
First duty of care is to the patients  

SIR – The intervention of Sir Bruce Keogh, medical director of NHS England, expressing concern 

regarding high mortality rates in several Welsh Hospitals may not be welcome (“NHS criticism is 

‘wicked slander’, doctors claim”, February 22). It deserves to be taken seriously. 

Mortality rates are “risk adjusted”, which means that the mortality rate is “adjusted” for hospitals that 

deal with a disproportionate number of seriously ill patients, some of whom may not survive their 

treatment. 

It’s therefore appropriate to review clinical practice in all hospitals whose mortality rates are above 

100. The recent publicity relating to high death rates at the University of Wales following liver surgery, 

where an independent Royal College of Surgeons’ report identified 10 deaths that were deemed 

“avoidable” highlights the sluggish response of the hospital’s own management to information that 

should have been spotted far earlier. 

A “Wales-wide” investigation (Western Mail February 21), or indeed a “health board-wide” 

investigation would be too general, and would probably fail to identify clinical practice where there is a 

need for improvement. 

Any review needs to be “department-wide”. All health boards have sufficient information available to 

them that allows identification of individual departments, possibly individual practitioners, where 

clinical outcome falls below the norm (“outliers”). A review should look not only at mortality rates. 

Complication rates, high number of complaints from patients and their families, or frequent falling out 

between consultants within the department, all offer useful markers for identifying potential problem 

areas. 

Careful analysis of departmental practice could lead to a prompt and effective change in practice. The 

Welsh public should be in receipt of all clinical outcome measurements, department by department. 

Hysterical responses, such as BMA Cymru’s description of the perceived criticism as “wicked slander” 

and Health Minister Mark Drakeford’s assertion that the need for a review was “politically motivated” 

are (February 22) are unhelpful. Our health boards’ first duty of care is to their patients. Our political 

leaders and BMA Cymru (my own union by the way) should also be reminded that their first duty of 

care is to the patients and not to our established and very powerful institutions. 

I hope that we have no “Mid Staffordshire” in Wales. Our leaders’ current reaction is worryingly similar 

to the reaction of NHS management in the North of England, where a refusal to listen to constructive 

concern delayed essential change for many years, with tragic consequences for many families. Mark 

Drakeford and his civil servants, and BMA Cymru need to change their tune. 
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