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Overview 

This paper updates the Sefton Overview and Scrutiny Committee for Adult Social 
Care and Health on access to general practice and NHS 111 since the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.   

Access to general practice  

Since the start of the pandemic GP practices in Sefton have been open and have 
continued to provide services to their patients throughout the period. 

In April 20, as a result of the pandemic, NHS England and Improvement (NHSE/I) 
introduced a Standard Operating Procedure (SOP) for general practice, this advocated 
a ‘total triage’ approach to access appointments and changed significantly the way in 
which practices operated. 

Total triage means that every patient contacting the practice first provides some 
information on the reasons for contact and is triaged before making an appointment. 
This approach reduces avoidable footfall into practices and protect patients and staff 
from the risks of infection. It enables practices to manage work more efficiently, whilst 
supporting continuity of care and equity of access.

Despite the challenges faced in the past year as a result of the pandemic and the 
mobilisation and delivery of COVID vaccines, GPs have delivered more patient 
contacts than previous years. Over the last six months GP practices have organised 
over 685,200 appointments for Sefton residents outside of vaccination appointments, 
an increase of 21.5% from the previous six months. The majority of these contacts 
have been through telephone and digital means however all practices have continued 
to offer face to face appointments, where clinically necessary throughout. 

Access remains multifaceted and we continue to offer:

 Appointments via your registered GP practice in core hours
 Extended access (evenings and weekends) via GP Federations working with 

primary care networks (PCNs) 
 Home visits (either via your registered practice or via the acute visiting service)
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 Out of Hours access for more urgent care via PC24 the commissioned provider

There is also a broader range of access via community pharmacy (both Care at the 
Chemist and the Community Pharmacy Consultation Service) and NHS 111.

In May 2021, NHSE/I updated its SOP and advocated a blended offer, to deliver 
accessible services, including face to face appointments as well as the option of online 
consultations, connecting patients to the right service for their needs, following 
infection control and social distancing guidance.

The CCGs will support practices to undertake an assessment on how this can be 
adopted safely in practices, taking into account workforce and estates constraints. As 
part of the CCG Local Quality Contract practices will be engaging with their patients 
to understand how changes to access have been received by patients and how access 
can be delivered going forward.

Access to NHS 111

Accident and Emergency (A&E) attendances dropped dramatically at the start of 
COVID-19, as a result NHS 111 experienced an unprecedented number of calls going 
from 189,321 in February 2020 to 347,877 in March 2020.  

Unsurprisingly, performance plummeted in NHS 111 and call abandonment rose as 
the whole of the North West was using NHS 111 as their first point of contact.  This 
was a huge shift in population behaviour but also provided the learning to recognise 
the huge role that NHS 111 could play in reducing unnecessary A&E attendances and 
increasing virtual consultations.  

NHS 111 First was implemented on 17 November 2020 for the North Mersey and 
Southport and Ormskirk systems and the programme was launched nationally on 1 
December 2020.  NHS 111 First was introduced to enable patients to be directed 
(direct booked or referred where configured) to the most appropriate service for their 
healthcare need.  The programme was also intended to support social distancing in 
A&E departments and manage patients virtually when appropriate.  

Residents can access NHS 111 via telephone or online, which follow the same 
national clinical algorithm to identify the most appropriate service or healthcare 
professional to meet their needs.  

Since the huge spike in activity to NHS 111 in March 2020, the last year has seen a 
volatile picture for calls into NHS 111 as well as NHS 111 Online.  However, since the 
implementation of NHS 111 First, the service has increased staff by approximately 
40%, which has seen a significant improvement in performance.  The percentage of 
abandoned calls have reduced, which has resulted in an all-time high for calls 
answered in March 2021.  Approximately 70% of NHS 111 calls are answered in 60 
seconds (from NHS 111 First go-live) but prior to this, it was as low as 24% (October 
2020) due to unprecedented call volumes and previous staffing levels not being able 
to meet the new levels of demand during COVID-19.  



3

Since November 2020 the North West has seen an increase in NHS 111 activity by 
33%.  Southport and Formby and South Sefton have seen increases in 17% and 29% 
respectively, in the same period.  NHS 111 Online activity has actually decreased from 
the start of the pandemic but using the online version enables patients to complete the 
clinical pathway without waiting for an advisor.  This provides unlimited capacity for 
NHS 111 as the whole process is automated until the patient receives a disposition.  

When NHS 111 users have completed the clinical pathway they are provided with a 
disposition with a service and a timeframe for example, attend A&E, within 1 hour.  
The dispositions are recorded into categories to show the patient flow from NHS 111.  
Of the total calls to NHS 111, they result in 20% of calls are closed with advice only, 
2% are advised to contact another service, 55% directed to primary or community 
care, 11% referred to either A&E or the local clinical assessment service (CAS) and 
12% transferred to 999 operations centre.  These figures are consistent across the 
North West for all CCG areas including for the whole of Sefton.  

In Sefton, there is greater access to both non-urgent and urgent community and 
primary care services following implementation in NHS 111 First.  Residents can now 
be directly booked or referred into A&E, Same Day Emergency Care (SDEC), local 
urgent treatment centres (UTCs) or walk-in Centres (WiCs), treatment rooms, 
community respiratory team (via the CAS), or community pharmacies, which is soon 
to be expanded further as NHS 111 First develops.  

The CAS was commissioned to a 24/7 service from November 2020 and is able to 
manage more symptoms and conditions, which has increased access to a wider scope 
of calls from NHS 111 to clinically validate or treat virtually.  There have been slots 
readily available for patients coming via NHS 111 to all services; including secondary 
care direct booking into minor injuries to NHS 111 allocated Treatment Room 
appointments the same day.  


