Disease (Health)

A bill was brought in, in 1946, allowing for a two year gap till a National Health Service was to be brought in.  Beginning on 5th July 1948, it was based on the Lloyd George’s Health insurance scheme of 1911 and had three main aims. 
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There would be universal access; meaning that the NHS was for everyone. Before 5th July 1948 most health care had to be paid for. About half of the male workforce was entitled to assistance through various insurance schemes, although their wives and families did not qualify. Many families had no such insurance and in times of idleness had to rely on support from friends, neighbours and local charities.
It would be comprehensive, meeting all the demands and treating all medical problems. 
Finally, the country’s hospitals were nationalised, and the NHS offered free health care at the point of need. It entitled everybody, free of charge to medical care from GP’s, specialists and dentists, to spectacles and false teeth and child welfare services. No patient was to be asked to pay for any treatment. In reality, of course, the service was paid for by the taxation and National Insurance payments made by workers.
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Almost right up to the ‘Appointed day’ doctors campaigned for changes in the proposed new health service. In a survey of BMA members early in 1948, 40,814 doctors voted against the NHS Act and only 4,734 for it. Without their support the NHS would not work so Bevan bought the doctors off, starting at the top with the consultants. Much to the dismay of the Labour back benchers in the Commons, Bevan announced in February 1948 that consultants would be allowed to continue their private practices on a part time basis as well as having their own pay beds for private patients in NHS hospitals. 
The ordinary doctors had two chief complaints. Firstly, they objected to the fact that the sale of private practices was prohibited under the Act. Bevan set aside £100 million to compensate the doctors for the loss of their private practices. The other main complaint was against the NHS becoming a completely salaried medical service. Bevan eventually agreed that GP’s would be paid on the basis of a capitation fee for each patient on the doctor’s list. With a fee of 15 shillings (75p) for each patient, this would guarantee an income of between £100 and £2500 per year. Doctors in ‘unfashionable’ areas would get an extra payment of £300. With all these concessions and sweeteners, doctors’ reservations dwindled, and by the appointed day, 90% of all doctors had agreed to enter the NHS. Also, the medical profession found that their medical equipment and buildings were so expensive and in so much need of overhaul and additions that they realised that only government could help and were won over. 
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The biggest difficulty with the NHS was its huge cost. Most of its cost was paid for by taxation as National Insurance could not compete. Demands for NHS services surprised everyone. The extent of ill health among the population had not been realised and the backlog of untreated problems led to doctors, dentists and opticians being inundated with patients queuing up for treatment.
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Cartoon of Bevan placating the concerns of
doctors.



 Prescriptions rose from 7 million per month before the NHS to 13.5 million per month in September 1948. In the first year of the Health Service, 5 million pairs of spectacles were dispensed and 8 million dental patients were treated.

It would soon have serious consequences as the NHS budget rose from the £134 million predicted for its establishment in 1948 to £228 million in 1949 and £358 million in 1950. From the beginning, the government accepted that National Insurance funds would be inadequate to meet the needs of the nation’s health and that most of the money would have to come from general taxation. In fact, National Insurance only contributed 9% of NHS funding in 1949. By 1950, the NHS was costing £358 million a year, and the Labour government was forced to backtrack on the principle of treatment free at the point of need. 
In 1951, adults were charged half the cost of false teeth and spectacles. Some Labour politicians, including Bevan himself, resigned in protest at this breaking of the principle of free at the point of use. Remember that at this time Britain was only slowly recovering from the war, with huge demands on government spending.  

In the 1970’s historians Sked and Cook in their book ’Post War Britain’ described the NHS as an ‘almost revolutionary social innovation since it improved the life of most of the British people’
 On the other hand, according to Charles Webster, the official historian of the NHS, writing in the late 1980’s, the NHS failed to improve the general medical service available to the bulk of the public’. The middle classes benefited to some extent but the lower classes, especially after the introduction of prescription charging in 1952, continued to receive an inferior service, but for a higher level of taxation and direct charges.
