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1 Purpose of report 

To outline feedback received during a period of public engagement that sought views 
on the impact of the proposed relocation of Riversdale Surgery, Wylam to its current 
branch surgery at the Oaklands Health Centre in Prudhoe, and also identify themes 
for consideration by the NHS Northumberland Clinical Commissioning Group’s 
Primary Care Commissioning Committee (PCCC).  

2 Background 

The Riversdale Surgery has a registered patient list of 6,094, currently operating 
from two sites, Riversdale in Wylam and Oaklands Health Centre in Prudhoe.   

The Riversdale site, on Woodcroft Road is a converted residential house which is not 
fit for purpose for modern primary care delivery as the majority of clinical and 
consulting rooms are not located on the ground floor.  Furthermore, the remaining 
property owning partner plans to retire in May 2020, would like to sell the building 
and will not continue to offer a lease to the practice following his retirement. 
Therefore, it is not possible for the Practice to remain as a tenant to provide services 
to patients from the Wylam site beyond May 2020.  Consequently, the practice has 
applied to close its main surgery in Wylam and relocate all services to their current 
branch surgery in Prudhoe. 

NHS Northumberland Clinical Commissioning Group’s (CCG) PCCC met on 12 
February 2020 in public to discuss the proposed relocation of Riversdale Surgery in 
Wylam to their branch site in the Oakland’s Health Centre in Prudhoe. The practice 
submitted a formal application to the Committee who heard the details of the 
proposal to consolidate services to the Oaklands Health Centre. The move would 
allow the practice to operate from a modern, fit for purpose primary care centre and 
enable clinical and community services to run from one central location.   

The practice undertook engagement with their patients and other interested parties 
in 2017, with various options for alternative sites being considered. However, given 
the time that lapsed since the original engagement exercise, owing to issues with 
refurbishing and accommodating more space within the Oaklands Health Centre, the 
practice refreshed their engagement in early 2020, carrying out a further survey and 
updating patients via letters and refreshing information on their website. 

As part of their application to relocate, the practice shared with the CCG the 
feedback from their patient and public engagement from 2017 until early 2020. This 
raised concerns over the withdrawal of services in Wylam, difficulties with transport 
and accessibility. 

At the meeting of 12 February, the PCCC noted these concerns but agreed to 
undertake further engagement to hear the views of the local community and assess 
the impact of the proposed relocation ahead of making any decision. 

Given the impending retirement and sale of the practice’s premises and to avoid 
disruption to services, the CCG quickly arranged the additional engagement 
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activities, which began the subsequent week on 19 February and extended over four 
weeks until 16 March 2020. 

3 Methodology 

To seek the views of the public and stakeholders on the impact of the proposed 
relocation of Riversdale Surgery, Wylam to its current branch surgery at the 
Oaklands Health Centre in Prudhoe, three engagement sessions were held in 
Wylam.  These were hosted by representatives from the CCG, with members of the 
practice’s patient participation group (PPG) and representatives of Healthwatch 
Northumberland in attendance.  The sessions were arranged on different days of the 
week and at different times, to provide as much access as possible.  

At all the drop-in sessions, respondents were spoken to either individually or in 
groups and asked some general demographic questions before being asked five 
questions to help focus their thoughts on the proposed relocation.  A copy of this 
discussion guide can be found at appendix A.  All comments were recorded by a 
CCG representative or a member of the PPG in front of the respondents. The three 
sessions were held at the following times: 

Wednesday 19 February St Oswin’s Church Hall, 3pm – 5pm 
Monday 24 February St Oswin’s Church Hall, 1pm – 3pm 
Thursday 27 February Wylam Library, 5pm – 7pm 

An independent market research company was also commissioned to conduct on-
street interviewing in Wylam, Ovingham and Heddon-on-the-Wall which took place 
between 10 and 16 March 2020. This was supplemented by telephone and email 
interviews with residents or community representatives in Wylam, Ovingham, 
Ovington, Horsley and Heddon-on-the-Wall. 

4 Promotion of the Engagement Activity 

• A briefing on the engagement activity was sent to the local press, key
stakeholders, including the local parish council and the Wylam Surgery Users’
Group. A poster to raise awareness of the drop-in session was also shared with
these groups, who were requested to distribute them as widely as possible.

• The poster was also shared with the Riversdale practice who were asked to
display copies in their waiting room, circulate to their PPG, as well as uploading
details onto their website.

• Further opportunities were taken to use digital media to promote the drop-in
sessions through the CCG’s website and social media platforms. A number of
tweets and Facebook posts to promote the drop-in sessions were shared during
the engagement period.
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5 Results 
A total of 82 people were seen by either a CCG or PPG representative across the 
three drop-in sessions. The majority of the respondents (90%) were over 65 years of 
age and all, except three, lived in the NE41 or NE42 postcode area. The other three 
respondents cited their address as Heddon, NE15. 68% of respondents were female 
compared with 32% male and 16% of respondents considered themselves to have 
below average health or significant health problems.  

The majority of respondents were patients of the Riversdale Surgery, with a small 
handful from the White Medical Group, with the latter group voicing concerns on the 
impact the move would have on access to the appointments at their practice. All 
respondents were aware of the proposed relocation but some criticism was levelled 
at the engagement process and the lack of communication.  

A number of themes emerged from the engagement which will be explored in more 
detail below.  

Public transport and travel 

By far the biggest concern for respondents related to travelling to Oaklands Health 
Centre and the lack of public transport. Buses from Wylam to Prudhoe are limited 
and stop early in the afternoon. This makes it difficult for patients to align 
appointments with bus times as well as accessing afternoon or evening 
appointments.  Moreover, the journey itself was felt to be physically demanding for 
the elderly, those with mobility issues or the unwell, as well those travelling with 
children. There were concerns that this could discourage patients from seeking 
treatment or lead to an increase in house calls. There was a great deal of concern 
over accessibility for those who do not drive or have access to a car and while the 
elderly were the group most mentioned, this was also seen as a concern for young 
mothers with children. Respondents therefore felt that they would have no option 
other than public transport, ask friends or family for a lift or rely on taxis, which raised 
the additional worry of expense. Some of the comments received included: 

- “We don’t have a car so won’t be able to visit the doctor in Prudhoe. We
couldn’t ask a taxi to wait while had our appointment and our appointments
would have to be in the morning, if we got the bus.”

- “It’s a mile from the train station, uphill. Buses are infrequent. There just aren’t
any transport links. I can drive now but don’t know how much longer. I would
have to get a taxi.”

- “When I’m ill I don’t feel safe to drive and there isn’t any public transport
directly to the surgery. I’m not keen on the idea of walking uphill.”

- “Whilst at the moment I can drive this is not always going to be the case and
my wife doesn’t drive. If totally dependent on the bus, it would be very difficult
to get to, would have to rely on friends or get a taxi.”

- “Getting to Prudhoe will be difficult. Buses only in the morning and not straight
forward.”

- “There are a lot of elderly people in the village who have given up their cars
and can’t drive and young families without access to cars.”
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- “The bus service is not regular enough and stops at the bottom of the bank.”
- “The bus service is inadequate and taxis expensive.”
- “Getting taxis could become expensive.”

Access to appointments and capacity 

Current patients of the Riversdale Surgery in Wylam praised the availability of 
appointments, even at short notice. Consequently, there were concerns that this 
would be lost in the move; particularly as some respondents were anxious that Dr 
Knapton would not be replaced, thus reducing capacity. It was widely feared that the 
White Medical Group in Wylam and Oaklands Health Centre did not have capacity to 
take on many additional patients. Many respondents incorrectly believed that White 
Medical Group was not taking on any new patients, and others alleged it was already 
hard to get an appointment there and that an influx of new patients would make it 
much harder for both new and existing patients. There were concerns that this would 
lead either to significant delays in accessing healthcare or being asked to travel to 
the White Medical Group in Ponteland to do so. The handful of White Medical Group 
patients who attended the drop-in sessions were keen to raise this issue. Some of 
the comments received included: 

- “Not happy, it’s accessibility. It would make it difficult to get appointments (and
if we registered with White Medical Group) getting to Ponteland would be
impossible.”

- “Access to appointments is my main concern. We can get appointments easily
now, we wouldn’t want to wait two weeks.”

- “I don’t know if they are going to replace Dr Knapton, so it might make it more
difficult to get appointments. The White Medical Group has a reduced number
of appointments (at their branch in the village).”

- “If they’re not increasing staffing or replacing Dr Knapton, how are they going
meet the needs of patients? I don’t know how practical home visits would be.
Registering at White Medical Group would be a retrograde step as if I needed
specialist treatment; I would need to go to Ponteland.”

- “People in Prudhoe will cherry pick the appointments.”
- “Worried that loads of people will move to White Medical Group and it’s hard

enough to get appointments there.”
- “The alternative GP (White Medical Group) is part time and there would be

lengthy waiting time for appointments.”
- “I live in Prudhoe, however, it concerns me that it might be more difficult to get

appointments.”
- “How easy will it be to get emergency/short notice appointments? Won’t be

able to anymore.”

Impact on pharmacy and obtaining prescriptions 

The pharmacy in Wylam is seen as an important community hub, offering valued 
face-to-face consultation and reassurance in addition to dispensing.  The pharmacy 
currently collects prescriptions and delivers medication.  There were concerns that 
this arrangement may not continue after the surgery move and also that the surgery 
move could impact upon the feasibility of the business.  Furthermore, the Riversdale 
Surgery in Wylam offers a dispensing service, which is felt to be highly convenient 
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and it is not anticipated that this will be offered at the Prudhoe site.  Some of the 
comments received included: 

- “We’ll lose the pharmacy.”
- “Concerned about the provision of a pharmacist and the viability of the

pharmacy (in the village.)”
- “Can we be assured the pharmacy will stay?”
- “The pharmacist will also be impacted upon negatively.”
- “Concerned about the possible closure of the chemist in the village.”
- “Would the chemist remain open following this proposal?”
- “The pharmacy wouldn’t be viable if the practice moves.”

Impact on the village and convenience 

Many respondents expressed disappointment that the village was losing the practice. 
It was felt that a local doctor’s surgery was one of the factors that helped make the 
village a community and the move tapped into wider concerns over centralisation 
and the loss of local amenities. There were a lot of comments regarding the 
convenience of the surgery being in the village and the majority of respondents 
wished to see Riversdale Surgery maintain premises in Wylam.  Many felt that 
research into alternative premises within the village had not been explored 
thoroughly. Suggestions included the old school, the Falcon centre, or sharing with 
the White Medical Group. A new, purpose-built surgery was seen by some as the 
ideal solution but was also felt to be unlikely. Some of the comments received 
included: 

- “We’re fortunate as we live on Woodcroft Road.”
- “It’s convenience – we just live next door to the surgery.”
- “There are a lot of benefits having it in the village and in walking distance.”
- “It would be better if we had one functioning practice in the village.”
- “We’d lose the easy access to a surgery. Very difficult to get to Prudhoe.”
- “Very disappointing for our village.”
- “A shame for village.”
- “Enormous anxiety around the loss of a valuable asset to the village. People

are very worried and concerned about the loss of the surgery.”
- “Aware Dr Knapton has to move out due to retirement but not happy about

losing the surgery in the village.”
- “Not keen on them moving, I like to be able to walk to the surgery. Even if

you’re not well 10 minutes isn’t far to go and can call into the chemist on the
way home.”

Quality of service and continuity of care 

Many respondents had been patients of Riversdale Surgery for a considerable length 
of time, some for their whole life and feel understood and at ease there.  
Respondents praised the quality of care, expressing a high degree of trust in the 
clinical staff. This positive experience was reinforced by the warmth and helpful 
attitude of reception and support staff. Consequently the majority of residents were 
reluctant to register with other practices, fearing that the care would not be so good. 
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Moreover, there were concerns over whether the existing staff would be retained and 
move with the surgery to the Oaklands Health Centre. Some of the comments 
received included: 

- “Been a patient at Riversdale for over 50 years. I don’t like the video
consultation idea.”

- “The consultation rooms are beautiful at Riversdale in comparison with
Oaklands which are so small.”

- “Not inclined to change GPs after being with Riversdale for a long time.”
- “It is very sad that a highly rated surgery in Wylam is having to close but I

understand the reasons for this.

Criticism of the engagement process 

Some comments raised were critical of the engagement process conducted by the 
practice suggesting there was a lack of information. Furthermore, as mentioned 
earlier, many felt that research into alternative premises within the village had not 
been thoroughly explored. Some of the comments received included: 

- “Badly handled. Aware of the reasons for the move but problems have not
been addressed.”

- “Poor information, didn’t receive any letters.”
- “Never had a letter from practice, would have liked one.”
- “Why not use the old post office site for a new practice?”
- “Very disappointed in how things have been handled. There was no

consultation with patients or assessment of patient needs. No direct
communication from the doctors themselves.”

- “Can you not find other premises in Wylam?”

6 Independent market research 
A market research company was commissioned to undertake some independent 
research as part of the engagement process.  The aims of the research were to: 

• Offer a further opportunity for engagement to ensure patients and local
residents feel that their voice has been heard

• Further explore and analyse public sentiment, and where concerns exist how
these may best be mitigated.

Research included on-street interviewing in Wylam, Ovingham and Heddon-on-the-
Wall between 10th and 16th March 2020 supplemented by telephone and email 
interviews with residents or community representatives in Wylam, Ovingham, 
Ovington, Horsley and Heddon-on-the-Wall. 

The engagement was open to all who wished to participate. However, priority was 
given to current patients at Riversdale Surgery and there was particular interest in 
speaking to patients who may be especially impacted by the relocation, including 
elderly or frail patients, those who are reliant on public transport, and those with 
young children. In total the research company spoke to 76 local residents in their 
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personal capacity and seven as community representatives, such as clergy or 
community group leaders. A copy of their findings can be found at appendix B. 

7 Conclusion 
The Riversdale Surgery at Woodcroft Road is seen as an important asset to the local 
community. For many residents in Wylam, it is within easy walking distance and for 
those in most outlying villages it remains accessible by public transport. It is 
particularly valued for the quality of care, its staff, the availability of appointments and 
its proximity to the village pharmacy.  

The most significant and negative impact of the proposed relocation was perceived 
for older people. The majority of respondents felt that travelling to Prudhoe would be 
extremely difficult for the elderly and more than they were capable of. This would 
result in patients either not seeking help when needed or an increased demand for 
home visits.  

One respondent succinctly summarised the overall sentiment as follows: 

“It will seriously inconvenience a number of people especially the elderly, 
those with children and those without their own transport. The village is quite 
big and the surgery also served a wider area so it will be a big loss. Public 
transport is sparse, if the buses were more regular, the impact wouldn’t be 
great.” 

Many respondents appreciate that the practice can no longer occupy the Woodcroft 
Road site, and some recognise the benefits moving to better facilities in the 
Oaklands Health Centre could offer. However overall, there was a high level of 
concern over the proposed move to Prudhoe which would be particularly detrimental 
for elderly patients. Respondents strongly favoured the continuation of the surgery in 
Wylam, whether that be through the acquisition of alternative premises, a merger 
with White Medical Group or a part-time outreach surgery.  

Appendices 
Appendix A – Discussion Guide  

Appendix B – Report from Independent Research Company 

Appendix C – Feedback from Healthwatch Northumberland 



Appendix A 

Northumberland CCG – Riversdale Surgery questionnaire 

Background 
NHS Northumberland Clinical Commissioning Group’s (CCG) Primary Care 
Commissioning Committee met on 12 February in public to discuss the proposed 
relocation of Riversdale Surgery in Wylam to their branch site in the Oakland’s 
Health Centre in Prudhoe. 

The practice submitted a formal application to the Committee who heard the details 
of the proposal to consolidate services to the Oaklands Health Centre. The move 
would allow the practice to operate from a modern, fit for purpose primary care 
centre and enable clinical and community services to run from one central location. 

As part of their application to relocate, the practice also shared with the CCG the 
feedback from their patient and public engagement which raised concerns over the 
withdrawal of services in Wylam, difficulties with transport and accessibility. 

The CCG noted these concerns and has agreed to undertake further engagement to 
hear the views of the local community and assess the impact of the proposed 
relocation ahead of making any decision. 

Questionnaire to be completed by CCG representative 

About the respondent 

Do they live in Northumberland? circle the one that applies 

• Yes
• No
• What is the first half of postcode? ………………………… 

How old are they? circle the one that applies 

• 16-17
• 18-24
• 25-34
• 35-44
• 45-54
• 55-64
• 65-74
• 75 or older
• Prefer not to say

Gender? circle the one that applies 

• Male
• Female
• Prefer not to say



Do you consider your health to be? circle the one that applies 
• Good
• Average
• Below average
• Have significant health problems

Do you consider yourself to have a disability, long term illness or health condition? 

If yes, does this impact on your health? 

1. Are you a patient of Riversdale Surgery?

2. Were you aware of the surgery’s proposal to relocate to the Oaklands Health
Centre in Prudhoe?

3. What are your thoughts about this proposed move?

4. Would this move impact upon you, or your friends and family?  If so, how?

5. Are there any more issues that you would like to raise?

Thank you for your views 



Agenda Item 3.2.1a – appendix 1 
Agenda Item 3.2.1a – appendix 1 
Agenda Item 3.2.1a – appendix 1 

Appendix B 

NHS Northumberland CCG 
Riversdale Surgery 

Research report March 2020 
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Introduction 

Riversdale Surgery has for many years operated between two sites, Woodcroft Road in Wylam 

and Oaklands Health Centre in Prudhoe. The Woodcroft Road site offers a general practice 

service, while other specialities are offered at the Oaklands Health Centre. 

The Woodcroft Road site is conveniently sited for residents of Wylam and surrounding villages 

but as a converted Victorian, residential property has limited accessibility with most clinical 

and consulting rooms located on the first floor. The practice has also reported concerns over 

the financial sustainability of maintaining two premises. 

With the retirement of the property-owning partners, the practice must vacate the 

Woodcroft Road premises by 30/04/2020. At the practice, this is seen as offering the 

opportunity to relocate to more suitable and accessible premises and, potentially, improve 

the long-term sustainability of the Riversdale Surgery. 

There are approximately 3,000 patients registered with the practice. In addition to those 

resident in Wylam, patients may also be resident in Prudhoe and in the neighbouring villages, 

including Ovingham, Horsley, Heddon-on-the-Wall and Crawcrook. 

To date, there have been two main waves of engagement with these patients and the general 

public. In 2017 and 2018 patients and stakeholders were first invited to feedback through a 

direct written response or attendance at a series of public meetings and engagement events. 

This engagement was widely promoted via direct letters to patients, press releases, publicity 

on the surgery noticeboard, website, prescription counterfoils and on the village noticeboard. 

The engagement carried out by the surgery was supplemented by independent engagement 

events organised by Healthwatch Northumberland and the local Labour Party. 

A second phase of engagement was embarked upon in December 2019 and January 2020. 

Once more stakeholders and patients were invited to feedback via online and face-to-face 

surveys, one-to-one discussions and a series of public meetings. One-to-one discussions 

prioritised frail or elderly patients who may be particularly impacted or concerned by the 

relocation. As with the previous phase, efforts were made to ensure that the engagement 
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programme was publicised locally. However, the local community expressed concerns over 

the level of engagement. 

Upon review, NHS Northumberland CCG recommended that a further period of engagement 

be carried out. The aims of this consultation were to: 

- offer a further opportunity for engagement to ensure patients and local residents feel that

their voice has been heard 

- further explore and analyse public sentiment, and where concerns exist how these may best

be mitigated. 

Findings from all three stages of engagement will feed into a full impact assessment of the 

relocation. 

With the Woodcroft Road premises shortly to become unavailable, it has become necessary 

that the Riverdale Surgery be relocated, either to the Oaklands Health Centre or elsewhere. 

Consequently, this research has focussed not on whether the practice should be relocated 

but the impact of such a relocation upon patients and how any negative impacts may best be 

mitigated and concerns addressed. 

Our research included: on-street interviewing in Wylam, Ovingham and Heddon-on-the-Wall 

between 10th and 16th March 2020 supplemented by telephone and email interviews with 

residents or community representatives in Wylam, Ovingham, Ovington, Horsley and 

Heddon-on-the-Wall. 

The engagement was open to all who wished to participate. However, priority was given to 

current patients at Riversdale Surgery and there was particular interest in speaking to patients 

who may be especially impacted by the relocation, including elderly or frail patients, those 

who are reliant on public transport, and those with young children. 

In total we spoke to 76 local residents in their personal capacity and seven as community 

representatives, such as clergy or community group leaders. 
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Results 

Awareness 

All the residents we spoke to in a personal capacity were already aware of the anticipated 

move, as were all but two of the community representatives. However, there was a lower 

level of understanding of the reasons behind it and some confusion over who was 

responsible. There was also a degree of unhappiness with how the initial announcement and 

consultation was handled with residents feeling that they and other interested parties, such 

as the pharmacy, had been left in the dark. When the reasons for the move were clarified the 

vast majority were accepting of them and appreciated that the doctors were entitled to 

recoup their investment. Few respondents were adamant that the surgery should stay in 

Woodcroft Road. 

Concerns 

All but three respondents expressed some degree of concern over the impact of the move 

either on themselves or others. 

Two of the three who were unconcerned about the move were car drivers resident in 

Ovingham for whom there was little difference in the journey to either Wylam or Prudhoe. 

As we will discuss in greater detail below, many residents who owned cars only anticipated a 

minor inconvenience to themselves due to longer journey times. However, they were 

concerned for the impact upon others. 

The focus of concern 

Respondents who expressed concerns overwhelmingly felt that the elderly were most likely 

to be negatively impacted by the move. There was a great deal of concern over accessibility 

for those who do not drive or have access to a car and while the elderly were the group most 

mentioned, this was also seen as a concern for young adults and those with disabilities. Few 

mentioned it as a concern for working age, able-bodied adults unless they personally fell into 

this category and did not drive. 
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During the research, we spoke to 21 patients who mentioned that they were the parents or 

grandparents of young children. The level of car ownership amongst young families was very 

high and so the majority were comfortable driving to Prudhoe. However, many of the parents 

we spoke to in Wylam felt that having a surgery in the village had been a blessing when they 

were pregnant or their children were small and susceptible to injury or illness. Being able to 

get an appointment quickly and without travel concerns was highly valued. 

Amongst those with school age children there was also concern about how much longer 

children would have to be out of school for a doctor’s appointment if attending in Prudhoe. 

The causes of concern 

Reflecting the findings of previous consultations, by far the greatest concern was over the 

difficulty of reaching Prudhoe by public transport. 

Public transport and travel 

Prior public engagement reports have set out in detail the limitations of the public transport 

links between Prudhoe and Wylam and the surrounding villages. Examples of these challenges 

include: 

- Only five buses a day from Wylam to Prudhoe and three buses a day from Ovingham

and Ovington to Prudhoe. In both cases, buses stop early in the afternoon. This may

result in a significant increase in the time required for attending appointments and in

travel costs. Moreover, patients will be unable to travel to afternoon or evening

appointments by bus.

- There are regular trains between Wylam and Prudhoe. However, the location of the

train station in Low Prudhoe makes it an impractical solution for unwell or less mobile

patients as the surgery is almost a mile away up a steep hill. Buses are available from

the train station but, combined with the train, would add to the time and cost of the

journey.

- There are no direct buses from Horsley or Heddon-on-the-Wall to Prudhoe, raising

significant concerns over how patients from these villages will access healthcare.
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In villages where buses were available, the increased journey time was felt to be physically 

very demanding when you are feeling unwell or are heavily pregnant. There was particular 

concern for its impact on the elderly, the disabled or those travelling with very young children. 

The cost of bus travel was also raised but was very much a secondary concern to timetabling. 

While it is possible to disembark from the bus quite close to the Oaklands Health Centre, older 

or less mobile residents reported finding the walk between the two challenging. 

Taxis are available and would offer flexibility over appointment times and reduced journey 

times. However, residents were concerned that there is limited availability in the afternoons 

due to school runs and that the associated expense could actively discourage patients from 

visiting the surgery. 

Car drivers in Wylam and Heddon-on-the Wall mentioned the additional journey time but 

typically saw this as a minor inconvenience. For car drivers from Ovingham there was 

perceived to be little difference in journey time. It was acknowledged that parking may be 

easier in Prudhoe than in Wylam. 

Capacity 

Current patients of the Riversdale Surgery in Wylam praised the availability of appointments, 

even at short notice. This was felt to be better than at other surgeries and was particularly 

valued by parents of young children. Consequently, there were concerns that this would be 

lost in the move. 

Residents in Wylam frequently commented upon the village’s growing population and felt 

that the population tended towards two groups with frequent need of doctors: the elderly 

and young families and that therefore increased, rather than reduced, capacity was called for. 

It was widely feared that the White Medical Group in Wylam and Oaklands Health Centre did 

not have capacity to take on many additional patients. Many residents erroneously believed 

that White Medical Group was not taking on any new patients, and others that it was already 

hard to get an appointment there and that an influx of new patients would make it much 

harder for both new and existing patients. There were concerns that this would lead either to 

significant delays in accessing healthcare or being asked to travel to the White Medical Group 
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in Ponteland to do so. The small number of White Medical Group patients who opted to 

participate in this research did so in order to press this point. 

It should be noted that neither Riversdale Surgery nor the White Medical Group anticipate 

that the move will impact upon capacity and the latter have confirmed that they have capacity 

to take on some additional patients in Wylam. 

Continuity of care 

Many of those we spoke to have been patients of Riversdale Surgery for a considerable length 

of time, some for their whole life and feel understood and at ease there. 

Respondents praised the quality of care, expressing a high degree of trust in the clinical staff. 

This positive experience was reinforced by the warmth and helpful attitude of reception and 

support staff. Consequently the majority of residents were reluctant to register with other 

practices, fearing that the care would not be so good. 

Moreover, there were concerns over whether the existing staff would be retained and move 

with the surgery to the Oaklands Health Centre. 

Prescriptions 

For patients in rural communities, easy access to prescriptions and medication was a key 

concern. 

Patients currently benefit from a number of local arrangements. 

- The Riversdale Surgery in Wylam offers a dispensing service, which is felt to be highly

convenient. It is not anticipated that this will be offered at the Prudhoe site.

- The Wylam Pharmacy is seen as important community hub, offering valued face-to- 

face consultation and reassurance in addition to dispensing. The pharmacy currently

collects prescriptions and delivers medication. There were concerns that this

arrangement may not continue after the surgery move and also that the surgery

move could impact upon the feasibility of the business. One respondent queried

whether the pharmacist would be able to take on some of the routine checks she

currently had at the surgery, such as cholesterol or blood pressure checks.
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- The pharmacy currently delivers medication to the petrol station in Heddon-on-the-

Wall and this was felt to be very convenient for all village residents but particularly

important for those who don’t drive. There were therefore concerns about whether

this service would continue.

Impact upon village life 

In addition to the concerns above over the practicalities of the move, Wylam residents 

expressed disappointment that the village was losing the practice. It was felt that a local 

doctor’s surgery was one of the factors that helped make the village a community and the 

move tapped into wider concerns over centralisation and the loss of local amenities. As 

previously mentioned, residents perceived Wylam as a growing community and therefore felt 

such losses unjustified. 

Such sentiment was not mitigated by the presence of White Medical Group, due to its limited 

opening hours and concerns over capacity. 

Benefits 

The majority of respondents were too concerned with potential negative impacts to have 

given much thought to potential benefits of the move. However, a few respondents 

mentioned the difficulty that stairs in the Woodcroft Road site present to those with mobility 

issues or the greater suitability and modernity of the Oaklands building. 

Perceived impact upon patients 

For working age residents and young families, as long as capacity was maintained, the move 

was seen as regrettable and inconvenient but not as a significant barrier to their own 

healthcare. This was typically because they had access to a car so could easily travel to 

Prudhoe. However, this did not lessen their concern for the impact upon others. 

The most significant and negative impact was predicted for older people. A number of elderly 

residents felt that travelling to Prudhoe when ill would be more than they were capable of, 

this echoed the concerns of younger residents for them. Two possible scenarios were 

predicted. 
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1) Worries over travelling may deter residents from seeking help when needed. It was

felt that for some patients this may be exacerbated by the psychological stress caused

by the change.

2) Increased demand for house calls – this was most frequently mentioned by older

patients themselves as their solution.

Preferred solutions 

Having expressed their feelings on the move, respondents were asked what could be done to 

address any concerns and what they planned to do after the move. 

The majority of respondents wished to remain a patient with Riversdale Surgery, due to 

familiarity, continuity and quality of care. Consequently, those with cars planned to follow 

the surgery to Prudhoe. 

Less than two months before the move, a good number of those without access to a car were 

still uncertain as to how they would proceed. 

Transport based solutions 

As previously discussed, travel was the greatest concern with residents worried about 

whether they would be able to cope on public transport when ill, whether it would be 

appropriate to use it at such times and the difficulty of aligning appointment and bus times. 

Residents were therefore split between those who felt that they had no option other than 

public transport, those who would ask friends or family for a lift and those who would rely on 

taxis. 

It was felt that more frequent or, for those in outlying villages, more direct buses would be 

the solution. Moreover, that the move would result in increased demand for such buses 

helping to sustain the service. A number of respondents wondered if the council or the NHS 

could lobby local bus companies for this or could subsidise the routes but were uncertain as 

to the feasibility of these options. Others raised the option of a dedicated shuttle bus for 

patients. 

Whether a public or shuttle bus, patients suggested that the surgery may be able to schedule 

pre-planned appointments around bus times for those who were without other means of 
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transport. This could be either ad-hoc grouping of individual patients according to availability 

or advance scheduling of a particular type of pre-planned appointment for specific days and 

times. 

Few patients raised volunteer drivers or subsidised taxis as a solution, suggesting low levels 

of awareness of such options. 

For a number of residents, particularly those outside Wylam, it was felt that it was easier to 

travel to surgeries in other locations such as Corbridge, Hexham, Crawcrook, Ryton or 

Throckley and they would consider transferring to these surgeries if they would accept 

patients. 

Overall, respondents struggled to see a solution to the transport issues and focussed instead 

on the location of services. 

Alternative premises 

The majority of respondents wished to see Riversdale Surgery maintain premises in Wylam. 

Consequently, the most favoured solution was to find alternative premises within the village. 

Suggestions included the old school, the Falcon centre, or sharing with the White Medical 

Group. A new, purpose-built surgery was seen by some as the ideal solution but was also felt 

to be unlikely. 

For a number of residents, the compromise was to have an outreach surgery which would 

visit Wylam, and ideally the surrounding villages, on certain days of the week, either with full 

functionality or offering selected services. It was anticipated that this would be held in 

community premises or, if possible, at White Medical Group premises to benefit from the 

amenities there. 

White Medical Group 

Only 3 current or former patients at Riversdale Surgery were planning to transfer to the White 

Medical Group or had already done so due to the move, while others were reluctant to 

commit at this time. There were three key reasons that patients did not see the practice in its 

current form as the primary solution for those who did not wish to travel. 
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1. Capacity was the principle concern with many residents doubting that White Medical

Group would be able to take on patients in sufficient numbers or handle increased

demand due to their limited opening hours in Wylam. A good number of residents

were under the impression that the practice was not accepting new patients. Still

others felt that the current limited opening hours would make the switch impractical.

2. Quality and continuity of care: many patients had long established relationships with

the doctors and other staff members at Riversdale Surgery and were keen to maintain

these. Others praised the high standard of care at Riversdale Surgery and were

concerned that this would not be equalled at White Medical Group.

3. Confidence in the continuity of service: with White Medical Group also divided

between two sites, residents were concerned that the services they required would

only be offered in Ponteland. Moreover, that this practice may also shortly close its

Wylam premises and they would then be required to travel to Ponteland, a journey

that for many residents would be significantly harder than the one to Prudhoe.

However, there was significant support amongst residents for the concept of either: 

- The White Medical Group merging with Riversdale Surgery and taking on the staff

who are currently based in Wylam. It was anticipated that this would result in longer

opening hours and increased capacity.

- Or NHS encouragement or support for White Medical Group to continue operating

independently but increase its capacity by recruiting more doctors or by increasing

its opening hours in Wylam.

Prescriptions 

Access to prescriptions and medication is currently easy thanks to the arrangements in place 

with local pharmacies and businesses. The easy solution for this concern was therefore to 

keep these arrangements, such as home delivery by pharmacies in place. 
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Key takeouts 

The Riversdale Surgery at Woodcroft Road is seen as an important asset to the communities 

within its catchment area. For many residents in Wylam, it is within easy walking distance and 

for those in most outlying villages it remains accessible by public transport. It is particularly 

valued for the quality of care, its staff, the ready availability of appointments and close links 

to local pharmacies. 

While patients appreciated that it can no longer occupy the Woodcroft Road premises, there 

was a high level of concern over the proposed move to Prudhoe. It was felt that such a move 

would be particularly detrimental for elderly residents. 

Respondents strongly favoured the continuation of the surgery in Wylam, whether that be 

through the acquisition of alternative premises, a merger with White Medical Group or a part- 

time outreach surgery. Many residents were uncertain as to whether these solutions had 

previously been considered and, if they weren’t feasible, why not, so further communication 

of such deliberations may be beneficial. 

A number of the concerns commonly raised revealed gaps in knowledge that may be 

addressed through targeted, community wide communications. These include: 

- the beliefs that White Medical Group is not accepting new patients and that the move will

have a significant impact upon the availability of appointments at both White Medical Group 

and the Riversdale Surgery at Oaklands Health Centre. Both surgeries are confident that they 

have the capacity required. 

-uncertainty over whether surgeries in other locations, such as Corbridge, Hexham,

Crawcrook, Throckley or Ryton would accept patients from Wylam and the surrounding 

villages. 

-concerns that the move will make it significantly harder for patients to get their prescriptions.

Raising awareness of options for repeat prescriptions such as electronic prescribing and 

providing reassurance over the continuation of existing delivery arrangements may go a long 

way to mitigating such concerns. The Wylam Pharmacy is highly valued so it may also be seen 
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as appropriate to work with the pharmacy to address concerns that it will suffer from the 

move or even close. 

Aside from the modernity and accessibility of the Oaklands building, respondents were in the 

main unaware, or possibly unconvinced, of the benefits that Riversdale Surgery anticipates 

from the move as these were not mentioned to researchers. These typically stem from the 

greater integration of services. Riversdale Surgery expects to see improvements to clinical 

management planning flow from the co-location of a greater number and range of healthcare 

professionals. Moreover, patients will be able to book appointments to see two clinicians on 

the same day, reducing the number of surgery visits required. While such benefits may not 

be sufficient to mitigate patient concerns, raising awareness of them may lead to a more 

balanced assessment. 

By far, the greatest concern was over public transport. Buses from Wylam, Ovingham and 

Ovington are few and stop early in the afternoon. This makes it difficult for patients in these 

villages to access afternoon or evening appointments. Moreover, the journey itself was felt 

to be physically demanding for the unwell or less mobile, as well as time consuming. There 

were concerns that this will discourage patients from seeking treatment or lead to an increase 

in house calls. 

There are no direct buses to Prudhoe from Horsley or Heddon-on-the-Wall, raising significant 

concerns over how patients from these villages will access healthcare should they not have a 

car. 

Not only are such shortcomings anticipated to have the greatest negative impact upon 

patients, they are also seen as the hardest to overcome. 

Respondents felt that an increase in public bus services or a dedicated shuttle bus would go 

some way to mitigating these concerns. However, there was limited awareness of 

alternatives, such as volunteer drivers or subsidised taxis. Should these alternatives be 

offered, they are liable to be seen as preferable to increased bus services as they would be 

quicker, more flexible in their timings and would not require less mobile patients to walk to 

and from the bus stops. 
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1. Riversdale Engagement Event (24th)

This was organised by the CCG as part of further engagement with the community about the 
proposed closure of the Riversdale surgery in Wylam (see notes on PCCC meeting on 12th 
February 2020). There were two representatives of the CCG who discussed matters with 
those who ‘dropped in’ and two representatives of the practice’s Patient Participation 
Group who helped people to fill in a questionnaire. 

Approaching thirty local residents attended and their comments to me as they left indicated 
that they had been given a fair hearing. Beyond this, they raised with me the following 
general themes. 

• Access to the Prudhoe surgery will be difficult especially as the hourly bus service does
not go near the surgery : ‘an inadequate bus service will stop me going to Prudhoe’.

• Would a local volunteer service help with transport issues.
• A continued presence in Wylam would be good – a satellite consultation service? - and

have they sought alternative premises during the past couple of years.
• Could there not be closer liaison with the White Medical Group, even though this is

only open 2/3 days a week and does not offer a blood test service. This was a common
theme: ‘shocking that they have not liaised more closely with the White Group’.

• Communications and engagement has been inadequate: ‘people should not have to go
looking for information which has been ad hoc as it should have been provided for
everyone as it is so important’.

• It seems as if they are taking this seriously only now, after two years.
• Looks like it is an attitude of ‘get on your bikes’.

2. Riversdale Engagement Event (27th)

This was again organised by the CCG, with three representatives from there talking to 
almost 30 local residents, some of whom also volunteered comments to me. 

• Transport was a common theme: it will be very difficult for me to go to Prudhoe; not
easy for me to go to Prudhoe, especially in this cold weather; I drive a car now but I
won’t be before too long and the busses are not convenient (first one at 9.30 and last
one at 2.30; could the bus to Prudhoe be re-directed to go a stop near the surgery;
why not ask the County Council for a more regular bus service; catching a bus not easy
as a limited service and if appointment in Prudhoe is late then I will miss the bus and a
long wait for the next one.

Appendix C 



• There were also pleas for some sort of service to be maintained in Wylam: all we want
is a room for a consultation with a doctor and then referral on if need be; could they
not find somewhere in Wylam for things like flu jabs.

• Regarding communication and engagement, the comments were very simple: we have
not been kept informed; the Wylam closure is a fait accompli; the village will be poorer
as a result of this.

Implications for HWN 

• Discuss and comment on Engagement Report, as and when appropriate.
• Forward comments from engagement events to CCG.
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