Department of Health Guidance:  Health Clearance for Tuberculosis, Hepatitis B, Hepatitis C and HIV:  new healthcare workers – Clarification for Occupational Health Physicians
A significant degree of uncertainty and confusion has arisen in the Occupational Health (OH) community over the implementation of this guidance
.  Some Trusts appear to want to apply this guidance to all staff, and we though it might be helpful to remind colleagues of the background to this document and the healthcare workers to whom it applies.

NHS Employers issued the following statement to Trusts in the NHS Workforce Bulletin of 20 August 2007, in collaboration with the Department of Health
;
“There has been some uncertainty about the definition of new healthcare workers in the DH guidance, Health clearance of new health care workers for tuberculosis, hepatitis B, hepatitis C and HIV, published in March 2007.  New healthcare workers includes healthcare workers new to the NHS; healthcare workers moving into training or posts involving exposure-prone procedures for the first time; and healthcare workers returning to the NHS, depending on the activities they have been engaged in while away.  The guidance is not intended to apply to healthcare workers who already do exposure-prone procedures and are simply challenging jobs within the NHS”

In advising Trusts and other organisations on the implementation of this guidance, colleagues may wish to remind themselves of the reasons for the publication of this guidance and the remit of the expert group which wrote it.  As stated in the guidance;
“1.
In 2001, Ministers set up an expert group to carry out an assessment of the potential health risk posed to patients by healthcare workers who are new to the NHS and who are infected with tuberculosis (TB), hepatitis B, hepatitis C or HIV.  This decision was prompted by the convergence of three issues:

· The recruitment of staff to the NHS from overseas who were subsequently found to be infected with blood-borne viruses (BBVs);

· Individuals infected with BBVs who were seeking to enter medical, dental, midwifery and nursing schools and to qualify and practice as registered practitioners;

· The burden of patient notification (‘look back’) exercises, in terms of widespread anxiety for patients and high costs to the NHS”

2.
In its report, the expert group made a number of recommendations designed to both reinforce and extend existing measures to reduce the risk of healthcare worker-to-patient transmission of BBVs and TB.  Those recommendations were accepted by Ministers and form the basis of this guidance.  Screening arrangements for existing NHS staff were explicitly excluded from the expert groups remit….”
As members of the original expert working group, on whose recommendations the guidance was based, we feel it may be helpful to emphasise the remit of the original work.  Hence the subsequent guidance, which was a response to the recruitment to the NHS of new entrants subsequently found to be infected with TB, hepatitis B, C or HIV and the difficulties which arose from that both for the individuals, their patients and NHS organisation in terms of patient anxiety generated by lookbacks, the costs to the NHS of those lookbacks and the effects on individual healthcare workers’ careers.  It is clearly important to identify these individuals as early as possible to minimise patient risk but also to ensure prompt treatment and appropriate career advice for the new healthcare worker
· The guidance was designed to apply to healthcare workers (HCW) new to the NHS; consideration of existing HCW was specifically excluded
· The basis of the guidance is, in accordance with the Health and Safety at Work Act, to reduce (so far as is reasonably practicable) the risk of transmission of serious disease to patients

· The guidance is not designed to eliminate all risk of carriage of BBV which, of course, is not achievable

· The recommendations of the group represent the balance between the risk to patients and the workability of the screening arrangements for this group of staff

As stated above, the group’s remit specifically excluded screening of the existing workforce for these conditions.  There are mechanisms within existing guidance for healthcare workers infected with blood-borne viruses (BBVs) and TB, and guidance from the various professional bodies, to encourage healthcare workers who believe they may have been exposes to BBV infection to seek appropriate advice and testing, and The Advisory Group on Hepatitis and the Expert Advisory Group on AIDS have not recommended routine BBV testing of the existing workforce, either at change of NHS employer or those in stable employment.  These decisions have been based, as required under H&S legislation, on a risk benefit analysis.  It is worth remembering that there is the opportunity for hepatitis B infected healthcare workers and hepatitis C infected healthcare workers to perform exposure prone procedures subject to successful treatment.

We hope that this clarification will assist colleagues in advising their Trusts.  We appreciate that many trusts exhibit risk adverse behaviour.  It is often necessary to explain, in a realistic way, the management of risk.  Trusts are free to make their own employment decisions but they should be aware of the consequences of their decisions and their need to defend those decisions if challenged in a Court or Tribunal, by emphasising the background to the establishment of the original expert group and its remit, and pointing out that the guidance applied only to new healthcare workers as defined in the document and above, and not to all healthcare workers changing jobs or in employment in the NHS.
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