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Introduction 
The purpose of this report is to outline to members of 
Cumbria County Council Health Scrutiny Committee the 
actions that have been taken following the announcement 
of an internal major incident affecting health and care 
services across North Cumbria in March 2015. 

Background 
The internal major incident in North Cumbria took place from Wednesday 18 March 
to Monday 23 March 2015. 

This was against a background of North Cumbria University Hospitals NHS Trust 
(NCUHT) experiencing severe pressures since mid-January 2015, during which time it 
had been operating at ‘level four escalation’ (the highest level before a major 
incident is called). 

On the morning of Wednesday 18 March NCUHT alerted NHS Cumbria Clinical 
Commissioning Group (CCG) and NHS England that they were under an extraordinary 
level of pressure.  NCUHT reported that after all normal escalations, the Trust did not 
have the bed capacity, or the required staff numbers, predominantly at Cumberland 
Infirmary, Carlisle to safely provide care for the number of patients presenting. 
Following discussions and efforts to address the pressures during the day involving 
all health and care partners, NCUHT declared an internal major incident during a 
system wide teleconference at 4pm.  

In such circumstances a major incident plan is enacted which includes the transfer of 
some medical patients out of county (Newcastle and/or Lancaster) with support 
from North West Ambulance Service (NWAS) and North East Ambulance Service 
(NEAS). 

As such during 18 and 19 March a total of 11 patients were transferred out of county 
to Dumfries and Galloway, Newcastle and Northumberland.   
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Two hourly situation reports regarding bed capacity within out of county acute 
hospitals in the North East and Dumfries and Galloway were provided to the system 
by NHS England throughout the night of Wednesday 18/Thursday 19 March.  

During 18 and 19 March there were twice daily calls to monitor the situation and 
agree actions to cope with pressures. It was agreed that the internal major incident 
would be stood down when the following objectives were met: 

- Mutual aid from out of county hospitals were no longer required 
- Escalation beds at Cumberland Infirmary Beds, Carlisle were either fully 

closed or safely staffed 
- Effective discharge processes able to manage the volume of patients were 

in place across the health and social care system 
- There were no more 12 hour waits in A&E for a period of 48 hours. 
 

On Friday 20 March during the 1.30pm system-wide call NCUHT advised that no out 
of county transfers had taken place since 8pm the previous evening and that they 
would now be admitting all patients internally to the Trust. However, they would 
continue to review the need for out of county admissions on a case by case basis. 

Once a day system-wide calls were maintained on Saturday 21 and Sunday 22 March. 
During the call on Monday 23 March NCUHT advised that the objectives for stepping 
down from the internal major incident had been reviewed by the Trust and identified 
as being met. At that point the system agreed to step down from internal major 
incident. It also was agreed that daily or twice daily when needed system-wide calls 
would continue.  

During the period of the internal major incident all providers worked to relieve the 
pressures in the system, with for example, Cumbria Partnership NHS Foundation 
Trust (CPFT) providing three escalation beds in their Day Care Unit at Maryport 
within 48 hours of the incident being initiated.  This level of joint working and an 
increased focus on transfers and discharges involving all partners including Adult 
Social Care has continued since standing down the internal major incident.
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Actions Following Internal Major Incident 
In response to the incident a review of the causes and the management of the 
internal major incident started at a meeting of the System Resilience Group 
(involving all health and care partners) on 2 April 2015 with the aim of ensuring that 
escalation processes within Cumbria are robust and appropriate in managing the 
increasing demands across the health and social care system, particularly when 
mutual aid from outside Cumbria is required. 

It was also been agreed that external support would be sought to undertake a full 
and comprehensive root cause analysis in relation to the causes and management of 
the major internal incident. As such discussions have taken place with the Emergency 
Care Intensive Support Team, a national team that provides support to Trusts and 
health economies in identifying and implementing best practice, which has agreed to 
carry out the review. 

It is expected that this review will be completed during the summer. 
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For more information contact... 
 
name. Rachel Chapman 
address. NHS Cumbria CCG, Lonsdale Unit, Penrith 
Hospital, Bridge Lane, Penrith, CA11 8HX  

tel.  01768 245490 
email.  Rachel.Chapman@CumbriaCCG.nhs.uk  
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