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Introduction
During 2014 the number of budgeted NHS nursing 
posts has risen across the country. After several 
years of cutbacks as employers looked to balance 
the books, the Francis Report has driven a 
renewed focus on NHS staffing levels aimed at 
delivering good quality, safe patient care. 

London has benefited from its share of this boost 
to nursing numbers. London NHS trusts have 
increased nursing establishments in 2014 by four 
per cent, or around 2,500 posts. Every London 
trust but four increased their budgeted number of 
nurses this year. Around a thousand more nurses 
are now working in London’s NHS compared to a 
year ago. 

However, within the headline rises of posts, we 
have seen continued cutbacks at senior levels. 
Our research shows four in five of the new jobs 
created have been at Band 5, while at Band 8a 
and above, posts have been cut by a further two 
per cent. 

And despite the new jobs available, London still 
suffers from a critical shortage of nurses. In 2014, 
vacancy rates for London nursing are running at 
fourteen per cent, up from eleven per cent last 
year. There are around 8,000 budgeted nursing 
posts in London sitting unfilled. A breakdown by 
employer is available on page 6 of this report. 

We are hearing of a particular strain on mental 
health services. This report contains on pages  
4-5 the results of a survey of our London members 
who work in mental health. The results do not 
make for easy reading. The shortage of available, 
suitably qualified nurses is starting to have 
knock on effects for the ability of London’s NHS 
to achieve the staffing levels which nursing 
colleagues desire and to keep providing safe care 
at the standard patients expect.

Employers are increasingly reliant on temporary 
and agency staff to fill the gaps and many are 
also looking overseas to recruit in the short-
term. The result is we have witnessed increasing 
numbers of nurses from across the world come 
to work in London’s NHS and, while we welcome 
the contribution these colleagues will make, it is 
not a sustainable long-term solution. Workforce 
plans need to address the previous deficits which 
have led to too few home grown nursing staff 
being trained. 

There are three steps to be taken which we believe 
would help. We are calling for a more strategic 
approach to long-term workforce planning to ease 
staffing challenges right across the region. We 
want the pay freeze ended as soon as possible. 
And we are looking to encourage better pastoral 
care for nursing staff who are living and working 
in the UK for the first time so that they are able to 
settle here in London. 

London remains an incredible place to live and to 
work. RCN London will continue to strive, alongside 
employers and NHS colleagues, to make the case 
for nursing staff from the UK or from abroad to 
come to our city to build a career. We will also keep 
doing all we can to encourage young people to 
consider what is still, despite all the challenges, 
the most fantastic and rewarding of professions. 

Bernell Bussue  
Regional director, RCN London  
december 2014
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Band total London nursing vacancies 
July 14

total London vacancy rate July 
14

5 4423 17%
6 2613 13%
7 935 9%

8a and above 218 8%
totaL 8189 14%

Band
Change in 

establishment 
since april 2013

estimated change 
in number of posts 

since april 2013

Change in total 
nurses employed 
since april 2013

estimated change 
in total nurses 

employed since 
april 2013 

5 8% 1904 3% 677
6 2% 437 0% 47
7 2% 199 3% 246

8a and above -2% -65 0% -9
totaL 4% 2463 2% 956

London’s recruitment crisis continues
With a renewed focus on safe staffing levels 
after the Francis report most London trusts have 
increased their budgeted nursing establishments 
this year. The link between staffing numbers, skill 
mix and patient safety is now inescapable.

In total, London budgeted nursing establishments 
have increased this year by four per cent, or 
around 2,500 posts. In practice the number 
of nurses working in London has increased by 
around 1000. However this means that only 
around forty per cent of the newly created posts 
this year have actually been filled. 

A major challenge for London’s NHS is the critical 
shortage of registered nursing staff. Increasing 
demand from patients, combined with an ongoing 
pay freeze and the rising cost of living, means 
employers are finding it harder and harder to 
identify suitable candidates for vacant posts.

In 2014, across London as a whole the NHS 
nursing vacancy rate is now at fourteen per cent, 
up from eleven per cent in 2013. In total around 

8,000 London NHS nursing posts are now unfilled. 
The rate varies around the region, and seven 
individual employers reported vacancy rates of 
nineteen per cent or more, peaking at twenty three 
per cent.

Only four London trusts have cut posts in 2014, but 
in reality nine now employ fewer nurses than a year 
ago. It seems employers are simply unable to find 
available staff. We have heard of trusts advertising 
jobs and not finding a single candidate who can 
attend an interview. More and more are looking 
overseas to recruit and a recent BBC survey found 
spending on temporary and agency staff of around 
£1m a month across some London trusts.

Worryingly, within the headline figures we also 
found a continued hollowing out of senior posts. 
Four in five new posts are at Band 5. At Band 8a 
and above, posts have continued to be cut by 
two per cent. With such high turnover of staff and 
such pressure on services, the loss of leadership 
positions remains a worry for London nursing. 

Source: freedom of information request carried out by RCN London, august 2014. all posts whole time 
equivalent (Wte).
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A strain on mental health services 
Throughout September 2014, we surveyed RCN 
London members working for NHS mental health 
providers about staffing levels at their work. The 
results show clear evidence of the growing strain 
on mental health nurses in London. 

New commissioning arrangements mean NHS 
providers are being undercut by the private 
sector. Services are increasingly fragmented. 
The squeeze from all sides on funding for mental 
health services is starting to cut into the quality of 
care which patients receive. 

The RCN’s national Frontline First report  
Turning back the clock, published in November, 
showed that England has lost more than 3,000 
mental health nurses and 1,500 mental health 
beds since 2010. Meanwhile cuts to specialist 
services have driven up hospital admissions over 
the same period.

The Frontline First report calls for the right 
resources and funding, and commitment from 
all levels of Government, to ensure that this 
important arm of nursing is protected and can 
continue to care for and support people when they 
are at their most vulnerable.

In our London survey, RCN members said they 
were increasingly having to work unpaid overtime, 
but many still said they were caring for unsafe 
numbers of patients on at least a weekly basis. 

Sixty nine per cent of members said their ward 
or unit had too few qualified nursing staff, while 
seventy per cent said that staffing levels were 
negatively impacting patient care. Sixty per cent 
said they were asked to care for more patients 
than is safe at least once a week. 

One Band 6 mental health nurse working in south 
London told us: “I feel the job is becoming unsafe 
both for staff and patients. The option of actually 
offering any positive treatment is becoming less 
and less, and the job is mainly firefighting and 
crisis management. A lot of the time the only 
thing that gets jobs finished is the good will of 
staff. To be honest this is starting to become thin 
on the ground.” 

And RCN members said they increasingly had to 
work longer hours to help plug the gaps. Forty 
seven per cent said they had to skip breaks on a 
daily basis, sixty two per cent said they worked 
unplanned overtime at least once a week, and 
twenty five per cent said they were working 
unplanned overtime every single day. 

One band 5 nurse said: “I have never taken a 
break during a day shift for the past year, because 
there just aren’t enough experienced staff on shift 
to manage the safety of the ward.” 

Staffing shortages in London mean that mental 
health trusts are increasingly dependent on 
agency staff to get by. Fifty three per cent of those 
who took part in the survey said their shift relied 
on bank and agency staff every day. 

One Band 5 nurse in south London said: “Every day 
on my unit you see new Band 5 bank staff and new 
Band 2 bank staff. And this is dangerously affecting 
patients care as patients are daily faced with new 
staff with a different approach. This measure is 
putting serious stress on staff themselves. As a 
permanent member of staff the entire workload for 
that shift is solely on your head.” 

You can read the full results of the survey on the 
RCN London website at  
www.rcn.org.uk/londonMH2014 

You can read more of the details of cuts to services 
nationally at http://frontlinefirst.rcn.org.uk
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freedom of information results for 2014 nursing establishments and 
vacancies at London NHS trusts

total qualified nursing 
vacancies, July 2014 

(Wte)

Nursing vacancy rate 
July 14

Change to qualified 
nursing establishment 
since april 2013 (Wte)

Change in total 
qualified nurses 

employed since april 
2013 (Wte)

LoNdoN totaL 8189 14%

Barking, Havering and 
Redbridge Hospitals 
NHS trust

273 13% 4% 3%

Barnet and Chase farm 
Hospitals NHS trust 116 8% Not given Not given

Barnet, enfield and 
Haringey Mental Health 
NHS trust

148 16% 6% 7%

Barts Health NHS trust 721 15% -1% -6%
Camden and islington 
NHS foundation trust 96 21% 1% -6%

Central London 
Community Healthcare 
NHS trust

94 10% -15% -11%

Central and North West 
London Mental Health 
NHS foundation trust

65 3% Not given Not given

Chelsea and 
Westminster Hospital 
NHS foundation trust

163 15% 3% 1%

Croydon Health 
Services NHS trust 259 20% 14% 12%

ealing Hospital NHS 
trust 257 19% 0% 1%

east London NHS 
foundation trust 102 9% 2% -1%

epsom and St Helier 
university Hospitals 
NHS trust

285 19% 10% 1%

great ormond Street 
Hospital for Children 
NHS foundation

41 3% 5% 7%

guy's and St thomas' 
NHS foundation trust 655 14% 5% 6%

Hillingdon Hospital 
NHS foundation trust 87 11% 2% -2%

Homerton university 
Hospital NHS 
foundation trust

139 11% 4% 5%

Hounslow and 
Richmond Community 
Health NHS trust

79 23% 5% 2%

imperial College 
Healthcare NHS trust 423 12% 2% 2%

King's College Hospital 
NHS foundation trust 747 17% 57% 38%

Kingston Hospital NHS 
trust 115 16% 3% -2%

Lewisham & greenwich 
NHS trust 377 16% 92% 85%

Moorfields eye Hospital 
NHS foundation trust 65 15% 8% 6%
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total qualified nursing 
vacancies, July 2014 

(Wte)

Nursing vacancy rate 
July 14

Change to qualified 
nursing establishment 
since april 2013 (Wte)

Change in total 
qualified nurses 

employed since april 
2013 (Wte)

North east London NHS 
foundation trust Not given Not given Not given Not given

North Middlesex 
university Hospital 
NHS trust

127 14% 35% 32%

North West London 
Hospitals NHS trust 374 18% 12% 11%

oxleas NHS foundation 
trust 168 14% 9% 4%

Royal Brompton and 
Harefield NHS 
foundation trust

264 20% 7% 1%

Royal free Hampstead 
NHS trust 198 12% 6% -1%

Royal Marsden NHS 
foundation trust 124 11% 0% 1%

Royal National 
orthopaedic Hospital 
NHS trust

67 15% 11% 3%

South London and 
Maudsley NHS 
foundation trust

305 19% 0% -7%

South West London & 
St george’s Mental 
Health NHS trust

127 19% -3% Not given

St george's Healthcare 
NHS trust 357 13% 8% 3%

university College 
London Hospitals NHS 
foundation trust

395 14% 9% 7%

West London Mental 
Health NHS trust 134 12% -9% -8%

West Middlesex 
university Hospital 
NHS trust

69 12% 3% 1%

Whittington Hospital 
NHS trust 178 13% 4% 1%

Notes: 

Data collected by a Freedom of Information request carried out by RCN London in August 2014. All posts 
given as whole time equivalent (WTE). Vacancy figures are rounded so may not match total.

North East London NHS Foundation Trust is reorganising its nursing structure and said it was unable to 
give current figures.

The establishment and vacancies at Kings and Lewisham are both significantly affected by taking on 
services from the former South London Healthcare NHS Trust. No 2013 South London Healthcare data 
was available.

Barnet and Chase Farm and Royal Free have now merged. No 2013 figures were available for BCF. Royal 
Free figures are for Royal Free only. 

Central and North West London did not give comparable 2013 figures. 

Data for these trusts has therefore been omitted from the year on year comparison.
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The Royal College of Nursing in London works 
closely with employers from across the region, 
as well as with NHS England (London), the Trust 
Development Agency and Health Education 
England, to help enable nursing staff to deliver 
good quality patient care. RCN London champions 
safe staffing levels and is committed to 
supporting members where they have concerns 
that poor nurse to patient ratios or skill mix are a 
threat to patient safety. 

For RCN members who are concerned about the 
safety of staffing levels at work, the first point of 
contact is RCN Direct who will be able to advise 
on the best support available to you. RCN Direct 
can be contacted on 0345 772 6100. 

In London more generally, as patient demand 
and the cost of living both continue to go up, all 
employers are dealing with a growing shortage  
of nursing staff. There are three steps which  
RCN London believes must be taken to address 
this challenge.

What next?
1) We need a much more strategic approach 

to long term workforce planning. Too often 
decisions have been taken in a piecemeal 
fashion and training numbers have been 
set without consideration for the number 
of students who train in London then leave 
to work elsewhere. There has now been a 
welcome boost to training places but it will 
take several years for these recruits to come 
through the system. The bottleneck caused by 
recent cutbacks cannot be allowed to happen 
again in future years. 

2) The Government must end the ongoing pay 
freeze which has been imposed on NHS staff 
for most of the past four years. Nationally, 
nurses’ pay has lagged eight per cent below 
inflation since 2010. This gap is even worse in 
London where the cost of living, particularly 
housing, has continued to spiral upwards. 
The Government needs to restore nursing as 
an attractive, affordable career option for 
Londoners to pursue. 

3) In the short term we need better pastoral care 
for nurses coming to work here from overseas. 
New staff often face cultural challenges in 
working practices as well as the upheaval of 
living in a different country. Much more must 
be done, by employers and by the system as 
a whole, to enable new recruits to settle and 
build long-term careers here within London’s 
health service.
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