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Editorial
The Anger of Achilles

David J Armstrong
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Mnviv — anger — the first word of Homer’s Iliad,' the
foundation work of Western literature, and also it seems
the theme of a great deal of writing ever since. It certainly
features heavily in newspapers, news websites and social
media concerned with health care in Northern Ireland. Didn’t
every generation believe their health system was in crisis?
Maybe so, but there can be no denying the deep trouble in
which we find ourselves in 2023, and that many parts of our
health service appear to be in existential difficulty.

Who is angry? Perhaps easier to consider who is not. Patients
certainly appear angry, and express extreme dissatisfaction at
the length of waiting lists to access secondary care, perceived
difficulties in accessing GP services and the suspension of
some acute services from local hospitals.?

Interestingly, doctors express anger at many of the same
things, albeit from a different perspective. Both primary and
secondary care medics are as deeply unhappy with waiting
lists as patients. No-one wants to work in a failing system.
Despite discussion of salaries doubled or tripled by moves
to Australia (or even the Republic of Ireland), the main
motivation for doctors to leave Northern Ireland and the NHS
appears to be the demoralising effect of working punishing
hours in a failing system, rather than for monetary gain.
There is genuine anger from many GPs at the media portrayal
of the closed surgery door. Primary Care colleagues are
seeing more patients both face to face and virtually than ever
before, and with ever-increasing list sizes due to other GP
surgeries closing.* The media may ask angrily why younger
doctors do not choose to become general practitioners in
rural areas, and yet immediately run hyperbolic stories of
angry patients, managers and politicians declaiming those
same services.

Those of us who teach students and supervise junior
doctors continue to be impressed — astonished maybe - at
the caring and intelligent young people who still choose
medicine as a career regardless of the storm of negativity
which surrounds every part of the system. There is no doubt
early career medics nowadays are a lot more willing to
voice their concerns about pay and conditions than previous
generations, but they are no less deserving of nourishing
and protection than those of us who trained in the 1980s
and 90s. The opening of the new Medical School at Ulster
University is welcome,” and those of us involved with
teaching the post-graduate students enrolled continue to be
impressed with their maturity, focus and enthusiasm. It must
be understood though, that despite breezy encomia from
politicians and media, there is no guarantee these talented
young people will stay to work in Northern Ireland any more
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than undergraduates from Queen’s University if the system
is failing, working conditions are poor and the atmosphere in
the public domain is sour and depressing.

To quote Tolstoy, what then must we do?® The single
greatest asset Northern Ireland medicine possesses is its staff
— doctors, nurses, physiotherapists, radiographers, dieticians,
porters, everyone who contributes to the care we deliver. The
ease with which staff trained in Ulster can go around the
world and excel is a testimony to their quality. Review after
review emphasizes that the important thing in healthcare
is to get the right person with the right support in front of
the right patient at the right time.” More important than
buildings, more important than votes, more important than
Trust boundaries. ‘I wouldn’t start from here’ may be the
motto for the Northern Ireland health service, with hospitals
in the wrong places, asymmetrical Trusts constructed on
geographical or political lines rather than according to
practicalities or ability to deliver a service, crippling waiting
lists and closing GP surgeries. We might add politicians who
follow rather than lead when it comes to local health issues.
But here we are, and start we must.

The next few issues of the Ulster Medical Journal will run
articles on the Current Health Crisis, where voices of doctors
from all parts of the health service and levels of experience
will be heard, discussing their experiences, their hopes for the
future and perhaps amongst the anger even some optimism.
In this issue contributions from some local medical leaders
start us off, but in subsequent issues diverse contributions
from medical students to consultants, from GPs working
West of the Bann to sub-specialty surgeons in Belfast and
many others, will hopefully shine a light in the pervading
gloom.

A big thank you to my predecessor as editor Dr Michael
Trimble for his invaluable advice in passing on the baton,
and for the work he has done in steering the ship through
the extremely challenging seas of the COVID-19 pandemic.
His voice has been clear, and his editorials have shone with
integrity. Michael is the first contributor to another new
section of the journal on Medical Ethics.

Controversy for my first edition of the journal as new editor?
Perhaps, but we are in crisis, and I feel it is important for the
pages of the Ulster Medical Journal to contain the opinions
of doctors in the front line of the battle, even if only for
the record and interest of someone writing a history of this
period in fifty years’ time. Let us hope that, like Achilles,
we can eventually convert some of this anger into positive
action on the battlefield.

©0Re



66 The Ulster Medical Journal

REFERENCES

1. Homer: The Iliad: Book 1. [Internet]. (8" Century BC) Kline AS,
translator and editor. PiT Poetry in Translation. (cited 2023 Apr 11).
Available from: https://www.poetryintranslation.com/PITBR/Greek/
Iliad1 .php#anchor_Toc328052743

2. Carroll R. Northern Irish healthcare in crisis amid political deadlock:
family doctors due to vote onradical proposals to try to save overstretched
system from collapse. The Guardian (UK edition). [Internet]. 2022
Nov 19. (cited 2023 Apr 11). Available from: www.theguardian.
com/uk-news/2022/nov/19/northern-irish-healthcare-in-crisis-amid-
political-deadlock

3. BBC News. [Internet]. Doctors could leave Northern Ireland warns
BMA chief. 2018 Jun 27. (cited 2023 Apr 11). Available from: www.
bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-44623609

4. BBC News. [Internet]. GP services: extra £5.5m in GP funding for
‘challenging winter’. 2021 Oct 15. (cited 2023 Apr 11). Available from:
www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-58920297

5. Ulster University. [Internet]. Ulster University opens the doors to its
first medical students with a new School of Medicine in the heart of
the community. 2021 Aug 23. (cited 2023 April 11). Available from:
https://www.ulster.ac.uk/news/202 1/august/ulster-university-opens-the-
doors-to-its-first-medical-students-with-a-new-school-of-medicine-in-
the-heart-of-the-community

6.  Tolstoy L. What Then Must We Do? Moscow: 1886. Translated by
Maude, A. 1935.

7.  CEA. [Internet]. Factfile: GCE Health & Social Care: AS 5 Adult
service users: The Bengoa Report. Belfast: Council for the Curriculum,
Examinations & Assessment. Updated 2021 Nov 8. (cited 2023
Apr 11). Available from: https://uk.ccea.org.uk/search?search_
fulltext=bengoa+report&sort_bef _combine=search_api_relevance_
DESC

4.0 International Licence the right to alter or build upon the work non-commercially, as long as the author is credited

UMI is an open access publication of the Ulster Medical Society (http://www.ums.ac.uk).
@ @ @ @ The Ulster Medical Society grants to all users on the basis of a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-Share Alike
and the new creation is licensed under identical terms.



