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The NHS was not well prepared for the 
pandemic. The UK Covid death toll need 
not have been so high. The straitened 
circumstances of the NHS were an 
important contributor to what transpired.

The NHS entered the pandemic weakened 
by over a decade of austerity. Hospital 
capacity was among the lowest in Europe, 
staffing vacancies numbered 100,000, 
infrastructure had been allowed to 
decline, services were characterised by a 
poorly integrated patchwork of providers, 
including a growing number of for-profit 
providers, and staff morale had declined 
through years of underfunding, not 
having their voices heard, and the loss of 
colleagues as a consequence of Brexit. 
That the NHS was able to carry on during 
the pandemic was due to the commitment 
of frontline workers. Their sense of pride in 
delivering a vital UK service was restored 
by the recognition of the country. 

This sense of pride has been under-
recognised, and its worth underestimated. 
NHS staff want, expect, and need decent 
salaries, but what sustains them is not the 
prospect of ever greater personal gain, 
but the knowledge that they provide a 
first-rate service, free at the point of need, 
available to all. 

The acclaimed aspect of the UK pandemic 
response, the Covid vaccine roll-out, was 
also largely due to the over-and-above 
commitment of NHS staff. However, 
instead of the pandemic being a wake-up 
call to invest in the NHS as a public service 
of vital importance to the UK population, 
and to strengthen the strong sense of 
united purpose and pride among the NHS 
workforce that is one of its greatest assets, 
the Government continued to favour and 
follow a policy of undermining the NHS by 
outsourcing to private providers. 

The Government was well aware of the 
fragile state of UK health services. This 
led to the slogan ‘protect the NHS’. Yet, 
instead of investing in NHS infrastructure 
that would be of value during and beyond 
the pandemic, for example by enabling 
general practitioners to provide telephone 
triage and on-line consultations with their 
patients, the Government sidelined primary 
care, by outsourcing to private providers 
of NHS 111 services. The lack of training 
of NHS 111 staff and reliance on untested 
algorithms contributed to the high 
numbers of deaths.

The UK Covid death toll was also made 
worse by years of lack of concern about, 
or deliberate neglect of, the wider 
determinants of health. These interrelated 
factors encompass housing, education, 
child development, financial security, and 
work and environmental conditions, and 
act to increase or decrease an individual’s 
risk of poor health. The failure to recognise 
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and address health determinants has 
led to a decline in the health of the 
UK population, a widening of health 
inequalities, and the consequent increased 
burden of Covid mortality and morbidity 
falling upon the most disadvantaged 
sections of society. 

The spread of the pandemic, and the 
death toll, were also worsened by a poor 
public health response – the consequence 
of over a decade of reduced funding, 
loss of expertise, dissipation of services, 
and multiple reorganisations. However, 
the Government chose not to invest in 
strengthened public health systems, nor 
to redress past errors, nor act on previous 
pandemic preparedness recommendations, 
including those of Exercise Cygnus 
in 2016, and chose not to restore a 
service that was once an international 
gold standard. Instead, the Government 
chose to outsource crucial test and trace 
operations, wasting £37bn on a failed 
system that exacerbated the spread of 

Covid, and increased the UK death toll, 
disbanded Public Health England and 
embarked, mid-pandemic, on yet another 
restructuring of public health provision.

Future resilience to health emergencies, 
no less the ability to cope with normal 
NHS requirements, requires a change 
in focus, direction, and strategy. The 
focus must be integrated investment in 
primary care, acute, community, mental 
health, public health, and social care 
services. The direction must be restoration 
of exemplary-quality, predominantly 
publicly provided and publicly delivered 
services. The strategy requires policies 
that address the wider determinants of 
health, and recognition that NHS workers 
want, deserve and need fair, stable, pay 
and conditions, but are driven to deliver 
their best by pride in the compassionate, 
equitable, public-sector service they 
provide.

10 November 2021
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