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THE NHS, as the author of a new report into severe failings in a number of hospitals puts it, “embodies the social conscience of our 
country”. It sees itself not just as a provider of health care, but as an expression of British values, even featuring in the Olympic opening 
ceremony. 

But a spate of unpleasant revelations about conditions in wards in 14 English hospitals with higher than average death rates has 
shocked the public and bitterly divided the political parties.  

In a dossier published on July 13th, Sir Bruce Keogh, medical director of NHS England, catalogued grim conditions on many wards from 
2005 in various parts of the country. Elderly patients were neglected or roughly treated and untrained staff were overstretched. Two 
hospital operating theatres in north Cumbria in north-west England had their operating theatres shut down after inspectors found them 
filthy. Thousands of avoidable deaths are estimated to have occurred as a result of poor standards. 

The revelations come just five months after a report into dire conditions at the Mid-Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust in the Midlands. 
That cost a senior scalp. Sir David Nicholson, the NHS chief executive, will step down early next year after criticisms of his handling of 
the case. 

Blame for the service’s woes is now spreading from officials to politicians. David Cameron, the prime minister, and Jeremy Hunt, the 
Conservative health secretary, have accused Labour of pumping money into the NHS when it was in office from 1997-2010 (spending 
rose by between 92% in real terms in the decade ending 2009/10) while turning a blind eye to failings. Sir Bruce concluded that an 
obsession with performance targets obscured the real state of many wards. A source in the Department of Health adds that many other 
hospitals suffer from at least some of the shortcomings identified in the report. 
Labour has responded angrily to what it sees as an opportunistic smear. Mortality data used in this reckoning, it says, also cover two 
years when the Conservative-led government was in charge. 

Little demonstrates the problems of the NHS so vividly as the political mud-throwing. A system designed in the early post-war years to 
be run from Whitehall as a top-down bureaucracy has long struggled keep up with rising health costs, greater expectations and a fast-
growing older population. Governments have traded boasts about money spent on the NHS and imposed various administrative 
upheavals (mocked by staff as “re-disorganisations”). Truly reformist thinking about how to use the best NHS leaders, let alone private 
contenders, to raise standards and control costs has been scant or short-lived. 

Mr Cameron also has some unedifying reasons for passing the buck. His governing coalition proposed piecemeal reforms in a bill 
whose consequences for NHS organisation do not look encouraging. He is thus keen to shift the offensive to Labour before the next 
election in 2015. 

In the ill-tempered hubbub, forensic questions about why mismanagement and poor performance are so rife and what to do about it go 
largely unasked at Westminster. Sir David says that to maintain even the present patchy service, the NHS will have to find an extra £30 
billion ($4.5 billion) between 2014 and 2021, on top of £20 billion savings in the four years until 2014. That Herculean task ought to 
focus political minds on better ways to run the monolithic NHS—but it probably won’t. 

 


