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By Petrina Vousden
Health Editor

MEDICAL blunders could
be costing the HSE an
‘unnecessary’ €350million
a year with outstanding
patient claims that could
top €1billion.

Moore McDowell of the
UCD School of Economics
said such medical blunder
claims cost the taxpayer
€78million last year.

But he said the ‘true financial
cost of medical accidents’ is sig-
nificantly higher.

Mr McDowell pointed to a lack
of HSE research and data on
the true cost of medical acci-
dents on the health service.

But he said additional costs
caused by blunders like legal
costs incurred to defending
patient actions and the addi-
tional costs of caring for patients
injured in hospitals could bring

‘Potential tsunami
out there’

the ‘unnecessary’ bill up to
€350million. He warned that the
backlog of claims against the
HSE could top €lbillion.

Recently released data shows
the State Claims Agency was
dealing with 2,652 active clinical
claims by the end of last year
with a total estimated liability
of €969.8million.

Mr McDowell said the UK’s
NHS allows 10 per cent of its
annual budget for stock claims.
Applying this here, outstanding
claims could cost 10 per cent of
the HSE’s €13.4billion budget —
€1.34billion. ‘What it would sug-
gest is there is a potential finan-
cial tsunami out there in terms
of claims already lodged.”

Mr McDowell presented his.
estimate at a patient safety con-
ference held in Dublin yester-
day. It was organised by the
Medical Injuries Alliance and
Action Against Medical Acci-
dent, a not-for-profit patient
safety organisation.

The event took place against
the backdrop of growing specu-
lation that the Health Minister
will need a budget bailout of
about €200million this year.

Cuts to the service announced
in the budget total €666million.

But HSE chief Tony O’Brien
has already admitted that cuts
will be closer to €l1billion next
year as it battles to provide
additional services on a decreas-
ing budget. Mr McDowell esti-
mates that there are about

€350Mm

Blunders costing HSE dearly - and

backlog could see bill soar to €1bn

MOTHER URGES STATE TO HOLD HANDS UP

DEIRDRE Courtney’s daughter
Brid suffered b%lsn damage
due to alleged negligence

during her birth at Tralee

tz‘;:a\eral‘nbsbltal in February
_Mrs Courtney said victlms
and families of those affected
by medical blunders are faced
with ‘huge financial and emo-
tional burden and years of
stress and worry’.
Brid was finally awarded
- €limillion ~ one of the largest
in the history of the State -
hout admission of liability
by the HSE last November. -
- During the High Court hear-
ing, it was argued that hospi-
tal staff should have acted
- sooner to deliver Brid, who is
now ten years old, when
there was a sudden and dra-
matic change in the foetal

20,000 medical accidents a year
— 55 a day - outside of incidents
recorded like slips and falls. He
said there are about 500 claims
ayear lodged against the health
service. Patient safety expert Dr
Timothy McDonald of the Uni-
versity of Illinois in Chicago said
‘candour’ where medics and
administrators are obliged to
reveal when a medical accidents
takes place at the earliest pos-
sible opportunity could reduce
the medical blunder bill.

He said the system has posi-
tive outcomes for all stakehold-
ers - patients, doctors and hos-
pital management.

Dr McDonald said: ‘Patients
are less likely to sue when a hos-
pital is forthcoming and trans-
parent. The medical societies,
patient advocates, legal groups
and even insurance companies
support the programme. Addi-
tionally the patient safety

‘ase: Deirdre Courtney
heart rate pattern. It was
further claimed that the delay
caused the brain damage.
Mrs Courtney said: ‘The
advice that | would give to
doctors, hospital and HSE
would be there where there
Is an adverse incident, admit

incident reports at the Univer-
sity of Illinois Medical Center
have risen tremendously, pro-
viding hospital officials with
valuable insight as to where
mistakes are occurring and how
to fix them. We have seen a 40 to
50-per-cent reduction in. claims
and lawsuits while reporting of

‘Case for candour

is compelling’
B AR W R AT

incidents has gone from 2,000 to
9,000 per annum.’

Action Against Medical Acci-
dents chief Peter Walsh said:
“The current system of “defend
and deny” is underminding
these individuals. Their credibil-
ity is called into question by the
very people that they believed
were going to protect them.

it at the earliest posslble
opportunity, apologise to the
family and get on with help-
ing them in whatever way
that help Is peeded... Early
intervention is essential for
children who suffer . brain
damage.

‘It Is unfortunate that chil-
dren currently have to wait
untll an award of compensa-
tion is obtained before we
can put in place all the thera-
ples that are necessary in
order to maximise our
children.

“To the State, stop defending
the indefensible, and enter
into meaningful discussion at
the earliest opportunity.
Mistakes happen, that’s life.
But ifyou make a mistake, you
put your hand up, you say
sorry and you get on with it.”

Having failed them once, the
current health system will con-
tinue to fail victims of medical
negligence through the manner
in which their complaints of all
treatment are dealt with.

“This breach of trust is a prod-
uct of a dysfunctional system.
The current system of “deny
everything” must be re-exam-
ined with the patients’ best
interests at the centre. The case
for candour is a compelling one
and must be considered.’

Clinical risk adviser with the
State Claims Agency Ann Duffy
said a policy of ‘open disclosure’
is being adopted by the HSE
and being rolied out in hospitals
on a phased basis. She esti-
mated it could take over five
years for the culture to change
to open disclosure which would
see patients being informed
when things go wrong.
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