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Good morning everyone, and welcome to this important event dedicated to health and social care professionals in our changing health services.

I want to welcome and thank you, minister, for taking the time to open our event. You also spoke at our health & welfare divisional conference last May. Your presence then – and today – sends an important message that every health worker and professional makes an important contribution to the services we deliver to patients and service-users.

Indeed, I want to welcome everybody here – all our participants – who, collectively represent an impressive and high-level cross section of staff and managers in the professions, together with senior representatives of health service employers, professional bodies, departmental officials, CORU, HIQA, Tusla, voluntary sector organisations, patient groups, and other stakeholders, including colleague trade unions.

I particularly want to welcome representatives of the professional associations who are here today, and to underline the value we place on working with you to promote the professions and highlight their contribution to health and social care services.

And, of course, I want to welcome all of our speakers. We were particularly pleased that Suzanne Rastrick was able to join us from across the water. And our panel this morning are – or represent – the most senior managers, responsible for our health services, regardless of whether they are delivered in hospitals, community, primary or care settings.

One of the main objectives of this event is to start to address the widespread feeling of neglect among health professionals, who work in an environment where thinking and planning remains – in some ways understandably –dominated by consultant and nursing issues and concerns.

Research that this union undertook in 2017 revealed that health and social care professions feel neglected by politicians, employers – and even unions and other representative bodies – in the public debate and, more importantly, in health service planning and delivery.

The fact that we’ve attracted such a strong line-up of speakers today suggests that we could be making progress in this regard. And I hope this event will provide a platform – within Fórsa and more broadly – to amplify the voice of health and social care professionals, and to start to place them at the centre of service planning and delivery.

It’s fair to say that the HSE has recently improved in this regard, not least with the establishment of its Health and Social Care Professionals’ office a year ago today. We need to see a similar acknowledgement across the sector. For instance, if the Department were to move rapidly to fill the position of advisor on therapy services it would be an important symbolic step in the right direction.  

It would also signal a practical determination to deal with the many challenges that contribute to shortcomings in the services that HSCPs work hard to provide to our citizens and communities.

Since the 1990s, this union has successfully campaigned to win professional structures, regulatory provision, and career paths for the professions represented here today. It has been a long – yet ultimately positive – road for health and care professionals. And it has also resulted in improved outcomes for patients and clients, for wider health service delivery, and for our communities and society.

Now, we need to go further. We need to see HSCPs filling leadership positions, bringing their experience and perspective to the highest levels of the service, and taking an active and visible place in health service policy and operational decision-making.

We need to hear – and act upon – their perspectives on issues that go beyond the immediate concerns of each of the professions. Issues like service and workforce planning, and health service structures and organisation. 

Fórsa has been broadly supportive of the thrust of the reforms that have created hospital groups, and are now rolling out community health organisations. But we need to see a path towards stable, effective and easy-to-navigate community services – and we are not there yet.

The latest reforms come on the heels of a raft of major, politically-driven, structural changes since the abolition of the health boards in 2004.

And, as I speak today, there is too little certainty about how the Community Health Organisations will work and, specifically, how they will effectively interact with hospital groups.

HSCPs and other staff are unclear – and, therefore, fearful – about what the changes will mean for them and the services they provide.

All of us recognise and champion the principle of multi-disciplinary primary care delivered, as far as possible, in our communities rather than in hospitals. But there is a real concern among the professions that their experience and contribution will be side-lined – to the detriment of patients and clients – in yet another structure that puts all its focus on doctors – be they GPs or consultants – as the managers and epicentre of service delivery.

We need to recognise the equal value of hospital and community services – not to mention health promotion – and ensure that they work together for our communities.

There is no doubt that improved community services will ease pressure on hospitals and their A&E departments. But we need to hear more from politicians and senior managers on the need to invest in primary care because of its intrinsic, value-for-money, contribution to quality services, health outcomes and quality of life for individuals and their families.

Only then will we be able to realise the full potential of these services and the professionals who provide them.

And we need investment too. If I can give just one example, waiting lists for first-time occupational therapy consultations are reported to have risen by almost 50% in the last two or three years. Tens of thousands of people – half of them children – are waiting to see a therapist, often for as long as a year.

There are similar problems across the health and social care professions. And each human being behind the statistics is being denied the quality of life they deserve, as harder-to-treat, and more-expensive-to-treat, problems are being stored up for the future.

Meanwhile – and as Fórsa outlined in our recent submission to the Public Service Pay Commission – recruitment and retention continues to be a pressing issue in many areas of service delivery across these professions. We acknowledge that pay is not the only cause of this – and we want to see all the causes addressed.

That means more support and advocacy for staff in highly-stressed settings like child protection.

It means eradicating the remaining gap between the pay scales of the so-called ‘new entrants’ and their more experienced colleagues – an issue that Fórsa championed in last year’s pay talks, and which we are now progressing under the Public Service Stability Agreement.

Equally, we need to see pay equity in section 39 organisations, starting with those that are relatively-well funded from the public purse.

We need improved career paths, with enough clinical specialists to reflect the development of professional knowledge and the needs of patients and clients.

And many HSCPs are crying out for more consistent and solid employer support for CPD, which would also contribute to workforce planning and improved outcomes for patients and clients. This is especially pressing in the context of CORU and professional regulation.

Fórsa has put in place an attractive – and free – fitness-to-practise insurance package for its members in professions entering statutory regulation. But the priority must surely be to strengthen the professional development that will help avoid the need for fitness-to-practise hearings. 

We also need a radical, but simple, shift to allow therapists and others to refer clients to other health and social care professionals as necessary, rather than sending them back to a medical gatekeeper of referrals.

We need to put in place the resources to deal with waiting lists, and a genuinely well-resourced and integrated health service capable of moving towards a seven-day service where there is demand for it.

Above all, we must demonstrate to young therapists, social workers and carers that there is a rewarding professional future for them in the Irish health and social care system. I don’t think we’re doing this right now.

Members of the Fórsa organising team regularly visit third-level colleges to talk to final year HSCP students. Many leave disheartened because, typically, 80-90% of the class put their hand up when they’re asked if they plan to emigrate after graduating.

All of us – unions, professional associations, employers and politicians – have a responsibility to address this threat to the future of these vital services.

I will conclude by recognising that today is the HSE’s first ‘health and social care professionals day,’ a welcome initiative designed to recognise and celebrate the role of the professions in health service delivery. 

Today’s conference is also a ‘first’ from the union’s point of view – the first major event we’ve hosted under the banner of Fórsa, a new union created by the amalgamation of IMPACT, the CPSU and the PSEU.

I believe that IMPACT built a reputation as a constructive participant in health service debates, albeit one that’s not afraid to assert the rights and priorities of its 30,000 health service members when necessary.

We have brought a similar positive approach to initiatives aimed at improving the range, quality and accessibility of Ireland’s health and social services – developments like the introduction of statutory registration and the wider health structure changes currently underway.

I want to assure you, Minister, and everyone here, that Fórsa will continue and develop this constructive approach, now with the strength of over 80,000 workers and professionals behind us.

I welcome you all again. And I look forward to an exciting and constructive conference today.
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