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NOTICE FOR PATIENTS 
August 2019 

GP PRACTICE SERVICE CHANGES – ONE YEAR ON 
For more than 4 years we have been trying to recruit a permanent GP partner to 
replace Dr Ramsay who retired in January 2015. Dr Grenfell moved away from the 
area in August 2018 after working for us for 10 months. We proposed some changes to 
the way services would be provided by the GP Practice from Monday 20 August 2018 
in response to our continuing recruitment challenge. 
 
After local consultation including a public meeting in Aultbea Community Hall attended 
by over 200 people we announced a trial of : 

• A flexible approach whereby there may be days when there would be no GP 
based in either the Aultbea or Gairloch surgeries depending on availability. On 
these days there would always be at least one GP available at the opposite end 
of the Practice. We also proposed to continue to staff both surgery sites with 
receptionist cover even when there was no GP or nurse on site so patients 
could still attend to collect medication, make appointments, ask advice, etc. The 
list of days when no GP is based at any site is publicised on our Practice 
website. 

 
 
WHAT ACTUALLY HAPPENED? 
One year on from the changes announced in August 2018 we felt it might be useful to 
review what we said at the time and compare this with what actually happened. 
 
 
Have we recruited a new GP? 
No the Practice remains with 3 GP partners. We have continued to try and recruit but 
without success to date. 
 
We have 2 Advanced Nurse Practitioners (ANP) on the team. An ANP is a nurse who 
has undertaken advanced studies to Masters degree level so they have the skills to 
examine patients, make diagnoses, place referrals and prescribe medication. In short, 
they can do pretty much anything that a GP can do but there are still certain tasks that 
are restricted and can only be carried out by a GP. Our ANPs always have access to a 
GP when they are seeing patients. They do not work out of hours for the Practice.  
 
We have continued to train qualified doctors towards becoming a GP and gaining a 
place on the register of General Practitioners. We have hosted GP trainee Dr Adrian 
Lamas for 6 months up to July 2019 and in August Dr Graham Robertson joined us for 
the final year of his GP training. Trainee GPs must always have a qualified GP 
available for support and supervision. They do not work out of hours for the Practice. 
 
 
Can patients still get an appointment when they nee d/want one? 
Our waiting time for a routine appointment with any GP or Advanced Nurse Practitioner 
(ANP) remains between 1 and 2 days, whereas nationally this is around 2 weeks. 
Because we have trainees and ANPs, plus our GP partners rotate across both surgery 
sites, it may be that the next available appointment may not be with the doctor of 
choice, in the building of choice and at the time of choice. But if patients need to be 
seen, they can be seen. 
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In the year to the end of March 2019 we cared for almost 500 temporary patients on 
top of our 2,200 regular patients. These are often visitors to the practice area whose 
need for medical care has arisen while staying here. Caring for visitors has always 
been a “hidden” part of our practice workload and in general they need to be seen 
urgently. 
 
 
Has Out of Hours (OOH) care changed? 
Our GPs are unusual in that they work both during the day and overnight, providing 
“out of hours” (OOH) cover to our practice area during the week. At the weekend NHS 
Highland arranges for a clinician to be based in the practice area who can be contacted 
by ringing NHS24. These arrangements have not changed in the past 10 years. The 
practice’s commitment to providing OOH cover remains undiminished but it is also our 
biggest challenge. For example, during the summer we are busiest with tourists but 
when one GP partner goes on holiday then the remaining 2 partners are sometimes 
required to work all day, then all night, then all the following day - twice a week. This is 
unsustainable in the long term and the main reason why we continue to try to recruit 
another GP. 
 
 
How often is there no GP in a surgery during the da y? 
Our original proposal was to reduce the number of days that a GP is based in the 
Aultbea Surgery from 5 to 2 days a week. Gairloch Health Centre would have remained 
with a GP based there 5 days a week. Although far from optimal, this approach did give 
clarity to service users and provided consistency week to week. After discussing this 
with a number of stakeholders including representatives of the Community Council we 
decided to alter this to a more flexible rota setup that means on some days there may 
be no GP in Aultbea and on other days no GP in Gairloch. 
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So what actually happened? The following graph analyses the number of week days 
between August 2018 to July 2019 and shows when there has been no GP based in a 
surgery: 

 
 
 
By way of comparison, it may be useful to consider what would have happened had we 
persisted with the original proposal of basing a GP in the Aultbea Surgery on 2 days a 
week: 

 
 
Are the surgeries closed when there is no GP there during the day? 
Both surgery buildings have remained open 5 days a week. This has not changed. Our 
reception staff team is available on site to answer queries, book appointments and 
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direct patients to the most appropriate healthcare service. Patients who use the 
Aultbea surgery have still been able to visit the site to pick up medication that has been 
dispensed at the Gairloch Pharmacy and taken to the surgery for them to collect. 
 
 
Did we experience more requests for home visits whe n there was no GP in the 
local surgery? 
Home visits are offered to all of our patients when there is a clinical need for them i.e. 
the patient is unable to attend the surgery because they are housebound, immobile or 
too unwell to travel. The NHS considers lack of transport not to be a reason to request 
a home visit. We are fortunate to have a volunteer car scheme in the area plus a 
tradition whereby family members, friends and neighbours generously help out with 
transporting patients to the surgeries. It makes no sense to have a GP driving up and 
down the road to and from patients’ houses using up the increasingly limited and 
valuable time when they could be seeing other patients. Also seeing patients at home 
means the GP is unable to view the patient’s medical record, cannot print prescriptions, 
cannot access certain medical equipment and it is often an unsuitable environment to 
carry out examinations. 
 
We do not believe there was any increase in home visiting that resulted from the 
change in service provision from August 2018. As part of the change we made sure 
that when a GP is in sole charge of the whole Practice area from a single surgery then 
they have time in the day to address any urgent issues that may arise. We will keep 
this under review. 
 


