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Questions to the Minister for Health and Social Services  Cwestiynau i’r Gweinidog dros Iechyd a Gwasanaethau Cymdeithasol
	Hospital Services in Powys Gwasanaethau Ysbytai ym Mhowys

	Q4 The Leader of the Welsh Conservatives (Nick Bourne): Will the Minister make a statement on Powys Local Health Board’s proposals to reconfigure hospital services in Powys? OAQ1118(HSS)

	Brian Gibbons: Powys Local Health Board has consulted on ‘Doing More, Doing Better’, a strategy for guiding the development of services in Powys. It will now work with a range of statutory and voluntary parties to produce fuller proposals for the future pattern of hospital and community services. 

	Nick Bourne: Will the Minister join me in welcoming the demonstrators from Community Hospitals Acting Nationally Together, who have come here today? In passing, I would like to congratulate Mark Isherwood and Kirsty Williams on sponsoring the event, and to note the all-party support—or, I should say, the three-party support—given to CHANT Wales by Plaid Cymru, the Welsh Conservatives and the Welsh Liberal Democrats. There was no support whatsoever from the Labour Party. Although it felt able to support CHANT UK, it gave no support at all for CHANT Cymru. Why is it, Minister, that you were unable to meet these people and give an assurance about the community hospital issue that is affecting Powys? [Applause.] The Minister will be aware—he certainly will now—of the depth of feeling. There is a need to protect these services and not to kick this issue into the long grass the other side of the election. He needs to give a guarantee, as he is able to do now, of continued in-patient services at Builth Wells, Bronllys, Llanidloes, Knighton, and elsewhere throughout Wales. 

	Brian Gibbons: To answer the first question, I was not able to be present this morning because I was in Carmarthen at an engagement that had been arranged some time ago with an important voluntary sector organisation, which I felt was a key element in promoting health services in south-west Wales. Equally, I had to attend a Frank Buttle Trust meeting at which the educational prospects of children in care were being discussed—again, a long-standing commitment. So there were clear logistical difficulties in rearranging a diary including two such important events, particularly as the Powys invitation only turned up at the end of last week.

	Nick Bourne: And the rest of the question?

	Brian Gibbons: The heads of health and social services in Wales have pointed out to Powys Local Health Board that, as they develop their proposals in line with ‘Doing More, Doing Better’, they need to take into account the guidance that we will be proposing on community services, and particularly community services framework, which will probably be published in January. We think that it is important that Powys, and any other health community in Wales that proposes to reorganise their services, should not do so precipitously ahead of this guidance. We have advised them that, if they are planning a significant reorganisation of community health services, they should not proceed without having an opportunity to study the guidance that will be forthcoming in January. 

	Kirsty Williams: Minister, you will be aware that I wrote to you some weeks ago asking you to meet a delegation of concerned citizens, and concerned clinicians, from my constituency, and your written reply, again received some weeks ago, indicated that you were unable to do so. Given that your diary presented you with difficulties today, I ask you once again: will you meet with those concerned clinicians to discuss the future of services in Powys as they relate to ‘Designed for Life’, and if not, why not?

	Brian Gibbons: I think that the first level of engagement in these situations must be with local health organisations. It is inappropriate that the decision on Powys should be taken by the Minister for Health and Social Services in Cardiff; it should be taken by the residents of Powys and the local health organisations. This is why we have devolution in Wales, and this is why we want decisions to be taken as close as possible to people’s own homes and communities. If I, as health Minister, was to dictate to Powys the future shape of its health services, I am sure that you, Kirsty, would be one of the first to jump up here condemning me for overriding the decisions of local people and local organisations. This is a local matter and primarily one for local decision. 

	The Reorganisation of Hospitals in Powys Ad-drefnu Ysbytai ym Mhowys

	Q11 Kirsty Williams: Will the Minister make a statement on the reorganisation of hospitals in Powys? OAQ1096(HSS)

	Brian Gibbons: Service reorganisation in Powys will be done on the basis of the consultation process that is taking place in Powys, and the consultation process that will follow on from that. If any consultation process takes place, as Minister, I may be involved in any final adjudication of the matter.

	Kirsty Williams: You will be aware that there is little confidence in my constituency with regard to that consultation process, given the actions of the local health board to date. Once again, I ask you whether you will meet with concerned clinicians who have little confidence in the local health board, as demonstrated by previous meetings with the chief medical officer’s department, and as you heard first hand from a member of staff visiting the Assembly last week. Will you meet with those clinicians to listen to their concerns? If not, why not? Your refusal to do so to date makes me wonder what you are afraid of hearing. [Applause.]

	Brian Gibbons: I find myself in a slightly difficult position because, following Kirsty’s representations to me a month or so ago, we made clear to Powys Local Health Board that it should not proceed with any significant change in service provision in Powys until it had been informed by the wider community services project. In other words, any basis to proceed should be informed by the best evidence and guidance available. I would have thought that Kirsty would welcome that. The consultation process has not started yet, but people are articulating concerns that are not even based on firmed-up proposals. It is my understanding that Powys Local Health Board has to agree what firm proposals will emerge from ‘Doing More, Doing Better’. There is no significant problem, as long as the formal consultation process has not been started by my meeting individuals. However, if the consultation process has formally started, that would be inappropriate.

	It would be equally inappropriate of me to suggest that I would somehow be taking the accountability away from organisations such as Powys Local Health Board to make local decisions. Powys Local Health Board is made up of local clinicians, members of the local authority, key members of the public and the voluntary sector in Powys. The decision on the future of health services in Powys should be made in the first instance by local people; it should not be down to me as Minister to come in as a dictator and impose a solution on people. In the first instance, the basis of the policy must be decided by the membership of the local health board, and, having come up with a set of proposals, it should then actively engage with the public in Powys. This must be a Powys decision, made by Powys people, for Powys people, and not a decision dictated to them by a Minister for health.

	Glyn Davies: I listened to that long answer with interest, Minister. You cannot have it both ways. You say that this decision should be left locally to Powys, and yet we know that the most senior civil servant in the health service has intervened in the process to ensure that the consultation on closures does not take place until after the election. The people of Powys want to know what your role is in this. You tell us today—and I welcome that—that you have no role at all, but hardly a single person in Powys believes that. You need to give people an absolute assurance, and meeting people to tell them that face to face should be your way of doing that.

	Brian Gibbons: I am pleased to have the opportunity to clarify this matter. As I have already explained, the head of the NHS approached Powys Local Health Board on the basis of Kirsty Williams’s representations to me, given her concerns over how the process was being driven forward. That was why the head of the NHS and social services in Wales drew to the attention of Powys Local Health Board the proposed community services guidelines coming forward in January. Therefore, that is the basis of her intervention; it was following representations from Kirsty Williams. I would have thought that you, and Kirsty, would welcome that intervention, given that that was the basis on which it was made. 

	Having said that, there is also a key issue in that if important service reconfigurations take place in Wales, particularly if they are controversial in a local circumstance, they should not get caught up in the purdah period in the run-up to an election, or in the immediate election period, particularly as the changes may be put in place by a current Government on behalf of a future Government. Therefore, trying to ensure that a consultation process does not get involved in the purdah period before an election is useful, generic advice that is issued to all health services across Wales, and is not restricted to Powys. It is general advice that we issue to the health service: if it is engaged in major reconfiguration negotiations, which may be contested, it should not get caught up in purdah, or it may result in it being caught up or delayed.


