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To all patients of Ouse Valley Practice

The future of GP services in Balcombe (Gilletts)

I am writing to let you know about some significant changes to how we are arranging your local GP service. These changes may particularly affect people using the Balcombe surgery (Gilletts). 

After careful consideration, we will be submitting an application to the NHS Sussex Integrated Care Board to close Gilletts Surgery and provide all services from the surgery in Handcross. If approved, closure of Balcombe surgery would not happen until 2025. 

The decision to apply to close the Balcombe branch surgery is to create a safer, improved GP service for now and in the future.

While we are aware the service in Balcombe is highly valued by the community, this letter explains the background to this decision. It sets out how we intend to minimise its impact on patients who use the Balcombe surgery and create a GP service that delivers an improved service and better health outcomes. 

We also ask for your help in reshaping how we do things and how we can make sure no one is overlooked or has problems attending the Handcross surgery when they need to. 

Why the current surgery (Gilletts) is unsuitable

Since the COVID pandemic, expectations around how we deliver our services safely have changed. As a result, Gilletts Surgery is no longer considered suitable in terms of patient and staff safety. 

Despite exploring every option, this cannot be rectified with the financial or staff resources that are available.

Patient and staff safety at Gilletts

Our key concern is around our ability to maintain good standards of patient and staff safety in a small and unmodernised surgery. This is due to a combination of factors, including staff shortages and difficulties in recruiting nurses and reception staff. We are not meeting what is now considered good clinical practice because doctors are working alone, without other clinical colleagues on site. This also makes the training of new doctors and medical students difficult, as doctors are spread across two sites. 

Clinical services
Ouse Valley practice offers a growing range of clinical services which require specialist equipment and staff, such as gynaecological and contraceptive services, ambulatory blood pressure monitoring, spirometry, ear syringing and some injections. Access to these services in Balcombe is limited because we do not have the equipment and staff to provide them at Gilletts surgery.

Care Quality Commission (CQC)regulation

The Gilletts building is a Victorian building that was not designed to be a doctor’s surgery and cannot be modernised to meet the modern clinical standards set by the Care Quality Commission (CQC), the national regulator which sets standards for GP practices.

For example, there is no allocated space for infectious patients and the age of the building means it can be difficult to maintain high levels of infection control. Additionally, soundproofing is very poor so conversations in the consulting room may be audible from corridors. The reception desk is very close to waiting room patients, so confidentiality is difficult to maintain.

The future and next steps

To address these issues, and after carefully considering all possible options, we have decided to apply for closure of the Balcombe Surgery and relocate all patients and services to Handcross. This option addresses concerns about operational standards and the condition of the existing premises.

The date for this is yet to be finalised and depends on NHS Sussex approval, but any changes will not take place until 2025, giving us time to put good alternative arrangements in place.

By bringing our services together in one location in Handcross, we aim to improve our standards of patient care. To support this, we are planning to: 

· Renovate and expand the existing dispensary at Dumbledore Surgery in Handcross to accommodate Balcombe prescriptions
· Look at ways of safely storing medication in Balcombe for local collection
· Work with local transport providers to improve links across the area, including close liaison with volunteer transport groups like Balcombe Care Group. 
· Explore the possibility of taxi services locally, offering a fixed fare
· Consider changes to our existing home visiting provision to ensure vulnerable people are looked after effectively.
· Increase the number of appointments at Handcross

We have fully explored other available options and have not found a suitable alternative. Options include:

· Modernisation and renovation of Gilletts surgery
The available space is not viable and modernisation of the facilities does not address the operational issues identified. NHS Estates services are not able to fund a modernisation project at Gilletts. The practice does not have any reserve of funds that could be used.
· Relocation of the existing surgery within Balcombe
We have consulted a design engineer who has reviewed the Mid-Sussex and District Plan and Balcombe neighbourhood plan. There are no plans in or around Balcombe where a new development could offer opportunities for a new surgery. We have not been able to identify any other suitable properties to lease or rent within Balcombe to enable relocation.

Have your say

We have undertaken a full Equalities and Health Inequality Impact Assessment that indicates that we can make this change safely and fairly. However, we recognise that this decision will inconvenience some people and we have identified those who will be most affected as people who are geographically isolated, people with long-term health conditions, carers, and the elderly.

We now want to work with local stakeholders, residents, the parish council and our Patient Participation Group (PPG) to look at ways to minimise the effects of closing the surgery on these groups in particular.

To help us fully understand how this change will affect our patients, we invite you to complete a survey, which can be accessed on the practice website: www.ousevalleypractice.nhs.uk/. Paper copies are now available at the surgery. 

A meeting will be held with the parish council as an opportunity for local residents to have a voice. We will make sure this is widely publicised ahead of time. Any feedback we receive will be given to NHS Sussex when we submit the application for closure. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]If you have any questions, further information can be found on the Ouse Valley practice website and at our reception desks. We look forward to hearing from you and thank you in advance for your feedback and comments. 

Kind regards

Dr Janet Hardingham
Dr Katie Briggs
Dr Tiziana Camilleri
Dr Jo Farrant
Partners, Ouse Valley Practice
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