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The GPC is extremely concerned that many PCOs in England and Scotland are not paying the full £1500 locum reimbursement when a GP performer is on maternity or adoption leave.  We have therefore produced this guidance note to assist Local Medical Committees in resolving this.

Background

According to the Statement of Financial Entitlements (SFE), a PCO must provide some form of financial assistance to a practice when it engages a locum to cover a GP performer’s maternity leave (as well as when the performer takes adoptive leave as the main carer or takes paternity leave).  This is a requirement provided that the conditions in SFE paragraph 9.3(b) are met.
With regard to the amounts available to a practice, SFE paragraph 9.5 states:

Paragraph 9.5
The maximum amount payable under this Section by the PCT in respect of locum cover for a GP performer is –

(a) in respect of the first two weeks for which the PCT provides reimbursement in respect of locum cover, £978.91 per week, and

(b) in respect of any week thereafter for which the PCT provides reimbursement in respect of locum cover, £1500 per week.

The SFE also allows PCOs the discretion to award more than the stated maximum.  This is set out in SFE paragraph 20.13.   The ‘maximum’ figures of £978.91 and £1,500 are regarded by the GPC to be inadequate particularly since they have not been uplifted on an annual basis.  We would therefore urge PCOs to use their allowed discretion to reimburse a higher and fairer amount in order to help practices to provide the best service to patients. 
Furthermore, PCOs are directed by the SFE at paragraph 20.14 to adopt and keep up-to-date a protocol.  The PCO should take all reasonable steps to agree this protocol with their LMC.

Poor practice
Prior to the £1500 maternity reimbursement payment being introduced in the SFE, we raised our concerns that some PCOs were either refusing to make any locum reimbursement to eligible practices or had a blanket policy never to award up to the maximum.  This was clearly outwith the SFE, and the Implementation Coordination Group (ICG) ruled against such bad practice.  Details of the ICG decision can be found at: www.bma.org.uk/ap.nsf/Content/ICGpastdecs#Locumreimbursementinterpret 
Unfortunately with regard to the new £1500 payment, the GPC’s recent survey of LMCs has indicated that many PCOs are currently either refusing to pay up to the £1500 maximum or their eligibility criteria amounts to a blanket refusal.  This is wholly unacceptable.  The GPC has raised this with the Department of Health, and the Department has subsequently written to Strategic Health Authorities to remind them of the SFE rules.  A copy of the Department’s letter is appended.  
Examples to assist LMCs
There are, however, a number of PCOs throughout the UK that have developed protocols which allow the £1500 payment to be made.
Some protocols provide the £1500 if the practice has, for example, three or less GP performers remaining.  However, in our view this is iniquitous since the practice still has to provide cover, and possibly will need to hire a locum GP, for the absent GP’s work regardless of the number of GP performers in the practice.
While the protocols which are available do differ in their acceptability, the best good practice examples (apart from a protocol to pay the £1500 for all GPs on leave) provide:
· £1500 for 24 weeks when a full-time GP performer (including a salaried GP) is on maternity/adoptive leave, with £978.91 paid for the first two weeks.

· A pro rata of the £1500 when a performer works less than full-time, with a realistic number of hours being used to calculate a full-time commitment.  [The majority of PCOs appear to set this at 37.5 hours based on the salaried GP model contract.]
· The above amounts are also payable whether cover for the absent GP is provided by an external locum or another GP in the practice.
If your PCO is one of those which has a blanket policy not to pay the full £1500 under any circumstances or its criteria for making the payment is such that practices cannot benefit from it, you may wish to use the information contained in this guidance to negotiate locally with your PCO for a change.  In so doing, we advise that your agreed protocol should be clear as to what it provides in order to avoid disputes over ambiguities at a later date.
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