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Royal College of Nursing Spring Budget 2023 Representation to HM Treasury  
 
With a membership of half a million registered nurses, midwives, health visitors, nursing 
students, health care assistants and nurse cadets, the Royal College of Nursing (RCN) is 
the voice of nursing across the United Kingdom and the largest professional u nion of 
nursing staff in the world. RCN members work in a variety of hospital and community 
settings in the NHS and the independent sector.  
 
The RCN promotes priorities for nursing and patient safety, works closely with wider 
professional bodies and trade  unions, and lobbies governments and other bodies across 
the UK to develop, influence and implement policy that improves the quality of patient 
care. 

1. Introduction  
 

1.1 The Spring Budget 2023 is being delivered in the context of the ongoing  cost -of -living 
crisi s which is significant ly  impact ing  on health  and wellbeing. This includes  essential 
goods and services being/becoming unaffordable  or harder to afford  and increasing  
levels of  anxiety and stress , with people on lower incomes most affected by  the higher 
cost of living. i  
 

1.2 Across the UK, health and care services are under acute pressure, with unprecedented 
levels of demand, and growing waiting -times and backlog for treatment. In some cases, 
this i s leading to further deterioration in health and wellbeing and exacerbating 
existing health inequalities as evidence shows that people living in more deprived areas 
are waiting longer for planned treatment. ii 
 

1.3 Health and care systems across the UK are faci ng a deepening workforce crisis which is 
gravely impacting patient safety. Nursing is particularly affected with over 57,000 
vacant posts in the NHS across the UK, iii while too few people are entering the 
profession and too many nursing staff are leaving.  
 

1.4 For the first time in history, thousands of nursing staff have taken part in strike action 
to demand fair pay and government action to address the staffing crisis and protect 
patient safety. Across all sectors, pay  for nursing staff must reflect their unique and 
highly -skilled contribution, a s well as address  the years of underfunding nursing staff 
have experienced whil e remaining committed to their profession in the face of 
unprecedented challenges �û particularly t hroughout the ongoing COVID -19 pandemic.  
 

1.5 Good health is vital for economic productivity and a healthy economy. The UK 
Government should  make health and wellbeing a central priority for the Spring Budget 
2023. This must translate into significant investme nt in health and care and taking the 
necessary actions to address the nursing workforce crisis  which are set out in this 
representation . Investment is urgently needed to support short -term and longer -term 
workforce planning in each country of the UK, to improve recruitment and retention and 
to ensure that there are the right numbers of staff in the right place at the right time to 
deliver  safe and effective care.  
 



 
 

2 
 

2. Barnett Formula  
 

2.1 The current cycle of one -year budgets hinders long term planning. Moving to multi -year 
budgeting would enable devolved governments to make progress on issues such as 
workforce planning and transformation. For example, this was set out in the New 
Decade, New Approach Agreement in Northern Ireland but this has not yet been 
implemented because of a failure to form an Executive and an ongoing budget crisis.  
 

2.2 
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3.13 NHS pay should not be used as a tool to manage inflation or finances . It should 
be set to ensure that the appropriate number and mix of staff a re recruited, retained 
and motivated . 
 

3.14 There must be at least parity of pay, terms, and conditions with NHS Agenda for 
Change for registered nurses and nursing support workers in all health and care 
organisations, as well as improved investment for access to further training, 
development and cl ear career pathways.   
 

3.15 Nursing is a safety -critical profession, and the Government cannot afford to lose 
nursing staff in the context of a workforce crisis. It should take immediate action to 
settle the dispute over the 2022 -23 pay award . Nursing staff have shown their anger 
over the pay award by voting for and undertaking indu strial action across the UK and 
polling 
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4.4  These factors sugges t there will likely be a continued increase in the numbers of nurses 

leaving the UK register over the next few years. A key indicator of the lack of 
sustainable workforce planning in the UK is vacant registered nursing posts in health 
and care services. Va cancies, which were temporarily reduced due to service closures 
and nurses returning to service during the pandemic are now increasing at a scale and 
pace of real concern.  
 

4.5  This is already evident in the NHS registered nurse vacancies in England. The most 
recent NHS Vacancies data ( September  2022) shows that there are currently 47,496 , 
this is a vacancy rate of 11. 9% in the NHS in England .xvi Over the last two years the 
COVID-19 pandemic has further highlighted the fragility of our health and care systems 
across the UK, including a significant lack of strategy and preparedness, particularly in 
terms of workforce resources.  
 

4.6 Significant workforce data gaps prohibit a full understa nding of what is happening 
across health and care services, everywhere in the UK. There are significant data gaps 
across the UK for what is occurring within services outside of the NHS, particularly 
those provided by the independent sector, social care and  public health. Furthermore, 
vacancy data on independent sectors is not currently publicly available. Evidence 
demonstrates how registered nurse staffing levels directly impact the safety and 
quality of patient care, including decreased patient mortality a nd reduced hospital 
admission. xvii  
 

4.7 In practice, high levels of vacant posts lead to additional expenses for employers to fill 
the gaps. New analysis commissioned by the RCN revealed tha t  in England �û as an 
example - a significant pay rise for nursing staff would be far more cost -effective than 
the existing situation. The analysis also shows the cost of international recruitment per 
nurse is 2.4 times the cost of giving a 17.3% pay rise to  an experienced nurse �û £16,900 
as opposed to £7,100 .xviii  
 

5. England nursing supply - investment in nursing higher education   
 

5.1 There are currently 47,496  registered nurse vacancies in England alone �û the highest 
figure since records began. xix  Nursing staff are v ital to patient safety, and we cannot 
afford to lose another single professional.  
 

5.2 In 2017 the UK Government removed the funding for nursing students in England - 
�K�ê�H���Ã�ß�	�%�����Z���ê���%�`�K�R�	�%�����Þ�`�K�R�Ã�K�}���w�	�Z�����R�Z�`�å�ê�%�Z���ÿ�ê�ê�R���Ã�%�å�����,�Ã�%�R�â���=�,�v�ê�K�%�$�ê�%�Z���R���R�Z�Ã�Z�ê�å��
intention of t he bursary removal was to lift the cap on the numbers who could enter the 
system and open up a market -led approach. Instead, this change resulted in three years 
of lower nursing applications and stagnating numbers of acceptances.  
 

5.3  In England, i ncreases in students accepted onto nursing courses were seen in 2020 
(27% higher than in 2019) and 2021 (1% higher than 2020) xx . This is due to the interest 
sparked by the pandemic and the introduction of a living costs grant. xxi  The increase has 
not proved sustainable �û with the numbers of students accepted onto nursing 
programmes in 2022 falling by 10% since 2021 figures. xxii  
 

5.4  To stimulate growth in domestic nursing supply in England, the UK Government should 
fund tuition fees and living costs for all nursing, midwifery,  and allied health care 
students. Fees should be reimbursed,  or current debt forgiven for nursing, midwifery 
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and allied health graduates impacted by the removal of the bursary in 2017,  either 
through upfront  payment or through reimbursement such as a forgivable loan system. 
Funding for tuition fees would future proof the profession against changes to the 
student l
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6.2. Nursing staff already make invaluable contributions to patient ca re as well as a 
significant financial contribution towards our public services through taxes and 
national insurance, and the Government should commit to ending this policy and 
extending public funding for those without indefinite leave to remain.   
 

7. Public health in England   
 

7.1 The COVID-19 pandemic underlined the importance of robust public health services. It 
also exposed and amplified the significant health inequalities that exist in England, 
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