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NHS is 'running hot' and needs to refocus priorities 
Scotland's NHS needs to refocus its priorities to speed up health and social care integration 
and system wide reform, says the public spending watchdog. 
 
The health service continues to face growing pressure from a population that is living longer. More 
people were seen and treated on time in the last year and patient safety improved. But just two out of 
eight key waiting time standards were met as staff struggled to meet rising demand for care.  
 
Achieving financial sustainability also remains a major challenge for health boards. Half of all NHS 
savings were non-recurring, while predicted deficits and reliance on additional financial support from 
government have increased. The capital budget has also reduced by 63 per cent over the last decade 
and there is a near £1 billion of backlog maintenance and issues around high-profile capital builds. 
 
The Scottish Government has taken positive steps to help health boards address their financial 
challenges and improve access to care. These include a shift from short to medium-term financial 
planning, a waiting times improvement plan and a project to develop NHS leaders. But it is too early 
to see the impact of these changes, and health and social care integration remains too slow. 
 
Caroline Gardner, the Auditor General for Scotland, said: "The NHS in Scotland is running too hot, 
with intense pressure on staff and a service model that will remain financially unsustainable without a 
much greater focus on health and social care integration. 
 
"We're beginning to see examples of new ways of delivering healthcare but they're some distance 
from the system-wide reform the NHS needs. The challenge for the Scottish Government and its 
partners will be to agree new priorities that enable large-scale change and which create a leadership 
culture that supports and respects all staff." 
 
ENDS 
 
For further information contact Patrick McFall Tel: 0131 625 1663 / 07786660171  pmcfall@audit-
scotland.gov.uk or media@audit-scotland.gov.uk 
 
Notes to Editor: 
 
1. Health remains the single biggest area of government spending, at £13.4 billion in 2018/19. This 
was 42 per cent of the 2018/19 Scottish budget and is growing.  
 
2. The ambitions within the Scottish Government's 2020 Vision, which has the successful integration 
of health and social care at its heart, are unlikely to be achieved by next year. 
 
3. The Scottish Government predicts that there could be a £1.8 billion shortfall in the projected 
funding for health and social care of £18.8 billion by 2023/24. The pace of change to address this, 
particularly through the integration of health and social care, has been too slow. 
 
4. £65.7 million of additional financial support from government was needed by NHS boards in 
2018/19. 
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5. There has been a significant turnover of senior leadership positions during 2018/19 with 26 new 
appointments across the 22 boards, including five new Chief Executives (NHS Grampian, Highland, 
Orkney, Tayside, and National Waiting Times Centre). 
 
6. Audit Scotland has prepared this report for the Auditor General for Scotland. All Audit Scotland 
reports published since 2000 are available at www.audit-scotland.gov.uk 
• The Auditor General appoints auditors to Scotland’s central government and NHS bodies; 

examines how public bodies spend public money; helps them to manage their finances to the 
highest standards; and checks whether they achieve value for money. The Auditor General is 
independent and is not subject to the control of the Scottish Government or the Scottish 
Parliament 

• Audit Scotland is a statutory body set up in April 2000, under the Public Finance and 
Accountability (Scotland) Act, 2000. It provides services to the Auditor General for Scotland and 
the Accounts Commission for Scotland. 
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