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Hands off our NHS Public meeting around the closure of Putnoe Walk-in Centre 

Thursday 22 March 2018 

Speakers at this well-attended public meeting, attended by some 70 local residents as well as  Bedford MP 
Mohammed Yasin and NE Bedfordshire Labour Party Chair Julian Vaughan were:  

• Steve Carne from 999 Call for the NHS, a national campaign group  

• Rosie Newbigging, former Beds County Councillor and now local organiser of Hands Off Our NHS 
(Bedford, Luton and Milton Keynes)  

• Labour Councillor Jade Uko  

• Jo Owen. 

Rosie explained some local history. Before the last election, local campaigners had been fighting threats to 
downgrade our local hospital services, twice successfully battling threats to downgrade our Accident & 
Emergency (A&E) and our Maternity services. We have already seen Paediatric services reduced, Stroke 
services broken up and taken to Luton and, most recently, our Mental Health in-patient services at Weller 
Wing have closed, having been found unfit for purpose by the Care Quality Commission. There has been no 
replacement, meaning that local women are sent to Houghton Regis and men to Luton. 

The pending merger between Bedford and the Luton & Dunstable Hospital, due to occur in April, has been 
postponed. While we have been told this will not affect local service provision, we are also aware that this is 
not something which can be assured for the future. We are aware that planning for future development is very 
much focused on the Luton site.  

We are losing GP services in Bedford. Clapham Road and Lansdowne Road practices have both recently closed.  

The latest issue has been the threat to close the Putnoe Walk-in Centre, a centre which serves not just Putnoe 
but the entire surrounding area – there is no other similar provision. This centre takes pressure off our 
Accident and Emergency Department which, as we already know, is not meeting its targets. Originally the 
Putnoe Walk-in was scheduled to close at the end of March but a local petition and outcry, together with  
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media attention, meant that the decision was made not to close it until the Urgent Care Centre is opened in 
the Caldwell Medical Centre – next to the hospital in the former Weller Wing building – in October. The Putnoe 
Centre is now to stay open until the end of September, however operating at reduced hours. Patients who 
would have gone there will now go to A&E.  

It must also be understood that, since an Urgent Care Centre is not the same as a Walk-in Centre, this is not a 
like-for-like replacement. The provision of Urgent Care Centres is mandated as part of the five-year forward 
plans for the NHS. These are to triage patients from A&E and, therefore, do need to be on-site. A Walk-in 
Centre, however, can stop patients from even reaching A&E.  

What we need in a growing town such as Bedford are both – Walk-in centres and an Urgent Care Centre, not a 
blatant reduction in services which will simply add pressure to A&E.  

Steve Carne discussed the upcoming judicial review, challenging NHS England over Accountable Care 
organisations, explaining what these are. An American model, they are a centralised care system which gives 
control of both health and social care to one organisation. Integration sounds like a very good thing – we have 
talked about bringing health and social care together – and, on the surface, it sounds like something both 
services would welcome. But this is about integration of management, however – it is not focused on patient 
care. The aim is to pool budgets and, thereby, to shrink them; it is not about patient and service user benefit. 

Currently we do have set budgets for services but spending is not capped on any one condition or patient. This 
means that, when budgets are overspent, they go into deficit. Under the new plans, we will get a fixed 
capitated budget instead with each of the 44 footprints getting a lump sum which it decides how best to spend 
it. There will simply  be no extra. This will mean cuts and a situation where patients who go over their 
individual budget will need to pay for care. Risky conditions/services will get no funding, and there will be 
restrictions on what can be offered. This will be for profit – anything the organisation does not spend, it can 
keep; not to reinvest in services or to boost budgets. Local councils, which are already being squeezed, need to 
oppose this and speak out for their residents in opposing these Accountable Care plans.  

There are smokescreens, however. While it may look as though NHS England has revoked the Accountable 
Care system, they are talking about introducing Integrated Care systems – the same thing renamed. 
Bedfordshire is one of 10 areas chosen for the first wave, due to have happened in April, and the delays have 
largely been because of the campaign groups and the call for judicial review to challenge the fact that all this is 
being planned behind closed doors. Public information is poor and difficult to understand, meaning it is very 
important for members of the public and campaigners to attend public meetings about the planning of 
services, Integrated Care systems or STPs. We need to find out when things are happening and who is in 
charge; to understand how GPs are being involved; to find out the plans and if they can be examined. We also 
need to find out what is really meant by ‘self care’.  

Councillor Uko reiterated the issues for our area around NHS provision. 

• There are plans for Luton and Dunstable to take over Bedford Hospital.  

• Putnoe Walk-in Centre, which has been open for 10 years and is well used, is now due for closure at 
the end of September.  

• While an Urgent Care Centre is due to open on the hospital site in October, this is not the same as a 
Walk-in Centre and serves a different purpose. Cuts to the NHS are behind this proposal. 

• Although the Walk-in Centre is in area considered fairly affluent, it does serve a wider locality, one 
which includes an area considered one of the most deprived in the UK.  
 

• It takes two buses to get to the hospital from the north of town. An Urgent Care Centre as an 
additional service would be welcome; an Urgent Treatment Centre on the other side of town is not a 
viable replacement for the Walk-in Centre.  
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Cllr Uko also urged the public to attend public council meetings such as the Scrutiny Committee which meets 
on Tuesday 17 April at Borough Hall at 18.30. 

Jo Owen advised that we need to discuss car park planning and the need to allow extra space for the newly 
extended services. While car parking has not been considered, it is likely that this should be included legally in 
any service change plans. Any business must consider parking when looking at new plans, therefore, as there is 
already inadequate parking and severe congestion in the area surrounding the hospital, this may be possible 
grounds for a challenge. If all patients who would have used Putnoe Walk-in Centre are diverted to A&E or the 
Urgent Care Centre, this will cause even more problems to the area.  

Upcoming Events for the NHS locally: 

Saturday 30 June: march from Bedford Hospital to the station to coincide with a march in London 

Thursday 5 July: celebration of the NHS 70th birthday. Details tba 


