I’m speaking today with Caroline Gardner, Auditor General for Scotland, who is reporting for the third year running on significant financial challenges facing NHS Tayside. 

Auditor General, can you explain why you’ve again reported on the issues at this health board?

I first reported on the challenges facing NHS Tayside back in 2015 – at that time, the board was relying on loan funding from the Scottish Government in order to break even. It also needed to make substantial savings in order to achieve financial balance in the future. 

Given the scale of the challenges it was facing I’ve been monitoring the situation at NHS Tayside closely and I’ve continued to report to Parliament on what progress the board has made board in improving its financial position, and what still needs to be done. 

My latest report covers the 2016/17 financial year, and it’s based on the audit of the accounts.

And what progress has been made since your last report?

The board’s put a five-year transformation programme in place to tackle the issues that it’s dealing with, and try to ensure long-term financial sustainability. 

But progress has been slow and NHS Tayside continues to face an extremely challenging position which will make it difficult to achieve financial balance in future. 

For example, the board has continued to need financial support from the Scottish Government. In 2016/17, it received just over £13 million, to deal with cost pressures like prescribing, pay and agency staff.  

That brings the total loan funding in the past five years to 37 and half million pounds. That will need to be repaid at some point, although the Scottish Government has suspended repayments while the board implement its transformation plan. 

Given that progress has been slow, what does the financial future look like for NHS Tayside at the moment?

Because of the challenges with the transformation plan, there’s a high risk that NHS Tayside won’t achieve its financial plans for 2017/18 and will therefore need more financial support from the Scottish Government. 

The board recognises that its operating costs are too high and further significant savings are needed in future. The board delivered 45 and a half million pounds of efficiency savings last year, that’s obviously a lot of money, but it was still a little over a million pounds below the target. 

Beyond that, it needs to save around £206 million over the next five years in order to be financially sustainable in the longer term. That includes the suspended loan repayments, but the Government hasn’t yet confirmed when they will need to be paid back.

Either way, it’s obviously a significant challenge for the health board, alongside achieving financial balance, transforming services and maintaining the quality of care for patients.

It’s clear that there’s a lot of work still to do – what should the board be focusing on to help speed up progress and deliver results?

NHS Tayside does recognise the scale of the task that it has to deal with over the next few years, and its transformation plan is a big step in the right direction. But the issues at the board won’t  go away overnight. 

Some of the changes required to address the big challenges will take time to fully put in place and it's important that the board has a realistic action plan, and sets out in detail how it will be delivered. 

The Scottish Government has also established an independent group to monitor progress with the transformation plan. Their latest update says that the board needs to up the pace and scale of change if the proposals are to succeed, and I agree with that assessment. 

So what happens next?

I’ll report my latest findings to the Parliament’s public audit committee next month, and this session will be broadcast live from the Parliament’s website. The committee will then decide what action to take on the report, such as hearing evidence from the health board.  

I’ll continue to monitor the board’s progress through the annual audit, and also publish my annual review of the overall financial health and performance of Scotland’s health service later this month. 

Auditor General, thank you. And the report is available to download from our website, audit-scotland.gov.uk 

