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13th December 2010:
UNION ANGERED AS NO AMBULANCE SENT TO PATIENTS WITH LIFE THREATENING CONDITIONS

UNISON has criticised Great Western Ambulance Service (GWAS) managers for putting the lives of patients at risk by refusing to back up solo responders going to life threatening calls unless the call was clearly a ‘cardiac arrest situation’.

UNISON Branch Chairman, Ian Whittern said:

“On Tuesday, GWAS managers unilaterally imposed a change in how 999 calls were responded as a consequence of the snow that fell in the West Country.  

Normally, life threatening calls would have a solo response and conveying ambulance sent under emergency conditions; the changes meant that regardless of the serious or life threatening nature of the call, only one 999 response unit was allocated per call, with them having to request ‘back up’ only after seeing the patient – to confirm the 999 caller was telling the truth about the seriousness of the patients condition.

Despicably, many solo responders were not made aware of the procedural change until faced with a critically ill patient and no vehicle to convey them.
Many 999 responders reported attending life threatening cardiac, maternity and respiratory emergencies but control staff were not permitted to send back up as it was against the policy, despite the obvious need for an ambulance to rapidly convey the patient to hospital.

A hastily agreed meeting between UNISON and management on Saturday initially resolved the crisis until Wednesday morning, when it was changed again without staff being told that only one response per 999 ‘life threatening call’ was operating again.

When challenged, the trust argued that the decision was to protect both patient and crew, but in reality it did the opposite.

Surprisingly, many solo responders were not crewed together to increase conveyance capability when the change was imposed, leading staff to question if it was more about achieving response times during the bad weather rather than the well being of staff and patients.

Notes to editors:

UNISON Great Western Ambulance Branch represents around 650 staff, including emergency ambulance crews and 999 control centre staff.
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