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Sunderland Clinical Commissioning Group

Thank you
The past year was like none other in the history of the NHS. The COVID-19 pandemic hit our local 
community hard, lives and livelihoods were lost, communities were locked down and the way 
forward was hindered by further restriction periods. 
  
The contribution of health and care staff has been exemplary throughout. From hospital staff 
managing the hugely demanding spike in COVID-19 cases at the start of the year, to primary care 
teams changing the way they work almost overnight and delivering on the biggest vaccination 
programme in the history of the NHS.

Everyone involved deserves our heartfelt thanks for helping keep us safe.

About us
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Annual Report Summary 2020-21

Our vision
Our vision remains to achieve Better Health for Sunderland and we use the following seven core 
values to support the delivery of our vision:

Better 
Health for  

Sunderland

Open and
honest

Responsive

Innovative

Patient
centred

Inclusive

Integrity

Empowering

These seven core values were informed through local engagement with member practices, 
patients and local people and they shape everything we do to deliver our vision.
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Sunderland Clinical Commissioning Group

Key challenges

The national NHS Five Year Forward View identified three key challenges for the NHS:

To improve  
health and 
wellbeing

People in Sunderland are living longer but are at risk of 
spending their extended years in poor health because 
of high levels of poverty, deprivation and lack of 
opportunity which influence behaviours such as poor 
diet, lack of exercise, smoking and excessive alcohol use. 

Improve care 
and quality

The quality of general practice is very good, but 
pressures are increasing and workforce recruitment and 
retention in Sunderland and the wider North East has 
historically been challenging. 

Ensure 
sustainability

In terms of funding and efficiency, 2020/21 has been 
financially challenging for the CCG and we expect this 
challenge to continue.
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Key achievements

The next few pages outline 
some of our activities  
and achievements during 
the past year. More 
examples are included in 
our full annual report. 

Also, more detailed information about the projects and activities we have undertaken in 2020/21 
are included in the NHS Sunderland Annual Involvement and Engagement Report 2020/21. 
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Sunderland Clinical Commissioning Group

The COVID-19 pandemic

Like the whole of our country, our paramount 
concern over the past year has been to support 
patients, staff, and our wider health and care 
system through the COVID-19 pandemic.

After the first cases appeared locally in 
March 2020, NHS staff, our partners, and 
our local community have all made immense 
contributions to keeping Sunderland as safe 
as possible through a situation that none of us 
have experienced before.

Frontline health and care staff have worked 
incredibly hard and with great courage, as well 
as showing great creativity in quickly finding 
new ways of working under the pressure of 
COVID-19. Hospital staff managed winter 
challenges at the same time as dealing with 
immense pressure as the pandemic peaked 
with around 50% of beds used by COVID-19 
patients. At the same time, GPs and their teams 
had to drastically change their working models 
to keep staff and patients as safe as possible.

New ways of working

Facing the risk of COVID-19 infection, GP 
practices were forced to make sweeping 
changes to the way they see patients and found 
that doctors and patients welcomed many of 
the new ways of working.

Prior to the pandemic, most GP appointments 
were face-to-face, but the impact of the 
pandemic meant moving to safer methods like 
phone, online, and video consultations almost 
overnight.

Staying safe messages

Throughout the restriction periods, the CCG 
played a key role in supporting the national 
‘stay safe’ and ‘COVID-19 symptoms’ messages, 
with local GPs helping to add weight to these 
vital public communications.

In the run up to Christmas and New Year, the 
CCG, in partnership with the local authority, 
quicky pulled together several social media 
videos to urge people to be cautious about the 
relaxation of national rules over the holiday 
period. 

Frontline health and 
care staff have worked 
incredibly hard and with 
great courage, as well as 
showing great creativity in 
quickly finding new ways 
of working under the 
pressure of COVID-19. 
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COVID-19 ‘hot clinic’

In the early stages of the pandemic, the CCG 
commissioned a dedicated ‘hot clinic’ service 
locally, to provide care for patients who were 
referred by their GP practice for COVID-19 but 
who did not require hospital treatment. 

This service was designed to support GP 
practices during the daytime and at weekends 
in managing patients who had COVID-19 
symptoms and had a primary care need that 
could not be managed over the phone or 
online, and therefore needed to see a GP or 
nurse face to face.

The hot clinic played an important role as part 
of our initial response, but as other initiatives 
were developed, it became less central to our 
approach and was able to be stood down.

The Sunderland vaccine effort

Vaccines in Sunderland began on Tuesday 
December 15, 2020, with care home residents, 
people aged 80 and over, along with several 
NHS staff at the front of the queue.

99-year-old, and great-grandmother, Nancy 
Rook, was among the first to have the vaccine 
at Grindon Lane Primary Care Centre. Nancy’s 
daughter Brenda spoke about how much her 
mother “enjoyed her day out” and praised NHS 
staff for their organisation.

Further local vaccination centres quickly 
followed at Bunny Hill Primary Care Centre, 
Houghton Primary Care Centre, Washington 
Primary Care Centre, and Riverview Health 
Centre, as NHS staff, partner organisations, and 
a wide range of volunteers pulled together to 
develop an efficient local vaccine programme 
as quickly as possible. 
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Sunderland Clinical Commissioning Group

By 17 March,  
Sunderland had vaccinated its

100,000th 
patient

As the biggest vaccination programme in our 
history, the COVID-19 vaccine effort is a huge 
and complex task for the NHS and its partners, 
and on behalf of our whole community we 
share our thanks and admiration for the teams 
working incredibly hard to make us all as safe 
as possible.

Teams manage major logistical challenges 
across the six sites, to align booking systems, 
staffing rotas (for medical staff, administrators, 
and marshals), and the timing of vaccine 
deliveries, often at short notice. 

Many doctors, nurses, and practice 
administration teams worked almost every day 
over Christmas as the vaccine programme got 
underway. PCN teams continue to work long 
and demanding shifts, including evenings and 
weekends, to ensure the best possible use of 
the vaccines and avoid wastage.

Primary care staff have worked exceptionally 
hard throughout the pandemic and have 
continued to keep core services operating at 
the same time as managing the demands of the 
vaccine programme. 

The CCG works with the local authority to 
ensure that vulnerable groups like homeless 
people, asylum seekers, and refugees are also 
reached by the vaccine programme.

Local people from all walks of life volunteered 
to work as marshals, helping the vaccine 
process run smoothly, guiding patients through, 
and putting them at ease.

By 15 February 2021 almost everyone in the 
first four national priority groups, including 
residents in older people’s care homes and 
housebound people, had received a first dose, 
in line with the target. 

By 17 March, Sunderland had vaccinated its 
100,000th patient. This milestone event was 
marked through positive coverage through local 
news outlets and social media. 
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Transforming out of hospital care

Throughout most of 2020, along with the rest 
of the NHS and care system, the focus has 
been to support the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
foundations of partnership and collaborative 
working All Together Better (ATB) had built 
proved to be immensely beneficial as the 
alliance came together at all levels, across all 
disciplines and organisations to do everything 
possible to help those who needed care and 
support during one of the most challenging 
times in living memory. The strength of these 

relationships enabled the alliance to use local 
resources to best effect and ensure care could 
be provided for all those in need. 
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Some of the key achievements during this 
unprecedented time that ATB has helped to 
support include:

• The fantastic work in our COVID-19 ‘hot 
hubs’, Urgent Treatment Centre, extended 
GP access services, and the Recovery at 
Home service has provided a positive 
and proactive support to patients in the 
community with COVID-19.

• Having the biggest uptake of flu vaccinations 
ever in Sunderland, especially the number of 
vaccinations provided via a collective effort to 
those over 65 in the city.

• The brilliant work undertaken in our 
community integrated teams (CITs) to keep 
people safe well and at home.

• The marvellous efforts of colleagues in our 
Integrated Discharge Service, ensuring the 
flow of patients no longer needing hospital 
care is maintained.

To find out more about All Together Better, visit 
www.atbsunderland.org.uk.

Despite the challenges we have all 
faced, it has shown the power of 
our ATB partnership in making a real 
difference to patients’ lives.
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Transforming in-hospital 
care 

We have continued our partnership with NHS 
South Tyneside CCG and South Tyneside and 
Sunderland NHS Foundation Trust on the 
Path to Excellence programme, a five-year 
transformation of hospital healthcare provision 
across South Tyneside and Sunderland.

In March 2020, Phase Two was paused to 
allow staff to focus on managing COVID-19. 
The programme’s business continuity plan was 
enacted to allow staff to focus on the response 
to the pandemic.

A new analysis in autumn 2020 found that 
the case for change is greater than ever, and 
the pandemic has increased the need for 
transformation to ensure our services are 
sustainable for the future. 

The analysis found that:

• The case for change is more relevant because 
of the pandemic and accelerates the need for 
service transformation

• The pandemic had resulted in the 
introduction of new ways of working

• There is a need to consider how the 
programme fits within the wider Integrated 
Care System (ICS) and Integrated Care 
Partnership (ICP) work

• The programme objectives remain valid, and 
a universal view that COVID-19 needs to be 
factored into the programme objectives

• There are several new policy directions which 
need to be considered 

• There is a need to include specific objectives 
and think differently around health 
inequalities

• There is a need to work closely with staff, 
particularly GPs, to understand their 
experiences of the pandemic, alongside closer 
working with community and primary care 
partners

• The need to increase efforts to engage with 
communities who suffer health inequalities 

• Due to the ongoing COVID-19 response and 
recovery work, staff and clinical capacity 
may be an issue in relation to the delivery 
timescale of the programme

The full analysis is available on the Path to 
Excellence website.
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Over-the-counter prescribing campaign

In Sunderland, nearly £3m has been spent on 
prescribing over the counter medicines for self-
limiting and minor health conditions, and 80% 
of the spend has been on the following five 
conditions:

• Minor conditions associated with pain, 
discomfort and/fever (e.g. aches and sprains, 
headache, period pain, back pain)

• Vitamin and minerals

• Dry eyes/sore tired eyes

• Mild dry/sunburn

• Infrequent constipation

Working across the NHS system in the 
region, our partners at NHS North of England 
Commissioning Support developed a campaign 
aimed at patients, to support efficiencies in 
over-the-counter prescribing. 

Work so far has seen a positive impact. From 
December 2020 to January 2021, spend on 
targeted items has decreased by £20,000 per 
month and from April 2020 to January 2021 
items have decreased by 5,000 overall. 

Painkillers Don’t Exist

This year, NHS Sunderland CCG has continued 
its commitment to reducing prescribing 
rates of opioid medications. Building on the 
previous year, this year the focus was further 
promotion of the message. Ewan Maule, Head 
of Medicines Optimisation, was interviewed 
about campaign for Tyne Tees and the BBC, and 
it was also covered in the Northern Echo and 
Sunderland Echo. 

The campaign also included some unique 
advertising: sand art at Seaburn beach and 
chalk stencils (ground art) at local shopping 
areas. The campaign’s website is  
www.painkillersdontexist.com.
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Performance

Accident and Emergency  
four hour wait

Delivery of the four-hour wait standard 
has been a challenge for Sunderland over 
the years and this has remained the case 
throughout 2020/21. Due to the impact of 
COVID-19 on urgent care flows nationally 
and locally, performance has improved and 
has been consistently above previous levels of 
performance.

Despite the impact of COVID-19, Sunderland 
continues to focus on transformation which 
will consider the learning from COVID-19 while 
also implementing national initiatives such as 
Talk Before You Walk. Work has begun on the 
new Urgent Treatment Centre model which is 
likely to impact positively on performance and 
recovery in 2021/22.

Delayed transfers of care and 
long stay patients (DTOC)

The collection and publication of delayed 
transfers of care data was suspended nationally 
by NHS England and Improvement as part 
of the COVID-19 response, but the focus on 
long stay patients remained in Sunderland. 
In preparation for the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Sunderland implemented the national 
requirements around hospital discharge which 
had a significant positive impact on the number 

of long stay patients in hospital throughout the 
pandemic. These arrangements have remained 
in place and were enhanced as part of surge 
and winter arrangements.

Due to pressures on hospital flow and bed 
availability, additional beds in the community 
were commissioned as part of winter planning 
to help facilitate discharge and flow throughout 
the Sunderland system. 

Diagnostic waiting times

Sunderland has been a very high performer 
for diagnostic waiting times but has seen a 
significant deterioration due to the pandemic. 
Endoscopy, radiology, and echocardiography 
have all been adversely impacted by the 
pandemic due to social distancing and infection 
prevention and control requirements. 

Recovery plans were instigated for diagnostics 
which included additional work force for 
areas such as echocardiography. Despite these 
initiatives, diagnostic waiting times remain a 
pressure which will continue into 2021/22.
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Cancer waiting times

Cancer waiting times have been impacted 
significantly due to the pandemic, despite 
cancer services being ‘open’ as usual, and 
additional capacity in place within the local 
independent sector. During the first wave of 
the pandemic, many patients chose to not 
attend their GP and, in some cases, chose not 
to attend hospital for their appointment and/
or surgery. Screening services were also stopped 
in most areas as directed by NHS England and 
Improvement.

As a result of patients choosing to delay 
treatment and not attend appointments, the 
CCG worked with others across the region 
on the Why Wait Cancer Doesn’t campaign 
to encourage patients to attend their practice 
when they have concerns and attend hospital 
appointments. The impact of this was positive 
with referrals into cancer services increasing. 

Pressure remains around cancer and in 
particular breast services which was a pressure 
prior to the pandemic. The CCG is working 
closely with stakeholders across our region’s 
Integrated Care System around breast services, 
but this will take some time given the workforce 
pressures in this area. As part of recovery, 
additional clinics were instigated to increase 
capacity in breast services and additional 
capacity was provided by the independent 
sector for NHS providers. Mutual aid was also 
provided across the region to help alleviate 
pressures in breast services.

Mental health standards and 
expectations

Mental health services remained ‘open’ during 
the pandemic and like other areas of the health 
and care system, mental health providers were 
required to implement changes in preparation 
for the pandemic and throughout. Like most 
health and care services, the demand for mental 
health services decreased throughout the first 
wave of the pandemic and in some cases, 
demand increased later in the year, particularly 
children’s mental health referrals. 

Across the region, Sunderland has worked 
closely with others around the impact of the 
pandemic on people’s mental health and the 
potential increase in demand for services into 
the future.

Alongside this, in 2020/21, the CCG agreed 
to develop a mental health strategy and 
commenced engagement work with the public 
and other stakeholders to help shape a strategy 
for mental health services, including the impact 
of COVID-19 over the coming years.
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Financial performance
The CCG allocated 98.98% of its resources on commissioning healthcare in 2020/21.

CCG spending in 2020/21

Through the CCG's successful management of financial risks and robust financial management, the 
target surplus has been delivered as planned. All financial targets were achieved.

Key points

Expenditure
£554.2m

Budget
£559.2m

Expenditure did not exceed income.

Cumulative surplus of £24.2m decreased 
by £5.0m on previous year.

Acute services 47%

Mental health commissioning 13%

Primary care (including co-commissioning) 11%

Prescribing 10%

Packages 8%

Community services 7%

Other programme services 3%

Running costs 1%
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More information 

To find out more about our work or to view our annual report and accounts in full, please visit 
www.sunderlandccg.nhs.uk.

Alternative formats 

This document is available in large print, other formats (including an easy-read version) and 
languages on request. Telephone: 0191 217 2803 or email: NECSU.comms@nhs.net

www.sunderlandccg.nhs.uk
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