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Prime minister tells troubled trusts to “hold their nerve”

Michael Day London

Tony Blair has intervened person-
ally in the financial and political
storm over NHS debts and job
losses. He summoned the chief
executives of 16 of the most debt
ridden hospital and primary care
trusts to Downing Street to dis-
cuss the progress of “turnaround
teams,” the financial and manage-
ment specialists despatched to
help the trusts balance their
books.

The meeting on Wednesday
last week came just hours after
the West Hertfordshire Hospi-
tals NHS Trust announced that
it would axe up to 500 jobs to
tackle its deficit of £28.6m
(€41.3m; $50.3m).

In recent weeks trusts in Eng-
land and Wales have announced
around 7000 job losses as they
battle financial difficulties. The

NHS is thought to have reached
a record debt of more than
£700m in the latest financial year.

At the Downing Street
summit three areas were on the
agenda: wages bills, particularly
those for temporary staff;
patients’ length of stay in hospital;
and procurement of drugs and
equipment. Mr Blair is reported
to have told the trust managers
that it was important for them to
“hold their nerve” in the present
round of belt tightening.

And on Tuesday this week he
repeated his call for steady nerves
in a speech to the New Health
Network think tank. Mr Blair said
he wanted to create an NHS for
“2008, not 1948” and that to
achieve this it was necessary to
“take the tough decisions which
are not the cause of the NHS

problems but the route to
making the NHS even better,
even fitter for the modern world.”

The health secretary for Eng-
land, Patricia Hewitt, repeated
her assertion that “only a minor-
ity” of trusts were in difficulty
and that the NHS “would con-
tinue hitting targets, treating
more patients, and cutting wait-
ing lists.”

However, Andrew Lansley,
the Conservative shadow health
secretary, said ministers and not
NHS chiefs were to blame for
the current situation. He said,
“It's the Department of Health
that needs a turnaround team. It
is perfectly clear that the gov-
ernment has allowed there to be
a dramatic increase in the
number of administrators in the
NHS, without a commensurate

increase in the overall quality of
management.”

However, the government
had some unlikely—although not
entirely welcome—support from
the right of centre think tank
Reform, which said in a report
that the current reforms would
eventually lead to 100 000 jobs
losses and radically improve the
efficiency of the NHS.

The report’s author, Nick
Bosanquet, professor of health
policy at Imperial College
London, said reforms such as
foundation hospitals, the pay-
ment by results system, and
choice for patients would boost
productivity. ol

Staffing and Human Resources in the
NHS: Facing up to the Reform Agenda
is at www.reform.co.uk.

Court awards claimant $13.5m in

rofecoxib lawsuit

Janice Hopkins Tanne New York

A jury in New Jersey has awarded
$4.5m (£2.6m; €3.7m) in com-
pensatory damages to a 77 year
old man who claimed that rofe-
coxib (Vioxx) had caused his
heart attack. The jury decided
that Merck, the maker of the
cyclo-oxygenase-2 inhibitor, had
deceived the US Food and Drug
Administration about the safety
of the drug and awarded the man
an additional $9m in punitive
damages.

Merck said it had given the
FDA all the necessary informa-
tion about rofecoxib and would
appeal the ruling.

The jury decided that the
heart attack of a second man in
the same trial had not been
caused by rofecoxib and award-
ed him only the cost of his
drugs: $45. The judge, the for-
mer malpractice lawyer Carol

Higbee, who is overseeing 4500
rofecoxib cases filed in New Jer-
sey against Merck, has grouped
several cases together.

Merck faces nearly 10000
cases in the US relating to rofe-
coxib. The company has said it
would fight each one. Nearly half
a million people in the UK have
taken rofecoxib, and several
hundred are considering suing.
Cases will be heard in the US.

This is the second time that a
jury has awarded punitive dam-
ages in cases concerning rofecox-
ib. The first was a case in Texas, in
which the widow of a man who
died after taking rofecoxib was
awarded $253m. That award will
be reduced by state law to about
$26m (BMJ 2005;331:471). Merck
plans to appeal.

In the trial in New Jersey a
former FDA official testified that
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Merck had disclosed the appro-
priate material to the adminis-
tration. Merck’s former chief
executive  officer, Raymond
Gilmartin, testified that Merck
had not withheld safety data
from the FDA.

Merck had performed a trial
in which rofecoxib was com-
pared with the non-selective
non-steroidal anti-inflammatory
drug naproxen in terms of
gastrointestinal effects (New Eng-
land ~ Journal — of  Medicine
2000;343:1520-8). Rofecoxib was
shown to cause fewer gastro-
intestinal problems, but further
analysis showed that patients
taking rofecoxib had more heart
attacks and strokes than the
patients taking naproxen. Merck
interpreted this to mean that
naproxen was cardioprotective.

Rofecoxib was removed from
the market in 2004 after a study
showed that it doubled the risk
of heart attacks and strokes
when taken for more than 18
months (BM] 2004;329:816).

The plaintiff in the New Jersey
case, John McDarby, a retired

insurance agent with diabetes and
atherosclerosis, had taken rofe-
coxib for four years to alleviate
arthritis in his hands and knee.
He had a heart attack in 2004 and
fell, breaking his hip. He is now
confined to a wheelchair. of

Plaintiff John McDarby is
confined to a wheelchair

927

MARY GODLESKI/AP/EMPICS




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends false
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize false
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage false
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Remove
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile (None)
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 440
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.02273
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 440
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.02273
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 2400
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f300130d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f3092884c308f305a3001753b50cf89e350cf5ea6308267004f4e9650306b62913048305f00200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /FRA <>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents.)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [651.969 898.583]
>> setpagedevice


