 
bathroom. 
Laxfield had a fine well planned 
new school with good central 
heating and toilets to replace 
the cold water and bucket 
lavatories. This was largely due 
to the influence of  the vicar, the 
Rev Ronald Marchant whose 
wife kindly invited us to travel 
from Maidenhead and spend 
a weekend with them. With 
his support the new building 
opened in September 1962. This 
was before the builders and the 

treasury authority said it was 
ready. They said no transport 
was available to move school 
goods from the old buildings 
to the new. Mr Rolfe, a school 
manager, loaned a tractor 
trailer and we were able to 
start at the beginning of  term. 
Likewise, the authority said the 
meadow must wait for grass 
seeding till next year. This 
problem was again solved by 
Mr Rolfe who sent his men and 
machinery. 
The schoolhouse, conveniently 
next to the school, was a 
pleasant up-to-date building 
with a good inside bathroom 
and a large garden. The school 
managers were interested and 
helpful. Manager Mr Sparrow 
who owned the well-run shop 
and post office told me he 
would assist in any way. I told 
him I’d like an elephant to give 
children rides.  
He said, ‘If  you show me the 
relevant permits I’ll get you one 

but they don’t half  eat a lot.’ 
Laxfield people were always 
willing to help and when 
the vicar said he thought we 
needed a swimming pool it 
was not difficult to proceed. 
We found it would cost about 
£2,200, allowing for the gang of  
fathers who generously gave 
much time and muscle and the 
generous villager who dipped 
into his pocket. Within two 
years all village inhabitants, 
including children from private 
schools, could be taught to 
swim and enjoy themselves. 
Making our own big curtains, a 
week in London, brass rubbing 
in Sotterly church, planting 
the ditch with wild flowers, 
growing corn and making 
bread – it did not matter. 
Laxfield children and parents 
gave their all.

FRANK REED, 
Sudbourne

ISAIAH 59 V 11 & 12: You look for God to 
keep you, but he doesn’t. For your sins 
keep piling up before the righteous 
God, and testify against you.


