An introduction to the NHS Plus Project
The purpose of the NHS Plus Project is to improve the provision of occupational health services to NHS staff as a model employer and in turn increase the availability of NHS Plus services to small and medium enterprises.
The HWWB strategy aims to improve access to work and reduce dependency on benefits.  The link between health and work was set out in the health white paper Choosing Health and the positive health benefits of having employment - a good job is good for your health – were described in chapter seven. Occupational health (OH) services facilitate access to work, job retention and rehabilitation of those who are off work because of illness, in addition to their traditional work in preventing ill health and disability caused by work.  Research conducted on behalf of the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) has shown that whereas large organisations in both the public and private sectors usually provide OH services for their workforce, only 3% of small and medium sized enterprises (SMEs) have access to such services.

NHS Plus was established at the end of 2001 to sell occupational health services from NHS OH departments to non NHS employers, particularly SMEs.  This project built on the income generation activity that had been previously been undertaken by some OH departments and good growth was seen in the early years – estimated at 17%.  However this level of growth did not make significant inroads into the problem of access to OH services by SMEs.

In creating NHS Plus there were two prerequisites.  Firstly, the provision of NHS Plus services should not adversely affect the level of service provided to the NHS workforce.  Secondly, services provided by NHS Plus units would be of high quality; explicit quality standards were set for those who wanted to join the NHS Plus network.  These criteria remain. It is essential therefore, that in developing NHS Plus, that OH services in the NHS should be of the highest standard; of course this is also an objective in itself so that the benefits of OH services can contribute to the wider development and efficiency of the NHS. 

Despite many examples of good practice, ‘A Safer Place to Work – Improving the Management of Health & Safety Risks to staff in NHS Trusts’ published by the  National Audit Office (NAO) in 2003, described OH services as ‘patchy and variable’.  The NHS Plus project is therefore taking these findings into account when considering how to improve the availability of services for SMEs.
Thus the current project is the fulfilment of two specific commitments in Choosing Health, to increase the provision of NHS Plus services (7.18) and the improvement of the provision of OH services to NHS staff as part of the NHS as an exemplar employer (7.38). 
The project, which has a timeline until March 2009, has three main strands of activity; The improvement of the quality and customer focus of NHS occupational health services, a capital investment programme and the identification of a more appropriate commercial trading model for NHS Plus.
The initial focus of the project is upon delivering the quality and customer focus strand and in particular the commissioning and launch from 1st January 2007 of a virtual Occupational Health Clinical Effectiveness Unit. Following an OJEU process, two preferred bidders have been invited to formally tender for the provision of this service with the aim of. 

· Building upon the work to date by providing scientific and administrative support to Dr Ira Madan, the Director of Clinical Standards in the development and completion of relevant evidence based guidelines for the practice of occupational health
· Designing and implementing two national audits of current OH practice based on similar audits of other clinical services in the NHS
· Ensuring effective dissemination and implementation of the guidelines and results of audit, particularly in advising on and implementing mechanisms for changing behaviour
· Keeping the NHS Plus PROJECT up to date with developments in evidence-based occupational health research and evidence based practice through a range of approaches including; literature reviews, collaborations with similar units in Europe and Worldwide, participation in research etc

Other elements within the quality and customer focus strand will include developing an outcome focused definition of the role of an NHS OH service, aimed at NHS commissioners, a core skills and staff development plan and the encouragement of possible centres of excellence. The project will also develop a data dictionary to facilitate electronic transfer of OH records and re launch the NHS Plus website with a more specific focus upon the needs of customers and providers
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