
JOIN UNISON TODAY! – just fill in form on back page

INSIDE 
this 
issueUNISONin Touch

l Bulletin of UNISON Epsom & St Helier Branch l No. 26 Spring 2009

Ten years ago when Epsom 
and St Helier Hospitals were 
merged into a single unit the 
writing was on the wall – the 
health authorities were creat-
ing a joint Trust with the clear 
intention of leaving us with just 
one main hospital.

Within months plans had 
been rushed out proposing just 
that. UNISON, working with 
the London Health Emergency 
campaign group and the local 
TUC, launched a campaign to 
stop what we saw as a shotgun 
marriage that would squeeze 
casualty, maternity and in-pa-
tient capacity from two sites 
into one.

At the time we were told we 
were wasting our breath and 
our energy – if the NHS bu-
reaucracy wanted Epsom and 
St Helier merged onto one site 
there was nothing we could do 
to stop it. 

We ignored those warn-
ings and ten years on, with 
millions wasted by NHS chiefs 
on ill-conceived and abortive  
plans, and with thousands tak-
ing to the streets of Sutton and 
Epsom, we have won.

In the past few weeks the 
Surrey PCT have confirmed that 
they will continue to buy key 
services from Epsom Hospital, 
including consultant-led mater-

nity, casualty and women’s and 
children’s services. 

Only two years ago it was 
there in black and white that 
those services would close. We 
have stopped that from hap-
pening.

Now we also have the Out-
line Business Case for the re-

development of St Helier. It’s 
not everything that we would 
have wanted and there are 
many questions that we want 
answered but on face value it 
looks like bed numbers and 
key services at St Helier will be 
maintained in new and refur-
bished buildings.

No one should underesti-
mate the scale of the victory 
that UNISON, working with the 
Trust’s staff, local politicians and 
our communities, has secured. 

While some people focused 
on defending only their end of 
Epsom and St Helier, we always 
maintained that we needed 

both sites and major finan-
cial investment to rebuild our 
crumbling facilities. That’s now 
the strategy.

When we produced our bul-
letin over a year ago with the 
headline “We Need Two Hos-
pitals” we were told we had no 
chance. 

It was lucky that we had 
the support from our mem-
bers to dig in and stick to what 
we knew was right and after a 
decade of campaigning we are 
proud to say we are close to 
winning.

But we know that the wind 
can change direction very 
quickly and we are not being 
complacent. 

We will engage with the 
Trust and the PCT’s over the 
redevelopment plans for both 
Epsom and St Helier and we will 
continue to campaign politi-
cally for the money we need to 
make these plans real and free 
from the clutches of the private 
sector and their drive or profits.

As other hospitals up and 
down the country have closed 
over the past ten years we have 
kept both Epsom and St Helier 
alive, with your support and the 
support of our communities. 

We should never underesti-
mate just what a victory that is 
for People Power.

Services to stay at Epsom AND St Helier

A victory for 
UNISON’s 
campaign!

UNISON 
opposes 
car parking 
price hike

 
Unison is appalled that the Trust 
is looking to jack up the price of 
parking permits for staff from 
£15 to £20 - an inflation busting 
increase of a massive 33%!

 Not only is this increase yet 
another back-
door tax on 
staff but it 
has also been 
introduced 
without con-
sultation, rid-
ing roughshod 
over agreed 
procedures.

 This kind 
of autocratic 
management, 
which hits our 
staff where it 
hurts at a time when we are all 
feeling the pinch, has got to 
stop and UNISON has raised a 
formal objection.

Plans for a 
new St Helier: 
where’s 
the money?
– page 3

Threat to 
privatise 
Sterile 
Supplies
– back page

South West 
London NHS  
faces cash 
crunch 
– page 3

Keep Our 
Postal 
services 
public! 
– page 2

Meters closed: 
parking is now 

free in Welsh 
hospitals: why 

not here?

UNISON’s Head of Health, Karen Jennings, speaks at the November 2006 protest as our branch kept up the fight to defend services at both Epsom and St Helier
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Kevin O’Brien
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At last we have a 
breakthrough
This is a special issue of the UNISON bulletin here 
at Epsom and St Helier. After ten long hard years 
we have made a significant breakthrough in our 
fight to preserve key services on both the Epsom 
and St Helier hospital sites.

There is no doubt 
that there is still a long 
way to go and that 
there will be a hard 
fight ahead to get 
the cash in place that 
will be required to 
upgrade and rebuild 
both sites. UNISON is 
100% committed to a 
political battle to se-
cure the investment 
that we so desperately 
need.

I would like to 
thank everyone who had supported us in this 
campaign. While “strategic plans”, and the senior 
managers behind them, have come and gone 
like very expensive ships in the night one thing 
had remained constant – our front line staff and 
the communities that support you.

Nobody will ever forget that rainy day in Sut-
ton when 3000 marched from the tennis centre 
up to the open space opposite St Helier in sup-
port of the hospital.

And what about that Saturday morning in 
Epsom when 5000 jammed up the streets of the 
town and blocked the traffic all the way back to 
the M25 up at Leatherhead? 

I remember arriving at the meeting point 
at Epsom clock tower with Geoff Martin hop-
ing that a few hundred would show up – I don’t 
know who was more surprised, me and Geoff, 
the MP Chris Grayling, or the local police, when 
thousands suddenly appeared almost from no-
where.

What the campaign has proved conclusively 
is that if we all stand together we can win. That’s 
the principle that the trade union movement 
was founded on and, despite all the doubters 
who warned us we were wasting our time taking 
on the might of the NHS bureaucracy, we have 
proved that the principle 
holds good today.

But although we have 
won on the core issue of re-
taining and developing both 
of our key sites the cam-
paign isn’t over yet. We still 
want to see the fine detail of 
the services that will be lo-
cated at both Epsom and St 
Helier and how they will be 
funded.

There is already specula-
tion over the future of in-
patient services at Queen 
Mary’s on the St Helier site. 

The PCT have sought to 
defuse the row, but there is 
still a discussion going on with St George’s and 
UNISON will be keeping a close eye on develop-
ments.

There is also the real possibility of redeploy-
ment of staff out of the main hospitals and into 
the community units. Some staff may welcome 
that, but UNISON will make sure that any rede-
ployment is properly negotiated and agreed – 
and that’s one of the reasons why you need the 
support that comes from UNISON membership.

So we move forward. It’s been a tough ten 
years but I don’t regret for a moment the deci-
sion that we took in 1999 to launch a high-profile 
campaign to defend our hospitals, their services 
and their staff. 

I am delighted that between us we have se-
cured such an important step forward in that 
fight.

25 years on from the 
miners’ strike
Hard to take in that it’s a quarter of a century 
since the miners stood up against Margaret 
Thatcher in their epic struggle to defend their in-
dustry and their communities.

The unions that went on to merge into UNI-
SON all played their 
part in supporting the 
mineworkers, and I re-
member that we had a 
slogan at the time “No 
Pit Closures – No Hospi-
tal Closures.”

A lot of the pro-
grammes on the televi-
sion at the moment will 
tell you that the miners 
lost – but it wasn’t just 
the pit workers’ defeat. 

Whole communities 
were torn apart, the no-

tion that “greed is good” took hold, with all the 
dire consequences that we are seeing today and 
we now import millions of tons of coal while pits 
that could have helped meet our energy needs 
are sealed up.

If the recession, and the greed that’s driven 
the world into it, tells us anything, it’s that the 
notion of supporting each other and standing 
together is as relevant today as it ever was.

Mental health and the 
recession
There’s a consensus that one of the inevitable 
consequences of the recession will be a surge in 
demand for mental health services as more peo-
ple are pushed to the edge by anxiety and de-
pression.

The government recently made a token ges-
ture of acknowledgement of this, by announcing 
an extra £13m to expand services such as talk-
ing therapies for those pushed into crisis by the 
recession. That’s nowhere near enough to make 
a differnce.

We need an expansion of mental health serv-
ices and yet in our area there has 
been a continuing reduction in 
capacity. 

The latest moves will shift in-
patient services out of the Epsom 
area, forcing people to travel 
greater distances to access the care 
that they need.

That cannot be right at any 
time, and particularly not in the 
current climate. I hope that the 
authorities will step back and think 
again.

Stop the BNP
UNISON is supporting a commu-
nity campaign to expose and stop 

the racist BNP who are seeking to gain a foothold 
on the St Helier estate.

The BNP have deliberately set out to exploit 
the recession with their policies of division and 
hate, seeking to scapegoat minority groups 
when we all know that the blame for the eco-
nomic crisis lies fairly and squarely with the 
greed of the bankers and speculators.

The NHS needs the BNP like it needs a hole in 
the head.  Our services depend on a multi-racial 
workforce pulling together and they have done 
for years.  We should be proud of the diversity of 
our workforce and our communities and the last 
thing that we need is the BNP spreading their 
poison.

UNISON nationally and locally will continue to 
be in the forefront of the campaign against the 
racists.

KEEP THE 
POST PUBLIC
UNISON is giving 100% backing  to the campaign 
by our colleagues in the Communication Work-
ers Union to stop the sell off of the Royal Mail to a 
private company.

The plan would involve flogging off the most 

profitable bits of the postal service to one of the 
big European delivery companies putting at risk 
the principle of a universal post service and open-
ing the door to massive increases in charges.

We know all about privatisation in the NHS and 
the damage that it causes, and we recognise how 
important it is that the posties win their fight. 

If they pull it off, it can help us turn the tide on 
the whole policy of forcing the profit motive into 
the public services.

You can find out more about the KEEP THE 
POST PUBLIC campaign at www.cwu.org

Some Epsom and St Helier staff 
will have heard about the new 
Independent Safeguarding Au-
thority (ISA) but you might not 
know exactly how it will affect 
you. You can find a detailed 
guide at the UNISON website – 
www.unison.org.uk.

In essence the ISA is like a 
CRB with knobs on. It will cover 
all staff who work with vulner-
able adults or children who will 
have to be registered. Not just 
clinical staff but all grades in-
cluding support staff. 

The ISA comes into force in 
October.

For us, there are two key is-
sues that need to be resolved:

n The cost to the individual. 
UNISON will be approaching 
the Trust management asking 
them to cover the fees.

 We do not see why we 
should pay fees that are di-
rectly related to our work, and 
don’t forget that ISA applies to 
ALL staff – including our lowest 
paid members. In these hard 

times, £64 is a lot of money and 
should be covered by the NHS 
rather than coming out of our 
own pockets.

n  “Doubling-up” of regula-
tion. The new scheme will du-
plicate existing regulation of 
nurses and other staff. UNISON 
believes that those staff al-
ready on a professional register 
should be excluded from the 
ISA as the existing regulators 
should be able to liaise with the 
ISA to avoid doubling up.

We all support safeguards 
that protect both our staff and 
our patients but the ISA must 
be introduced fairly with the 
costs covered by the NHS as an 
organisation not by the individ-
ual member of staff – UNISON 
will keep you informed of de-
velopments.

The Independent Safeguarding 
Authority (ISA) and YOU
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UNISON takes an 
in-depth look 
at the Outline 
Business Case 
(OBC)
There’s been much said about 
the plans to redevelop the St 
Helier Hospital site. UNISON has 
been calling for the rebuilding 
of St Helier Hospital for many 
years, and we welcome any-
thing that takes us down that 
route and secures the long 
term future of the site.

It’s a real shame that the 
past ten years have been 
wasted kicking around the 
“single site option” – that 
means that the redevelopment 
of both Epsom and St Helier 
has been delayed for a decade 
and pushes the new build well 
off into the future. 

If the Trust had followed 
UNISON’s advice in 1999 we 
could have had our new build-
ings by now.

However, better late than 
never, and we now need to 
make sure that the financial 
and political hurdles are cleared 
so that work can start promptly.

These are the key points and 
important questions that are 
thrown up by the Outline Busi-
ness Case (OBC) for the St Hel-
ier Development.

What will it cost and what 
will we get?

The favoured option of the 
business case is for the building 
of a new block on the current 
Ferguson House site and the 

refurbishment of part of the 
current buildings. 

The Trust accept that their 
favoured option would have 
been for a complete new build 
rather than a bit of both but 
they have ruled this out on the 
grounds of cost.

The current plans would 
require investment of around 
£150 million although this fig-
ure is fluid due to the long term 
nature of the project. A com-
plete new build would cost 
around £400 million.

UNISON still believes that 
a complete new build is both 
desirable and achievable. The 
Trust have taken a staged ap-

proach – hoping that over a 
period of time the whole hos-
pital will be replaced by new 
buildings.

There must be an issue of 
false economy here. Surely it 
would be cheaper to rebuild 
the whole hospital in one hit 
rather than spending money on 
refurbishing buildings that will 
later be demolished?

We understand the funding 
constraints laid out by the Gov-
ernment but these are excep-
tional times and there is no bet-
ter time to make a special case. 
The Government have said 
that they want to kick-start the 
economy by bringing forwards 
major public works. 

UNISON would welcome the 
opportunity to make a joint ap-
proach to NHS London and the 
Government for urgent sign off 
of the St Helier redevelopment 
and for consideration of central 
funding of the entire scheme 
rather than the piecemeal ap-
proach.

Will it be privately 
funded?

The simple answer is yes, 
although the Trust make clear 
that funding the development 
through a private partnership is 
the most expensive option. 

There are also serious risks 
that in the current economic 
climate that it may prove dif-
ficult and time-consuming to 
find private sector investment.

Many commentators and 
health officials have warned 
that the private funding of NHS 
hospitals is a policy that’s in 
danger in the wake of the credit 
crunch.

At the same time the Gov-
ernment are looking at making 
£2 billion available to bail out 

current PFI schemes.
UNISON is worried. We are 

concerned that the St Helier 
development that we desper-
ately need could be delayed 
and disrupted by the private 
companies and the banks – and 
again we would favour a joint 
approach to the Government 
for early and direct funding 
from the Treasury. 

We’ve got political clout, so 
why don’t the Trust join us in 
using it?

What’s the timescale?
The Trust hopes to have 

all financial and planning ap-
provals in place by 2011. If all 
goes according to plan the new 
buildings will be handed over 
in 2016.

A key part of the plan de-
pends on the disposal of the 
Sutton Hospital site and that 
may be affected by the current 
recession and the collapse of 
property prices. Originally it 
was hoped that the Sutton site 
would bring in £40 million to-
wards the costs of the scheme 

but the latest valuation sug-
gests that it has fallen to £27 
million.

This could have serious con-
sequences for the plans and 
could lead to further delays, 
reinforcing UNISON’s call for a 
political campaign to persuade 
the Government to underwrite 
the costs of the development 
up front.

What services and facili-
ties will be retained?

On bed numbers it would 
appear that the new St Helier 
will have a total complement of 
526 beds, with 348 located in 
the new block on the Ferguson 
House.

 It’s not clear how such a 
high number of beds will be 
located on the footprint of 
Ferguson House, and how the 
remainder will be housed in the 
existing buildings, and we are 
waiting to see detailed plans.

The OBC predicts a reduc-
tion in accident and emergency 
attendances as they are di-
verted to the Urgent Care Cen-

tre – this could have implica-
tions for the status of the A&E 
department, and again we are 
seeking clarification. 

St Helier will not be a main 
acute centre under the Darzi 
strategy, and we would argue 
that it should be. There could 
well be implications for trauma 
and emergency surgery.

Similarly a significant pro-
portion of outpatients will be 
shifted out into the community 
sites. UNISON will be watching 
this closely as it will have impli-
cations for staff, who will have 
to transfer with the services.

It is clear from the OBC that 
the future of women’s and chil-
dren’s services is not settled 
and that St George’s will be 
having a major say in the future 
location. This needs to be moni-
tored closely – to lose these key 
services could seriously under-
mine the viability of St Helier.

UNISON supports the urgent 
re-building of St Helier, and we 
would call for it to be rebuilt as 
a main acute centre. 

Stay tuned to this bulletin 
for further developments.

South West London’s hospitals 
seem to be at the centre of the 
storm that is beginning again 
to blow through the NHS, after 
a winter that has seen all local 
hospitals on black or red alerts.

Mayday Hospital in Croydon 
reports that it is now consist-
ently running at 100% bed oc-
cupancy, leaving little scope to 
meet the government’s tough 
waiting time targets. 

While their A&E attend-
ances actually fell slightly over 
the winter, the numbers need-
ing emergency admission and 
more substantial treatment re-
mained unchanged.

Epsom & St Helier Trust has 
revealed the need to make 
cuts of £16 million to balance 
the books in the next financial 
year, although the good news is 
that plans to axe A&E and other 
services at Epsom Hospital have 
been put on the back burner.

St George’s has also unveiled 
a massive £30m-plus cuts tar-
get for next financial year, in-
cluding progress in paying off 
the £32m loan which has kept 

the Trust afloat for the last cou-
ple of years.  Its latest Trust 
Board notes that the bed status 
in the hospital varies only be-
tween black and red alert.

West Middlesex Hospital 
in Isleworth also recorded a 
succession of black alerts dur-
ing the winter cold snap, and 
missed its performance targets 
so drastically that chief execu-
tive Tara Donnelly was forced to 

walk the plank.
But just in case you thought 

decisions on local services in 
SW London might be taken 
locally, NHS London has now 
formed an “inner cabinet” of 
just 6 of the capital’s 31 Primary 
Care Trust bosses to shape up 
plans for the whole of London.

There is little chance that the 
views of local people will pen-
etrate this secretive set-up. 

SW London cash crunch

A new plan to 
rebuild St Helier: 
but where is 
the money?

UNISON is 
worried. We are 
concerned that 
the St Helier 
development that 
we desperately 
need could be 
delayed and 
disrupted by the 
private companies 
and the banks 
– and again we 
would favour a 
joint approach to 
the Government 
for early and 
direct funding 
from the Treasury. 
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As we went to press, UNISON 
was awaiting further details 
from the Trust on plans to pri-
vatise sterile supplies services 
at Epsom and St Helier.

It has been made absolutely 
clear to the Trust that we will 
fight tooth and nail any propos-
als to bring a private company 
in to take over this essential 
service, and that we will have 
the full support of UNISON na-
tionally in our campaign.

This is an incredibly short-
sighted and dangerous pro-
posal that flies in the face of all 
the evidence from around the 
country and is totally at odds 
with the views of the surgeons 
themselves.

Last year the Royal College 
of Surgeons issued a press re-
lease warning that operations 
were being cancelled because 
equipment is being damaged 
and delayed by out-sourced 
private decontamination serv-
ices. 

They warned that:
“…much equipment is com-

ing back late or going missing, 
and sensitive, expensive tools 
are being broken. Without the 
equipment to do the job, sur-
geons are forced to cancel or 
abandon operations – some-
times when patients are already 

anaesthetised and prepared.”
If that wasn’t enough evi-

dence of the dangers of priva-
tisation, then we need look no 
further than up the A24 at St 
George’s where the contract 
for sterile services with Decon 

Sciences has been terminated 
after repeated problems and 
the work has been  brought 
back in house.

Decon Sciences have a big 
foot in the door at Epsom al-
ready, and are rumoured to be 

in pole position for a takeover.
The Trust need to take our 

warnings seriously and should 
be under no illusions about the 
nature of the campaign we will 
mobilise locally and nation-
ally, with the full backing of our 
General Secretary Dave Prentis 
who said:

“Patient safety should come 
before private profit – clearly 
that is not happening here. 
Local people have a right to 
know that the drive to close 
down in-house sterilisation 
services is dangerous.  

“There is a real risk of more 
operations being cancelled 
because of damaged or incom-
plete packs of instruments.  
And lives should not be put 
at risk unnecessarily because 
surgical instruments have not 
been properly decontaminated 
and sterilised.”

And we know from other 
parts of the country that this is 
a campaign we can win. 

Last year a move to hand 
over hospital sterile supplies in 
Liverpool to a company called 
InHealth was defeated. 

We will be learning the les-
sons from that campaign and 
from other UNISON experiences 
across the UK.

Threat to privatise 
Sterile Supplies

A document is currently out 
to consultation that will see 
trauma services in London cen-
tralised on four inner-London 
sites – St Georges, Kings, St 
Mary’s Paddington and the 
Royal London.

No one is going to object to 
the creation of centres of excel-
lence, but that should not come 
at the expense of stripping core 
services away from local gen-
eral hospitals.

In this Trust we have already 
seen trauma care shifted out 
of Epsom and it now looks as if 
St Helier is going to lose those 
services as well if these plans 
are bundled through. 

That means longer journeys 
through the busy streets of 
south London to access care at 
St George’s. So much for the no-
tion of Better Healthcare, Closer 
to Home!

But there’s a deeper concern 
– and that is that the loss of 
trauma may not be the whole 
story. It’s clear from the consul-
tation that neither Epsom nor 
St Helier will be designated as a 
“Main Acute Hospital” under the 
current plans for London.

So what else will we lose? 
The debate is raging around 

the possible shifting of key pae-
diatric services to St George’s, but 
are we being told the full story? 

Are staff and the public re-
ally aware of the full implica-
tions for local services of the 
plans currently being formu-
lated? Will the creation of an 
Urgent Care Centre at St Helier 
have implications for the viabil-
ity of our Accident and Emer-
gency department?

These are important ques-
tions, and UNISON is demand-
ing answers.

Trauma review sets 
alarm bells ringing

“Didn’t we used to have a scalpel in this kit?”

“Hurry up George, get us to A&E before all the 
trauma services are moved to inner London”


