
 

Louise Irvine’s exposé of what Jeremy Hunt said at the Haslemere hustings, 19th 

May 2017. Jeremy said what..? (Jeremy’s words in italics)  

Louise: The frustrating thing about hustings is you don’t get a chance to come back 

and challenge things people say. At the Haslemere hustings recently, Jeremy Hunt 

made a lot of statements that need challenging. Here are some of them: Jeremy Hunt 

said what….? 

 

Jeremy Hunt: “As Health Secretary, I am proud that we have more doctors, more 

nursing and more funding than ever before in NHS history.” 

 

Louise: This is a superficial and misleading comment. Even if there are more doctors 

and nurses that does not mean there are enough. If there were enough why do we have 

50,000 NHS vacancies? Why do we have staffing gaps? In fact there are areas where 

the staffing numbers are particularly short such as mental health where we’ve lost 

7000 mental health nursing posts in 7 years, or general practice where we have fewer 

GPs per head than in 2010, and fewer since last year when there was meant to be a big 

drive to retain more GPs.  

 

 

JEREMY HUNT ON THE SUBJECT OF NHS PRIVATISATION 

Jeremy Hunt: Well, I don’t support privatisation of the NHS. (Loud laughter in 

audience obscures some text). Let’s stick to the reality shall we and not the myths that 

go around on twitter.  

 

My government is the government that actually legislated in 2012 to take the power 

away from politicians to direct that services should be contracted out to the private 

sector. We put the decision in the hands of locally led GP consortia – Clinical 

Commissioning Groups – so it’s not a decision that is taken by party politicians. 

 

Louise: This is so untrue! The legislation actually made it obligatory on clinical 

commissioning groups to put contracts out to tender unless it could be demonstrated 

there was only one possible provider. CCGs are threatened with being sued by the 

private sector if they don’t do this. As a result CCGs are too fearful not to comply. 

This was a political decision to give the internal market a boost by enforcing 

contracting out of clinical services. For Hunt to say it was not a decision taken by 

government beggars belief. The Health And Social care Act 2012 to which he refers 

was opposed by the vast majority of doctors, including the majority of GPs and most 

medical royal colleges.  

 

Jeremy Hunt: If you actually look at the facts. The latest figures are that 7.6% of NHS 

income is contracted out to the private sector. That is a figure that has gone up from 

previously by 0.3%. This is hardly the march towards privatisation. 

 

Louise: Note the vagueness of when it went up by 0.3%.  These are the actual 

statistics of percentage of NHS budget spent on outsourcing to the private for-profit 

sector. Note how Hunt chooses a comparator year that minimizes the increase.  

 

2015/16  7.6% 

2014/15   7.3% 



2013/14  6.1% 

2012/13  5.5% 

2011/12  5.3% 

2010/11  4.9% 

2009/10  4.4% (last year of Labour Government) 

It may not sound like much but the direction of travel is all one way. The contractual 

machinery to enable even this level of privatisation is so bureaucratic that it wastes 

£millions a year. For example recently the failed contract for elderly care in 

Cambridgeshire wasted £8.9 million (National Audit Office). And the private sector 

concentrates on particular areas of the NHS, like community services so has a 

disproportionate impact there and can actually destabilise and damage NHS provision 

by cherry picking the profitable bits and depriving NHS services of income and staff, 

as happened to Dermatology services in Nottingham and would have happened to 

Orthopaedic Trauma services in Sussex if local campaigners had not stepped in. 

 

Jeremy Hunt: But, what I will say is that I’m not prepared to be ideological in the 

other direction either. 

140,000 people every year have their hips and knees done for the NHS by the private 

sector. If you were to say as Jeremy Corbyn wants or as the National Health Action 

Party wants we must not use the private sector at all. That is 140,000 people who 

would have to wait longer to get their hips and knees replaced. That is also extra 

pressure on the Royal Surrey and Frimley Park for people who are having their 

orthopedic work done there as well. Extra pressure on the NHS.  

 

Louise: Wait a minute! Jeremy Hunt makes it sound totally benign that the private 

sector is doing so many operations. But it doesn’t help the NHS, and therefore doesn’t 

help patients in the long run, that elective hip and knee operations are outsourced. It 

takes bread and butter income from the NHS. Elective operations are paid at a much 

higher rate than emergency operations (even though the latter require more skill and 

use more resources) so the NHS typically cross subsidises its emergency care with 

income from elective care.  If it loses elective care income to the private sector it 

undermines NHS hospital finances and makes the whole hospital less viable. The 

NHS has to prioritise emergency care such as over December when all elective 

operations were suspended. This meant that the NHS lost a lot of income and waiting 

lists got longer.  

 

About a third of hip and knee operations are now provided by the private sector yet 

they rely on the NHS to provide back up in case things go wrong. Over 2000 people a 

year are transferred from the private sector to the NHS when things go wrong. This 

“back up” allows the private sector to avoid having to pay for its own intensive care, 

on site doctors and anaesthetists, blood supplies and so on, thus making it cheaper for 

them. They also take staff away from the NHS while contributing nothing to their 

training. And the main private providers of orthopaedic care pay no UK tax! 

 

Jeremy Hunt: I think that there can be a role for innovation and ideas that come from 

outside the NHS.  

 

Louise: What innovation? What ideas? There is a myth that the private sector is 

wonderfully innovative but no evidence to support this. The private sector is obliged 

to make profit and the main way to make profit in a labour intensive service such as 



health care is to cut staffing numbers and increase the proportion of less skilled and 

low paid staff. This is the pattern that outsourcing follows – it may be an innovative 

way to make money but does not lead to improvements in care.  

 

Jeremy Hunt And, I just say this. We have now the highest cancer survival rates in 

our history. 7,000 people alive today who would not have been alive if we stuck to 

cancer survival rates when I became Health Secretary. But, part of that is because 

private sector drugs companies have come up with new drugs.  

So, let’s be sensible about this and not ideological. 

 

Louise: Jeremy Hunt should not take credit for increased cancer survival rates. These 

have been improving gradually since the 2000 Cancer Plan invested a lot more into 

cancer care and early diagnosis. The One in two people born after 1960 are likely to 

develop cancer, but we can now cure or control cancers so much better now. But that 

means the  costs of cancer diagnosis and care is going to increase into the future. 

Since Jeremy Hunt has been SoS for health cancer services have not been getting the 

funding they need. So cancer services are consistently failing key performance 

indicators now and this is extremely worrying.  A report by MacMillan Cancer said 

the number of NHS cancer patients waiting longer than the two month target window 

to start treatment has nearly doubled in the last five years.  

So yes, more patients are being treated for cancer but a rising percentage are not being 

treated in time which shows a mismatch between demand and supply. Rather than 

saving lives this will cost lives. 

 



 
Jeremy Hunt on workforce 

 

Jeremy Hunt: “The first priority is workforce. Because NHS front line staff have 

never worked harder than they are working at the moment. “ 

 

Louise: NHS staff have never worked harder because there are not enough of them to 

provide the care patients need so all staff routinely work many extra hours a week, 

unpaid. This amounts to millions of unpaid hours a year. Overwork contributes to 

staff exhaustion and burnout. There is a staffing crisis because more staff are leaving 

than joining.  

 

Jeremy Hunt: “We have, as I mentioned earlier, half a million more over-75s than we 

had 7 years ago. The nub of the problems facing the NHS and the social care system 

at the moment is that we don’t have enough doctors and we don’t have enough 

nurses. (Shouts from audience). Now, since I’ve been Health Secretary there are 

6,500 more doctors and 15,000 more nurses but, we need more. I would like to 

oversee one of the biggest expansions of medical training in the history of the NHS to 

ensure we have the doctors and nurses we need in the future. “ 

 

Louise: NHS staff don’t feel valued or supported and more and more of them are 

leaving the NHS. Jeremy Hunt likes to praise NHS staff but he has done nothing to 

help them.  

 



There are about 50,000 vacancies for NHS staff including 25,000 nursing and 10,000 

medical vacancies.  Expansion of training places won’t help if you can’t retain staff. 

Many are leaving the service early. One reason for the exodus of staff is the 1% pay 

cap which has been imposed on top of years of pay restraint amounting to a 14% real 

terms pay cut since 2010. The abolition of the bursary for nursing and other NHS 

students has led to a reduction in applicants for training places.  

 

Jeremy Hunt I also want to prioritise mental health and in particular children’s 

mental health. I think people wait too long to get a counselling appointment. We know 

that half of mental health problems become established before people are 14. We 

could do a lot better in that area.  

 

Louise: Jeremy Hunt promised to do more for mental health care when he stood for 

election in 2015. In fact he has been uttering the phrase “parity of esteem” for mental 

health services for years. But he has done nothing about it. Funding was removed 

from mental health services then some of it given back with great fanfare as if it was 

an act of remarkable generosity. In fact it is not nearly enough to meet growing need. 

Access to mental health services has got worse.  Children’s mental health services 

have got much worse. About a third of children referred by their GP for mental health 

care are rejected because of lack of provision. Suicide is now the main cause of death 

in boys between 5 and 19. Crisis services have been cut. Often there are no acute 

mental health beds anywhere in the country. We’ve lost 7000 mental health nurses 

since 2010. The Conservatives promise to find 10,000 more mental health nurses in 

net 5 years is just empty rhetoric – they have no idea how they are going to do it. 

 

Jeremy Hunt: “Another big area of priority for me is maternity safety. We still have 

too many stillbirths, too many neo-natal deaths, too many neo-natal injuries. We 

make it too difficult for doctors and nurses where there are mistakes to learn from 

those mistakes. Too often doctors worry that they’re going to get fired, struck off, 

penalised by their institution. We need to listen to them so that we could do what 

matters most of all which is to learn from mistakes and make sure we don’t repeat 

them.” 

 

Louise: Jeremy Hunt needs to address the shocking fact that In 2015 infant mortality 

(the number of children who die before the age of one for every 1000 children born) 

rose for the first time in the UK in a decade. And that since his party came to power in 

2010 infant mortality has been rising for the poorest children, while continuing to fall 

for more advantaged groups, thus widening inequalities. Infant mortality rates are 

internationally recognised as one of the most sensitive indicators of a country’s socio-

economic conditions. This is a sad and shameful indictment of his party’s policies 

which have increased childhood poverty and widened social and economic inequality.  

 



 

 

 

 

Finally funding – this morning the IFS confirmed that the Conservatives are 

promising slightly more for the NHS than Labour in the next parliament and this is 

the third election in a row that’s happened. I’m going to make sure that money gets to 

the NHS frontline. 

 

That’s not true. The Kings Fund estimates that the Tories’ funding promise is less 

than Labour’s and that all three parties plans will lead to a reduction in percentage of 

GDP spent on the NHS. 

 

Jeremy Hunt The NHS has £6.5b more every year than it did the last time I did 

hustings in Haslemere in 2015. That’s a significant increase. 

 

Louise: This is a breathtaking claim. I don’t know where he is getting his data but 

according to the Kings Fund  the  Department of Health budget (in real terms at 

2017/18 prices) was £121.9bn in 2015/16, £122.6bn in 2016/17 and £123.7bn in 

2017/18. So an annual rise of £0.9bn. 

 

The Government kept claiming it was increasing NHS spending to reach an extra £10 

billion a year by 2020/21 but was rebuked by both the Health Select Committee and 

the Statistics Authority for misleading data. In fact the rise is just over £4 bn a year by 



2020, and that amounted to a roughly 0.9% annual rise which was wiped out when 

population increase was taken into account. So much for generous increased NHS 

spending claims! The government took money from the public health budgets and the 

nurse and doctor training budget to put into NHS services to make it look like they 

were increasing funding more than they were. They’ve cut the public health budget by 

£200 million and another £600 million public health cuts are due. 

 

 

Jeremy Hunt: On mental health, we are now spending £1.4 billion more a year than 

when I last debated against Louise. That means 120,000 more people being treated 

for mental health conditions every year. Of course, there are huge pressures on the 

NHS frontline.  But, what did an independent NHS report say just 2 months ago. It 

said that outcomes in most major conditions – heart attacks, strokes, cancer, mental 

health – have dramatically improved in the last 5 years. I think NHS professionals - 

frontline doctors and nurses – should take enormous credit for the progress that’s 

been made, despite the pressures on funding and despite the pressures on increased 

demand. But., if we’re going to continue to make those advances despite all the 

pressures, we need strong and steady leadership. It means making reforms to the way 

we deliver care in the NHS. Getting more doctors. Getting more nurses. Getting more 

funding on the back of a strong economy. 

 

Louise: We are not going to continue to make those advances. The NHS is failing key 

performance targets repeatedly and performance is deteriorating. Longer waits and 

reduced access to urgent care, planned care, cancer, GP, community care and mental 

health care mean that outcomes will get worse, not better. 

 

Jeremy Hunt said nothing at all about the recent winter crisis in the NHS: the 

thousands lying on trolleys waiting for a hospital bed; the worst ever ambulance 

response times; the plummeting performance in A+E; the closure of GP practices 

around the country with 1 in 12 GP posts vacant; the failure of his plan to recruit 5000 

more GPs when we actually have fewer GPs now than two years ago.  


