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About the Royal College of Emergency Medicine

The Royal College of Emergency Medicine (RCEM) is the single authoritative body for
Emergency Medicine in the UK. Emergency Medicine is the medical specialty which
provides clinicians, doctors and consultants to A&E departments (EDs) in the NHS in the UK
and other healthcare systems across the world.

Proposal

The Health and Social Care Select Committee should examine the role emergency care can
play in prevention in its upcoming prevention inquiry. EDs are vital in the provision of
universal access to healthcare to all, regardless of ethnicity, socioeconomic background, and
underlying health status, serving not only as a safety net for patients, but as a critical and
essential component of a modern health care system. EDs care for a significant number of
vulnerable patients who could benefit from support to change their behaviour or be screened
for diseases to prevent future morbidity and mortality. In addition, an ED may be an
individual’s only point of access to health care, so may be the only opportunity to affect their
health.

Why the Health and Social Care Committee should consider this issue as part of its
Prevention inquiry

A key location for delivering interventions to prevent future ill health is the ED. It is well
evidenced that need and demand for emergency care is driven by greater deprivation in the
local population. However, resourcing for urgent and emergency care does not follow local
health need.! Resource allocation nationally could be improved to track local need and
context according to Core20PLUS52. Interventions that can be implemented in the
emergency department that have been shown to be effective include: interventions to help
people to quit smoking®, reduce their alcohol consumption?, reduce their use of illicit drugs®
and improve their diet®. The ED also offers an opportunity to screen for blood borne viruses
such as HIV and hepatitis’, screen for undiagnosed hypertension®, undertake vaccinations®
and identify and refer people for support with homelessness and insecure housing?,
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financial difficulties such as debt, gambling, social challenges! and violence reduction?
including for young people*®.

Why the Committee should look at this now

The prevalence of behaviours that damage health such as smoking, excess alcohol, lack of
physical activity and the preventable diseases that they cause are a significant contributor to
the increasing pressure on EDs.** As a result, Emergency Medicine Clinicians at present
deliver aspects of public health regarding health promotion and prevention.

There is increasing evidence that a proactive, opportunistic approach is required to deliver
preventive interventions to those most in need, given the low uptake of standard preventive
services in hard-to-reach populations. The time people spend in the ED represents a
valuable “teachable moment” where they are receptive to interventions to support them in
improving their health.

Why this area would benefit from scrutiny

Currently, preventive care in UK EDs is patchy or non-existent therefore the opportunity to
deliver health benefits are missed. However, given the pressure on staff in EDs, changing
this would not be possible without scrutiny of Government policies around prevention and
the interface between preventative care and emergency care. Resources spent on
interventions 8in the ED will represent excellent value for money due to the huge number of
people who access care in the ED and the fact that many of them are from groups who
prevention services struggle to reach®® ¢ 17, Those from lower socioeconomic groups are
also more likely to attend EDs with those living in the ‘most deprived 10%’ of areas in
England having 55,600 attendances per year for every 100,000 people®® therefore it
represents an opportunity to combat health inequalities.

Why the Government needs to take action in this area

In order to achieve key prevention targets including ‘Levelling Up’ and ‘Smokefree 2030’
action is required to proactively target those most at risk. Prevention is a key arm of the
Government’s mandate to the NHS 2022/23 and the Department for Health and Social Care
is working towards publishing a Major Conditions Prevention Paper with the explicit aim of
relieving pressure on hospitals.*®

For more information, please contact policy@rcem.ac.uk
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