
Speaker's Corner - Junior doctor contracts and why we should all be worried

This month Dr Ben Molyneux gives his views on the junior doctors contract dispute. Ben is a sessional GP and member of City & Hackney LMC. He is

also a member of the BMA GP Committee, and previous Chairman of the Junior Doctors Committee.

Junior doctor contracts and why we should all be worried

What&rsquo;s this about striking?

Waving placards, marching on streets and threats of strike action are activities you might associate with railways workers and students, but not

normally with junior doctors. Juniors are usually viewed as a fairly stoic bunch so it has come as a surprise to many, not least the government, that so

much anger has erupted over the proposed new contract.

Looking back to when I was involved with the initial negotiations, those were the rosy days of minimal political interference and getting on with the

issues. Since then, unfortunately, what could have been an agreeable settlement has turned into a pitched battle.

What&rsquo;s the problem?

There is plenty of information from the BMA on what the issues are. The headlines are potential pay cuts for many &ndash; the BMA pay calculator

has shown up to 30% cuts in some cases - and the GP trainee supplement is particularly vulnerable. Pay progression will end, so those who take time

out for academic study or parental leave will earn less than their peers. Perhaps worst though, is the loss of safeguards against working excess hours,

and a move to make a normal working week anything within 7am-10pm Monday to Saturday. There will be little to prevent the days of tired doctors

putting patients at risk coming back to haunt us.

Where are we now?

After the BMA refused to negotiate until the above issues were removed as pre-requisites for discussion, Jeremy Hunt threatened to impose the

contract instead. This gun to the head has galvanised juniors in a way I have never witnessed before and we now see protests all around the country,

stories in every paper, and even traditionally anti-doctor outlets looking on favourably.

Since the BMA has announced it will ballot the membership for industrial action, over 5,000 new members have signed up as a result. Those wishing

to respond to the ballot need to be registered with the BMA by 29 October.  A Facebook group has over 51,000 members actively discussing different

methods to get the message out to the profession, the public, and to government. There have been multiple protest events, and the biggest of these

so far is a march planned for 17 October. This march has been arranged entirely by grassroots juniors in between their shifts and this huge amount of

work demonstrates just how strongly people feel.

Why is this important?

You may be reading this thinking, &ldquo;I&rsquo;m a GP, I have my own issues to worry about&rdquo; and that is true, however, I believe this is

wider than the junior doctor contract. This is the opening move from government to move all NHS staff onto 7-10, seven days per week rotas for no

additional pay. If we don&rsquo;t support juniors now then nurses, physios and GPs will all be next to see unilateral contract changes to suit the

government agenda. We must do all we can to support the juniors, because if we win this battle to see justice for our colleagues and our patients, then

maybe, just maybe, they will think twice before they come for us.

I&rsquo;ll be marching to support juniors on 17 October; I hope to see some of you there.

 


