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The crisis in A&E has caught the public’s attention and needs to be addressed by all parties 

The NHS is not in a “humanitarian crisis” as the Red Cross described it on Friday, not in the way that we associate this phrase with refugee camps in 

Yemen or the cutting off of aid supplies to Aleppo. But the health service is in such a bad state, with patients dying after long waits on trolleys in hospital 
corridors, that this sort of “made you look” language was necessary to grab the attention of the media, politicians and the public. We have become so 

anaesthetised, over the years, to stories of cancelled operations, ambulance queues outside A&E departments and a shortage of beds that a worsening 

situation over the New Year required a jolt to the system, otherwise it would have been ignored. 

Why else is the prime minister ploughing on with her speech on the “shared society” and dismissing calls by Labour to give an urgent statement to the 

Commons? Successive governments have always claimed they are providing the NHS with “record levels” of funding, as Theresa May told Sky’s Sophy 
Ridge on Sunday programme yesterday, and successive oppositions have always claimed that the health service is in a worse state than ever. Both positions 

are broadly true, but this is not enough to help solve the chronic problems of the NHS. 

The prime minister, or at the very least her elusive health secretary, Jeremy Hunt, should address the Commons but it’s going to take more than an hour of 

political point-scoring from both sides. The dire situation is a national crisis that requires a national solution — a great act of bipartisanship. The PM 

should call urgent cross-party talks, in private to avoid grandstanding, to try to reach a political consensus on the NHS. 

Since Brexit cut across traditional party lines, there has been a loosening of tribalism in Westminster, creating a great opportunity for further bipartisanship. 

Some MPs from different parties are already working together on a smaller scale, such as the commission on loneliness, originally set up by Jo Cox, now 

being led by Labour’s Rachel Reeves and the Conservative MP Seema Kennedy. 

Cross-party talks on politically-charged issues have an unhappy history. In the months before the 2010 election, the then health secretary Andy Burnham, 

his opponent Lord Lansley, and Norman Lamb for the Lib Dems came together to try to reach consensus on social care. But the talks broke down when 

Labour accused Lord Lansley of leaking plans for a levy on estates, which the Tories turned into a “death tax” campaign poster. 

As with social care, Labour and the Conservatives seem comfortable only when they are trading political blows on the NHS, each accusing the other of 

neglect and mistakes made when in office — Labour still raise the funding shortfall in the 1990s under the Major administration and the Tories point to the 
scandal of Mid-Staffordshire hospitals and elsewhere in the 2000s, when patients were forced to drink water from vases. But a patient waiting on a trolley 

right now doesn’t want to hear about which minister oversaw which failure. Cross-party talks would give a sense of urgency to the crisis and show that 

politicians were working in the national interest. 

There may be “record levels” of funding but this is clearly not enough. And if more money is needed, which it is, how is this going to be paid for? Is a 

politically unpalatable tax rise the answer? It is, of course, not only about money but systems: given that a lack of funding for social care is at the heart of 
this crisis — the logjam caused by the elderly kept in hospital beds because they cannot be sent home — why isn’t this a bigger priority? 

Once this crisis is over the issue will fade as a priority, but the problems of funding and structure will not go away. And next winter it will be the same old 

story all over again, only far worse. 

 


