
Candesic at the 
conferences
Candesic’s Dr Joe Taylor and Dr Michelle Tempest 
report on the outlook for health and social care policy 
from the Conservative and Labour party conferences 
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Every year Candesic returns to the Labour 
and Conservative party conferences as we 
seek to inform our clients’ understanding 

of evolving UK care policy and we hear some 
recurring themes.

A continuing drive to integrating health and 
social care was a prominent topic for both parties. 
Staff recruitment, training and pay was a core 
area of discussion. Central to all conversations was 
funding of health and social care; and here at least 
there was clear water between the two parties. 

Notably, the Conservative party raised the 
profile of healthcare at their conference this time 
around with a concerted effort to establish ‘parity 
of commitment’ to the NHS with Labour. ▶
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Brighton hosted the Labour conference, and 
whilst the sun was shining there was certainly 
a frosty atmosphere between the left and centre 
‘wings’ of the party. A resurgence of support 
for Jeremy Corbyn, following his surprisingly 
narrow defeat in the general election, meant 
that the views of the left predominated in the 
conference hall. 

Another story was unfolding outside of the 
main hall. It was a struggle to find a fringe 
event at Labour’s conference that didn’t feature 
Andy Burnham. The new Mayor of Manchester’s 
prominence at the Labour conference both 
reflected the deep internal divisions existing 
between the ‘Corbynistas’ and the centrist views 
of the ‘New Labour’ grandees. In truth, however, it 
is Burnham who actually has the ability to shape 
care in his patch. His clear determination to see 
complete care integration in Manchester, amongst 
a range of public and independent providers, will 
prove the first large-scale test of the integration 
thesis. Should it prove successful, the NHS-centric 
views of Labour’s left may come to nothing. 

Shadow chancellor John McDonnell was 
adamant that he wants to unwind the Blair/
Brown embrace of PFI, but short on details as 
to how this would be achieved. Labour would 
bring existing PFI contracts “in-house”. The chief 
economist of the Nuffield Trust, John Appleby, 
was quick to claim to the cost would be in excess 
of £50 billion. Given the scale of on-going PFI 
contracts, the prospect of truly unwinding them 
may be slim even with Labour in power. However, 
the tone from Labour is clear – they would be a 
more interventionist government than has been 
seen for decades in the UK, and would have a 
preference for state provision of care. 

In conversation with Candesic, the shadow 
chancellor agreed with us that “staffing was 
the beating soul of the NHS”, and a Labour 
government is committed to lifting the austerity 
pay limitations that the Conservative party have 
been trying to hold on to. This would inevitably 
put pressure on financially strained organisations 
and drive up sector pay rates across all care 
provider groups with cost implications exceeding 
those of the national living wage. 

Addiction services took centre stage during 
the shadow secretary-of-state for health’s 
speech. Jon Ashworth recalled his own father’s 
experience of alcoholism and cited the high cost 
of alcohol-related harm (£3.5 billion) to the NHS. 
Highlighting this issue will give added weight 

to the all-party parliamentary group dedicated 
to the children of alcoholics and we can expect 
to see service provision rise up the agenda of 
Local Authorities. 

Ashworth also called for an additional £500 
million winter bailout fund for the NHS in 
England. If this were to materialise we could 
see weakening demand for independent surgical 
providers who have traditionally benefited as 
they’ve cleared the backlog of elective activity 
resulting from winter pressures. 

The Labour pledge to increase income tax 
by 5% on top band earners to fund extra 

NHS spending is somewhat ambiguous as far 
as independent and third sector providers are 
concerned. Allocation of additional funding that 
will return healthcare spend to halcyon days of 
the first Blair government could prove positive for 
all providers, unless spend is ring-fenced to NHS 
providers alone. And this is where the success or 
failure of the Labour-led integration programme 
in Manchester will have its greatest impact. If 
all providers can provide a ‘whole of person’ 
health and social care system then the inevitable 
increase in care spending over coming years will 
see dividends for independent providers too.

Dr Joe Taylor: 
Labour’s retreat to 
the seaside
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If ever there was a good advert for getting a flu 
jab, it was Theresa May’s conference speech. 
The 2017 Conservative conference started on 
the Prime Minister’s birthday and ended with a 
cough and a splutter. The prevailing atmosphere 
at the 2017 conference was a stark contrast to 
Manchester two years ago. Rather than a party 
buoyed by the general election that returned a 
Conservative majority, the mood this year very 
much reflected a party battered and bruised by 
an unexpected election result propped up by the 
DUP. Comforting phrases were repeated such as 
the Conservatives have a “stronger mandate in 
popular vote than Angela Merkel” in the recent 
German elections, but overall, the mood was 
sombre. The Prime Minister’s tweet immediately 
after ‘that speech’ was a photograph of her 
red box surrounded by throat lozenges and 
cough medicine. It certainly looked like her, 
or perhaps her staff, had bought much of what 
pharmacies had to offer.

Out and about in healthcare fringe events 
there was a recurring theme about pharmacies, 
and how they should and could do more 
to help reduce GP workload and join-up 
public health. There was a strong belief that 
these health professionals are currently an 
untapped resource that could be better utilised, 
not only to improve clinical outcomes but 
release sizeable efficiency savings without the 
need for significant restructuring or system 
change. The theory of creating headroom and 
embrace opportunities for individuals ‘to do 
more with less’ seemed to chime well with the 
Conservative sentiment; although they were 
hardly playing to the crowd all the time as at 
some healthcare fringe events there was only 
a headcount of around a dozen people.

Jeremy Hunt, secretary-of-state for health, 

focused his speech around staffing. He 
announced three things on this topic:

• An extra 5,000 nurse training posts, in 
addition to the extra 10,000 pledged by 
the end of 2020-21

• More flexible working. He announced 
that some trusts would trial an app-based 
flexible workforce platform, allowing staff 
to choose their hours. He also believed this 
would help with staff retention

• Affordable housing. He announced that 
houses built on NHS land would benefit 
NHS employees by giving them first refusal 
of any affordable housing schemes.

Hunt highlighted that “unsafe care breaks the 
bank” and showed a power point presentation, 
including some of the work done by Professor 
Tim Briggs via the Get It Right First Time 
(GIRFT) programme. It highlighted variation 
between hospitals around infection rates after 

joint replacement. Briggs has done some great 
work by travelling up and down the country 
focusing minds on reducing infection rates, 
which coincides with reducing costly longer-
term admissions caused by infection. Better 
care for patients, can also result in better value 
for the taxpayer pound.

It was also announced that there will be a 
review of the Mental Health Act led by the 
previous president of the Royal College of 
Psychiatrists, Professor Simon Wessely. This 
will focus on tackling injustice and reducing 
stigma associated with mental health.

The NHS was called everything from 
a ‘Ponzi scheme’ to a ‘national treasure’, 
which is perhaps the perfect summary of 
the Conservative party conference this year. 
There was a concerted effort to project positive 
progress, yet with the constant reminder that, 
underlying this rhetoric, there are significant 
challenges surrounding funding that are still 
to be resolved.

Dr Joe Taylor is principal and Dr Michelle 
Tempest (@DrMTempest) partner at 
Candesic. Candesic is a healthcare, 

social care and life sciences consultancy. Contact us to understand 
how we can share our knowledge to position your investment or 
company for growth. Please contact via: jtaylor@candesic.com / 
mtempest@candesic.com or 020 7096 7680

A year of uncertainty ahead
The end of conference season has not left an era 
of certainty. The words”strong and stable” seem 
not to apply to global politics, for now. Healthcare 
can lead the way in steadfastness, optimism and 
vision, but all businesses will have to consider 
the prospect of personality and policy changes 
over the coming years. n

Dr Michelle Tempest: 
Conservatives travel 
to the ‘northern 
power house’ of 
Manchester

Candesic
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