
 across health and social care .  

 

The RCN promotes patient and nursing interests on a wide range of issues by workin g  

closely with the Government, the UK parliaments and other national ,  European  and 

international agencies , trade unions, professional bodies and voluntary organisations.  

 

The RCN submitted evidence in December 2014 to the last Migration Advisory 

Committee �¶�V�����0�$�&�����S�D�U�W�L�D�O���U�H�Y�L�H�Z���D�Q�G���F�D�O�O�H�G���I�R�U���W�K�H���L�Q�F�O�X�V�L�R�Q���R�I���D�G�X�O�W�����J�H�Q�H�U�D�O�����Q�X�U�V�H�V 
on the Shortage Occupation List (SOL).  We have continued to press for this, along 
with health and social care providers, 
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Vacancy rates: Northern Ireland  
 
In December 2015 the RCN published the results of a survey which had been issued 
to every registered nursing home in Northern Ireland, four hospices and the three main 
independent hospitals. The survey response rate was 85.6 per cent and the results 
confirmed a systemic shortage of RN staff. Among its key findings were that:12  
 
�x 72.1 per cent of respondent sites reported vacancies which equated to 374 full time 

registered nurse positions  
 

�x These vacancies represent 15.1 per cent of the nursing home registered nurse 
workforce and 4.4 per cent of the combined independent hospital and hospice 
registered nurse workforce 

 
�x The survey asked about the length of time positions were vacant and found that 

41 per cent of positions had been vacant for longer than six months 
 

�x The survey also found that vacancy rates were high across Northern Ireland, 
discounting the possibility of localised workforce shortages  

 
 

Evidence around Supply  
 
New entrants to the register and return to practice  
 
Nursing and midwifery are regulated professions and at present the only data available 
which shows the total pool of nurses able to work in the UK is the NMC register.   
 
The latest NMC Annual Report states that as of the 31st March 2014 there were 
680,858 nurses and midwives on the UK register.  However, it should be noted that 
some nurses stay on the register even if they are not currently working in practice. In 
addition, many nurses work in non-clinical roles such as education.  
 
While, the NMC does not stipulate what portion of the register would count as 
�³�S�U�D�F�W�L�V�L�Q�J�´, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation & Development (OECD) 
published data in November 2015 showing that the UK had 8.2 practising nurses per 
1000 population in 2013.13 This was below the OECD average of 9.1 nurses per 1000 
                                                           
12 �5�&�1���1�R�U�W�K�H�U�Q���,�U�H�O�D�Q�G�����µ�&�D�U�H���L�Q���F�U�L�V�L�V���,�Q�G�H�S�H�Q�G�H�Q�W���V�H�F�W�R�U���Z�R�U�N�I�R�U�F�H���V�X�U�Y�H�\���L�Q���1�R�U�W�K�H�U�Q���,�U�H�O�D�Q�G�¶��
(2015) 
13 �2�(�&�'�����µ���+�H�D�O�W�K���D�W���D���*�O�D�Q�F�H�¶���������������� 
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The RCN has addressed each of these points below: 
 
Cap on agency spending  
 
�x The RCN was the first organisation to highlight the unsustainable growth in agency 

�V�S�H�Q�G���L�Q���L�W�V���)�U�R�Q�W�O�L�Q�H���)�L�U�V�W���U�H�S�R�U�W�����µ�5�X�Q�D�Z�D�\���$�J�H�Q�F�\���6�S�H�Q�G�¶ in 2015.21 Following 
this, the Government announced a mandatory cap on spend in this area which 
came into effect in late 2015 
 

�x The RCN has warned that the new cap on agency staff spending may negatively 
impact patient care and does not address the issue of a domestic shortage of 
nurses in the UK. We made it very clear in our report that only a long-term approach 
to workforce planning, with serious investment in training places will make the NHS 
less dependent on agency spending 

 
�x In the absence of such a plan, we are concerned that the cap on agency spend 

could see dependence on overseas nurses in the UK increase 
 

�x Our view is that not only do more nurses need to be trained domestically, but they 
need to be paid and treated fairly (see section below). This is not happening at the 
moment and many nurses working for the NHS have to work agency shifts to 
support their income 
 

�x While the RCN believes that the agency bill does need to be brought down, this 
needs to be done in a sustainable way, and in a way which does not prevent trusts 
from providing safe staffing 

 
Minimum staffing ratios  
 
�x The RCN firmly opposes any dilution of guidance or responsibility of care settings 

to set safe staffing levels appropriate for their patient caseloads and staff skills mix 
 

�x The experience of the Mid Staffordshire NHS Foundation Trust serves as a bleak 
warning of the consequences of not having a rational, evidence-based strategy to 
planning nurse staffing. The inquiry reported that one of the underlying causes of 

                                                           
21 �5�&�1�����µ�5�X�Q�D�Z�D�\���$�J�H�Q�F�\���6�S�H�Q�G�¶�����D�Y�D�L�O�D�E�O�H���D�W����
https://www2.rcn.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0005/608684/FF-report-Agency-spending_final_2.pdf 
(2015) 
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