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Hertfordshire Local Health System Action Plan for achieving the

national milestone targets for Audiology services by 31st March 2008.

1) Purpose:

This document sets out the plans for audiology services to reduce diagnostic waiting times to meet the 6 week diagnostic wait target by March 2008 and deliver the 18 week referral to treatment (RTT) target by December 2008.  These plans have been agreed between East & North Hertfordshire NHS Trust, West Hertfordshire Hospitals NHS Trust, East & North Hertfordshire Primary Care Trust and West Hertfordshire Primary Care Trust.  

2) Targets to be achieved:

The East of England Strategic Health Authority has confirmed that the targets to be achieved in Audiology as set out in “Improving Access to Audiology” (March 2007) are as follows:

· 6 week max wait for all diagnostics (all cohorts – i.e., new referrals to both consultant and technician, self referrals and unplanned follow ups, referrals to upgrade from an analogue to a digital aids etc)

· 90% of non admitted pts seen within 18 weeks for those complying with technical definition (NB this incorporates all specialties so you can’t assume you’re aiming for 90% in audiology alone; it also includes all tertiary referrals and complex cases, e.g. for audiology this will include BAHAs and cochlear implants)

· For those outside of the technical 18 weeks definition (i.e. including self referrals for maintenance and repair, and patients switching from analogy to digital hearing aids), as stated in March 07 Improving Access to Audiology Services: 

“It is good practice for the subsequent hearing aid fitting to be carried out soon after or at the same time as assessment. In short, no local health system will be credible in claiming success on 18 weeks if it does not make excellent progress in tackling long waiting times affecting large numbers of its local population, including those waits that are technically outside the target”. 
The East of England Strategic Health Authority has confirmed that the Health Economy will be monitored against its performance and progress in delivering these targets, and the implementation of the Audiology Action Plan, which is expected to include the best practice methodologies listed below:

· Same day Assess-and-Fit clinics for appropriate cohorts of patients (up to 40%), which reduce the need for separate appointments

· Reducing wastage of appointment slots by ensuring adherence to protocols relating to pre referral good practice e.g. primary care / patient self management ensuring wax clear wax from ears;

· Improved efficiencies in the deployment of workforce e.g. extended working day, changes in working patterns, skill mix changes with trainees and associates, and staff empowerment for decision making   

· Establishment of alternatives for follow up, repairs and adjustments e.g. 

· Telephone follow ups at 12 weeks – appropriate for up to 60% of patients, and achieving a 70% discharge rate primary care based follow-up clinics. 

· Drop-In maintenance and repair clinics. 

· Ongoing WL validation; ongoing as opposed to a periodic exercise when under pressure.

The Health Economy will also be expected to ensure that the model care pathways to be published by the Department of Health are used to inform local commissioning.  The adult hearing loss pathway was due to be published in March 2007, but is not yet available via the 18 week website.  The glue ear pathway was published in April 2007 and cochlear implant, balance, bone-anchored hearing aids and tinnitus will be published by October 2007.  
3) Current position:
Within Hertfordshire there are three main providers of Audiology services.  East & North Hertfordshire NHS Trust provide audiology services to children and adults, across East & North Hertfordshire.  West Hertfordshire Hospitals NHS Trust provides services to those aged 16 years and over and West Hertfordshire Primary Care Trust provides audiology services to children between the ages of 0 – 16 years across West Hertfordshire.

The Hertfordshire Primary Care Trusts also commission audiology activity from various other providers, including Addenbrookes, PAH, Royal Free, Barnet & Chase Farm, UCLH and Stoke Mandeville.  This activity includes both secondary care audiology activity and tertiary and specialist activity such as Bone Anchored Hearing Aids and Cochlear Implants. The action plan does not include activity at these providers, as it is assumed the bulk of the planning work to reduce waits will be undertaken by their host commissioners (with input from Hertfordshire as necessary.) The need to develop action plans has been discussed with all local commissioners who have been asked to follow up with the relevant lead commissioners.
Having undertaken a demand and capacity exercise across Hertfordshire’s three main providers, it is clear that there is insufficient capacity to meet the current and future demand for audiology services, as suggested by our earlier capacity plan submission to the SHA in March

There are two areas that need to be addressed within audiology in order to ensure that the targets set for the services are achieved in a timely manner:

· Firstly, managing the backlog of patients awaiting hearing aid fittings (current waiting time c67 weeks) and those that require changing from analogue to digital systems. (c 2,000 patients waiting in total)
· Secondly, managing the gap from initial referral to assessment.  This is currently c13 weeks and has to be reduced to six weeks. 
In addition the audiology departments in Hertfordshire will need to review their practice of following up all patients ‘for life’ and whether there are any benefits to providers in continuing this practice. Work carried out within the East of England has demonstrated that changes in working practices and how patients are followed up have been beneficial and effective in reducing waiting times.  There also needs to be increased engagement with Practice Based Commissioning Groups to re-design the pathway, including the ability of patients to ‘self’ refer back into the service.
It is evident that audiology services in Hertfordshire will require additional resources, in terms of finance and staffing, and a change in working practices in order to achieve the national milestones.

4) Summary:

The attached action plan details how the Health Economy across Hertfordshire will ensure that the plans to reduce diagnostic waiting times to meet the 6 week target by March 2008 and the 18 week referral to treatment (RTT) target by December 2008 will be achieved.  These plans have been agreed between East & North Hertfordshire NHS Trust, West Hertfordshire Hospitals NHS Trust, East & North Hertfordshire Primary Care Trust and West Hertfordshire Primary Care Trust.  
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