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Safer staffing in Axminster and Seaton: Ensuring 
we deliver safe, high-quality care to our patients 
 
 

Thursday 16 October 2014 
 

The Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust will announce plans on Thursday 16 
October 2014 to temporarily transfer inpatient beds at Axminster to Seaton over winter. 
 
From two hospitals with ten beds apiece, this move creates one 18-bed inpatient 
service in Seaton, serving both communities with a more resilient and safe inpatient 
service. 
 
The following briefing note explains the rationale for the decision, the differences people 
may see and the arrangements for ensuring patients continue to be able to access the 
care they need. 
 
We appreciate this decision will cause concern among the local community and we did 
not take it lightly. However, we cannot fail in our aim to provide safe, high-quality 
services to our patients. 
 
 
Background 
 
Axminster Hospital offers 10 inpatient beds along with a wide range of x-ray, theatre 
and outpatient services. These other services will continue unaffected. 
 
Seaton Hospital also offers10 inpatient beds and a range of medical and therapy 
outpatient clinics. 
 
 
Safer staffing 
 
The context behind the decision to merge the Axminster and Seaton beds is driven by 
our requirement to provide consistently high quality and safe nursing service to patients.  
 
There is clear guidance to the NHS, following the review into Mid Staffs, that we must 
incorporate safer staffing practices for patients on wards and ensure there is support 
and supervision for nurses at all times. 
 
For patients this means they can be confident there will be sufficient, skilled nursing 
staff to care for them in hospital. 
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We are also heading into winter and a period of high demand for our services. 
 
In both hospitals for the majority of every 24 hour period, there is only one registered 
nurse on duty at any one time. Whilst there are no concerns with the quality of care 
offered in either hospital, the lack of registered nurse support puts undue pressure on 
the service. 
 
It is the view of the senior clinicians of the Northern Devon Healthcare Trust that a risk 
exists around running an inpatient service at both hospitals with only one registered 
general nurse on shift.  
 
This nurse is not only responsible for the inpatients, but the security of the building and 
the other staff. This means they are not able to take breaks or leave the ward or 
hospital. 
 
In the longer term it also means they work without peer support or challenge from other 
nurses, which we feel poses a greater risk to patient care in the healthcare environment 
post-Francis and Mid Staffs. 
 
The Northern Devon Healthcare Trust is planning to temporarily move the Axminster 
beds to Seaton Hospital to ensure the community inpatient service is resilient and 
consistent as we head into winter. 
 
 
Winter 
 
We are approaching winter with two ten-bedded units within 7 miles of each other.  
 
Experience of previous winters shows us that a single unit of 18 beds will be far more 
resilient and less likely to be affected by short notice staff shortages (due to 
illness/injury). 
 
Merging the beds in one location will mean there will be two registered nurses on site at 
any one time offering a more consistent quality of service (as fewer agency staff will be 
needed), there is more professional support and resilience and staff will be able to take 
comfort breaks during their shift. 
 
To compensate for the loss of two beds, the Northern Devon Healthcare Trust is 
investing in additional resource into the local health and social care team. 
 
 
What happens now? 
 
By making this decision now, it will ensure we have time to make the very best plans 
with the current inpatients to ensure there is minimal disruption to their care. 
 
Plans are being made to merge the beds at the beginning of January 2015. 
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Our staff 
 
The Trust has started a thorough HR process with our staff to ensure they are 
recognised for their hard work and dedication. 
 
We anticipate that inpatient staff will transfer from Axminster to Seaton to continue the 
increased inpatient service. There are no planned job losses associated with this move 
and the remaining day services at Axminster will continue as normal. 
 
The Trust recognises the considerable uncertainty felt by staff on hearing the long-term 
commissioning plans of NEW Devon CCG: the proposal to withdraw beds in Axminster. 
 
Whilst this short-term and temporary merger in no way predicates the final decision of 
the CCG following consultation, the Trust is taking this step to support our patients and 
staff through the winter.  
 
 
Message from the chief executive and director of nursing 
 
Patients need to be confident there are enough nurses on shift to care for them while in 
hospital. 
 
Having more nurses working together allows us to care for patients with increasing 
acuity (levels of illness and dependence) safely. 
 
This is a temporary decision taken to resolve an immediate risk of patient safety and 
quality of care. 
 
Our decision is separate from – and will have no impact on – the longer-term 
engagement by the Northern, Eastern and Western Devon Clinical Commissioning 
Group in relation to its strategy for the future provision of community services. 
 
We would like to thank our committed and dedicated teams in Axminster and Seaton 
who have worked extra hours and gone above and beyond to serve patients so well 
over the years. 
 
 
Dr Alison Diamond     Kevin Marsh 
Chief Executive     Director of Nursing 
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Involving you 
 
This briefing note sets out how the Northern Devon Healthcare Trust feels it can resolve 
the patient safety issues faced to deliver high quality care.  
 
We anticipate that you will have questions and have set out some responses overleaf.  
 
If you are able to contribute other ways in which we can resolve the safety issues, then 
we would be more than happy to receive ideas. 
 
We are also happy to meet members of the community to provide more detail. 
 
We will be attending the CCG’s public meeting on 21st October to explain this decision. 
 
We are also holding drop-ins for the public to meet senior clinicians and managers at 
the dates and times below: 
 
Monday 27 October: 2:00pm – 4:00pm – Axminster Hospital 
Monday 3 November: 2:00pm – 4:00pm – Axminster Hospital 
Monday 10 November: 2:00pm – 4:00pm – Axminster Hospital 
Monday 17 November: 2:00pm – 4:00pm – Axminster Hospital 
 
In the meantime, if you have any further questions please direct them to 
ndht.contactus@nhs.net. 
 
 
 
 

mailto:ndht.contactus@nhs.net
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Questions and answers about Axminster and 
Seaton 

 
Will any staff be made redundant? 
No – no staff are at risk of redundancy as a result of the temporary closure. We are 
offering all Axminster inpatient staff the option of moving to Seaton. 
  
How many patients will this affect? 
This will affect the 16 patients a month who would have gone to Axminster and who will 
now be admitted to Seaton, 7 miles away. 
 
Are you allowed to act unilaterally to close beds? 
From a total of 20 beds in two sites, we reduce this to 18 to fit into the Seaton hospital 
comfortably and within NHS estates guidelines. 
 
To compensate for the loss of two beds, the Northern Devon Healthcare Trust is 
investing in additional resource into the local health and social care team. 
 
The beds are therefore not closing, but temporarily transferring to Seaton. 
 
Our most senior clinicians believe there to be an unacceptably high risk to patient safety 
if the two units are not merged – leaving us likely to be wholly reliant on agency staff at 
times over winter.  
 
Will the beds ever reopen? 
Whilst the decision by NDHT is taken to preserve services over winter, we are all aware 
that the CCG has an ongoing consultation into the future configuration of community 
services.  
 
The beds will remain in Seaton until there is an outcome from the CCG’s consultation. 
 
Why is not acceptable to use agency staff? 
It is not sustainable to have an agency nurse as the sole registered nurse responsible 
for the welfare of up to 10 patients and the other staff in the hospital.  
 
They won’t know the hospital, our safety processes and our local teams. It does not 
provide an acceptable level or continuity of service for our patients thus carries greater 
risks with patient safety and care. 
 
What have you done to recruit? 
This is not a recruitment problem, and we are lucky to have such a dedicated and loyal 
staff group in Axminster and Seaton.  
 
This is a safety issue of lone working and non-resilient services as we head into winter. 


