On-call rooms are disappearing as hospital working patterns move from on-call to shifts, leaving many doctors with nowhere private to take a much-needed break. BMA News staff report on the experiences of increasingly frustrated medics — forced to rest in noisy mess rooms, office floors and even corridors — and the responses of their trusts

HALTON GENERAL Hospital

Doctors at Halton General Hospital in Runcorn, Cheshire, are ‘upset and frustrated’ that a bed was removed from an on-call room on the day they began full shifts.

A doctor said a memo advised that on-call rooms could be booked for £3.52 per night by doctors too tired to drive home after a full shift.

The doctor said they had been using a spare room on an open psychiatric ward as an on-call room. ‘We are sharing the same toilets as the patients. One of the senior house officers had all of her belongings rifled through,’ he said.

‘When it gets to 4am or 5am, if you have got nothing to do, you just can’t stay awake. People have been taking in sleeping bags and sleeping on floors in offices,’ he added.

A Five Boroughs Partnership NHS Trust spokeswoman said: ‘The bed has been removed as doctors are not allowed to sleep during their duty hours. Doctors can also access a lounge area and a Snoezelen [relaxation room] during rest periods, along with other rooms with computers and internet access.’

EAST SURREY Hospital

Tim Liversedge, a senior house officer in anaesthetics at East Surrey Hospital in Redhill told BMA News that anaesthetic trainees working at night in ITU, obstetrics and in theatre had learnt through consultant colleagues that their on-call accommodation was being withdrawn. He said he understood other areas, including a coffee room, would be available but they were neither 

private nor quiet.

He said: ‘The intensity of our work changes. We can have two hours of intensive work after which a rest is 

very valuable. There are guidelines [from the Association of Anaesthetists of Great Britain and Ireland] recommending short naps. At the moment there is nothing in place for us to get any sort of rest. The mess is off site and we don’t have access to it at night.’ 

He said there had been no communication with management and the trust was pushing ahead despite the concerns raised by senior consultants.

Surrey and Sussex Healthcare NHS Trust associate medical director Valerie Newman said:  ‘We are very sympathetic to the need for doctors’ rest facilities. The trust is planning to provide rest rooms for doctors on shift. These facilities will be available for different specialties in several areas throughout the hospital. They will include reclining chairs.’ 

PINDERFIELDS GENERAL Hospital

A doctor at Pinderfields General Hospital in Wakefield said doctors had been sleeping on the floor or on chairs in the mess after an on-call room became secretarial offices.

The change coincided with the introduction of full shifts in August. Another small office had been allocated for use as a rest room but the doctor said it was too busy and therefore was difficult to rest.

Following protests, the doctor said a group of seven doctors had been told by management they would be given another office of their own with a comfortable chair. ‘We do not know how long it will take. At the moment we are in chaos. We feel there should be more than just sleeping in the corridor or the mess.’

A Mid Yorkshire Hospitals NHS Trust spokeswoman said: 

‘We do provide quiet rooms where doctors can do quiet work or they can rest. We do not have to provide on-call rooms now because people do not work on call. They are contracted to do shift work. If they have some time when they can get away to do some quiet work we do provide rooms for them.’

WEST SUFFOLK Hospital

A specialist registrar at West Suffolk Hospital in Bury St Edmunds said the on-call room previously available to SpRs was removed when full-shift rotas were introduced. He said: ‘Now there is no provision for accommodation other than the mess and I don’t want to lie on a coffee-stained table with MTV on in the background.’

He added on-call rooms were still needed because although hours had changed, workload at night had not. He said he was told by his trust there would be a charge to use a room available to doctors at the end of their shifts. He highlighted the disparity between his trust and others in the Eastern Deanery, where on-call rooms remained available.

Trust spokeswoman Sue Warren said SpRs had changed from on-call to shifts in May. She said: ‘We have a room available to SpRs in which they can rest if they feel they are too tired to travel home. This is available free of charge.'

NORTH TYNESIDE GENERAL Hospital

Doctors at North Tyneside General Hospital in North Shields have had to improvise since on-call rooms were converted to offices a year ago.

‘We have a makeshift room where we can catnap but it is not an official one,’ a doctor told BMA News, adding that it was just an office with a comfortable chair and pillows. ‘Even if 

you are on shift and are supposed to be working and not asleep, after a week of nights you are tired,’ he said.

A Northumbria Healthcare NHS Trust spokeswoman said: ‘We do not have any on-call. When we introduced new ways of working related to the European Working Time Directive we brought in full shifts, either at night or in the day.

‘They just get paid for coming into work and doing their job. They are not supposed to be asleep, they are supposed to be working.’ She added the trust still had a mess and a library where staff could rest during breaks.

