
SWANSEA, NEATH PORT TALBOT AND BRIDGEND
 LOCAL HEALTH BOARDS

LOCAL GUIDANCE ON PATIENT ACCESS TO SERVICES

Introduction
Recent guidance from the Welsh Assembly Government on extended hours (for those wishing to take part in the Extended Hours Enhanced Service) has raised some questions locally about what is expected of practices during normal core hours.

Swansea, Neath Port Talbot and Bridgend Local Health Boards, in conjunction with the Morgannwg Local Medical Committee have put together this guidance, in order to assist practices in shaping their services to patients.

Practices taking part in the Extended Hours Enhanced Service
The specification for this service has already been issued with further advice having been issued by the Local Medical Committee. There is no change to this guidance and, single handed and small practices excepted (see below for information / further on in this guidance for more detail on this), all other practices must meet the following requirements:

· Opening Times – Practices will have their doors open, with full reception and telephone availability between 8 am and 6.30 pm, Monday to Friday (Bank Holidays excepted), in order to be able to deliver this service.
· Telephone Services - The use of answerphone messages asking patients to ring back at another time are not acceptable. Telephone access must allow patients to speak to a member of the practice who can deal with the enquiry or transfer the patient to other practice staff or signpost them elsewhere, as appropriate. The use of signposting “menus” on the practice telephone system is a reasonable way of achieving this, providing they are clear and easy for the patient to use.
Extract from Extended Surgery Opening Hours Practice Application Form

The practice also agrees that:-

Any half day closing will be stopped before the practice can start the Extended Surgery Opening Hours Enhanced Service.

Lunchtime closure of the main door to be restricted to a maximum of 1 hour before the practice can start the Extended Surgery Opening Hours Enhanced Service.

It will move towards having its main door open and its reception and in house (main line) telephone services available to patients from 08.00 to 18.30 hours Monday to Friday for making appointments, ordering prescriptions, and making enquiries etc by 31 January 2009, including no answerphones in use during core hours from that date.    Any changes required will be made over an agreed timescale and must be completed by 31 January 2009.

It is accepted that practices may wish to discuss their individual circumstances with the LHB. However, each LHB is committed to ensuring that the final requirements for the delivery of the Enhanced Service are implemented fully by 31st January 2009 and 
that practices work towards this from now.

Single handed and small practices

It is accepted that single handed and small practices may have difficulty in co-ordinating and delivering services in the same way as larger practices. 

Within the areas of Swansea, Neath Port Talbot and Bridgend LHBs, an agreement has been reached that a small practice consists of a single handed practitioner or a practice which is made up of a maximum of 2 GPs with a WTE status of less than 2 (based on 1 WTE equals 10 sessions per week).

Single handed and small practices must meet the following requirements:

· Opening Times - Patients can access their services each day of the normal working week between the hours of 8.00 am and 6.30 pm.
· Half day closure - It is acceptable on one fixed half day per week, not to provide routine surgeries to patients and to close their doors (if their accommodation deems it possible to do so). This half day should start no earlier than 1.00 pm

· Telephone services - Should a fixed half day be in place, the practice must ensure that patients have telephone access where they can speak to a member of practice staff  who can deal with their enquiry, transfer them to other practice staff or signpost them elsewhere, as appropriate. Where there are no reception services within the practice on the half day and patients have been directed to contact an alternative practice, an appropriate handover must take place by phone or fax at the end of the afternoon, or first thing the following morning, detailing the contacts which have been made during the half day period, where it would reasonably be expected that the patient’s practice should receive details of those contacts. For those practices who, for staffing reasons, have to close their doors for a lunch time during the day, this should be for a maximum of 1 hour. However, telephone access for patients must still be available during this time and answerphone messages asking patients to ring back at another time are not acceptable. Lunch hours cannot be taken before the 1.00 pm closure time on days where a fixed half day is taken 

Practices not taking part in the Extended Hours Enhanced Service (single handed and small practices excepted)

This advice very much mirrors advice issued by the Local Medical Committee in recent weeks.  However, the LHB reserves the right to amend this advice should this be required for any reason in the future.
Practices must ensure that:

· Patient Access - Patients can access their services each day of the normal working week between the hours of 8.00 am and 6.30 pm. This means that a half day closure is not acceptable

· Lunchtime Closures - For those practices who, for staffing reasons, have to close their doors for a lunch time during the day - this should be for a maximum of 1 hour. However, telephone access for patients must still be available during this time and answerphone messages asking patients to ring back at another time are not acceptable (see further information below).
· Telephone Services - Patients have appropriate telephone access throughout the day. Between 8 and 8.30 am and 6.00 and 6.30 pm it is acceptable for practices to close their doors but they will be expected to provide telephone access for patients. Telephone access between 8 and 8.30 am and 6 and 6.30 pm must allow patients to speak to a member of the practice (whether it be reception staff,  an on call GP or other staff) who can deal with the enquiry or transfer the patient to other practice staff or signpost them elsewhere, as appropriate. Again, the use of signposting “menus” on the practice telephone system is a reasonable way of achieving this, providing they are clear and easy for the patient to use. It is particularly important that issues such as medical emergencies and requests for home visits can be dealt with by the practice during these periods.  

Single handed and small practices

It is accepted that single handed and small practices may have difficulty in co-ordinating and delivering services in the same way as larger practices. 

Within the areas of Swansea, Neath Port Talbot and Bridgend LHBs, an agreement has been reached that a small practice consists of a single handed practitioner or a practice which is made up of a maximum of 2 GPs with a WTE status of less than 2 (based on 1 WTE equals 10 sessions per week).

Single handed and small practices must meet the following requirements:

· Opening Times - Patients can access their services each day of the normal working week between the hours of 8.00 am and 6.30 pm.

· Half day closure - It is acceptable on one fixed half day per week, not to provide routine surgeries to patients and to close their doors (if their accommodation deems it possible to do so). This half day should start no earlier than 1.00 pm

· Telephone services - Should a fixed half day be in place, the practice must ensure that patients have telephone access where they can speak to a member of practice staff  who can deal with their enquiry, transfer them to other practice staff or signpost them elsewhere, as appropriate. Where there are no reception services within the practice on the half day and patients have been directed to contact an alternative practice, an appropriate handover must take place by phone or fax at the end of the afternoon, or first thing the following morning, detailing the contacts which have been made during the half day period, where it would reasonably be expected that the patient’s practice should receive details of those contacts. For those practices who, for staffing reasons, have to close their doors for a lunch time during the day, this should be for a maximum of 1 hour. However, telephone access for patients must still be available during this time and answerphone messages asking patients to ring back at another time are not acceptable. Lunch hours cannot be taken before the 1.00 pm closure time on days where a fixed half day is taken 

Included in all the above is the expectation that any patient wishing to re-order a repeat prescription should be able to do so throughout core hours, if necessary.   However, if your Practice has a dedicated phone line for a specific purpose (e.g. for ordering repeat prescriptions) or it restricts some services to certain times during core hours, patients who are unable to access those services during those times must be provided with clear information that they can access the relevant service at other times during the core hours if so required.   Practices may also request that patients avoid peak times for non-urgent matters, providing that their peak times are clearly defined.

It is accepted that practices who do not wish to take up the Extended Hours Enhanced Service may wish to discuss their individual circumstances with the LHB, which they should do by the end of December 2008.    However, each LHB is committed to the implementation of the above guidance by 31 January 2009 and will work with those practices to ensure that patients have reasonable access to services as per the GMS Contract.
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