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It should be reassuring to know that the Cabinet Secretary for Sport and Health has 
‘noted’ the points made in our previous submissions. However we are not reassured 
since unfortunately she continues, as do NHS Highland (NHSH), to completely 
ignore them. 
 
This community is frankly disgusted that in our supposedly advanced democracy it is 
evidently impossible for communities to make their voice heard on services as 
crucial as health and social care. We are apparently one of the wealthiest countries 
in the world and the Isle of Skye is one of the world’s iconic tourist destinations, yet 
we face massive cuts as part of a so-called redesign process that we understand the 
Cabinet Secretary for Health fully supports. 
 
We now have cross party support at all levels from 12 Community Councils, all 4 

Eilean a Cheò councillors, MSPs and MP, for our request that the Cabinet Secretary 
intervenes in the ill-advised changes NHS Highland have already made and continue 
to make to health and social care services against the interests of the people living in 
north and central Skye, and the vast majority of visitors to this island. 
 
We would respectfully point out that the Cabinet Secretary is misinformed. When she 
approved NHS Highland’s proposal to redesign health and social care services in 
this in February 2015 she stated: 
 

‘In approving the Board’s proposals, I note that there are no plans to change 
the arrangements for out-of- hours and emergency cover at the Spoke site - I 
have the Board’s assurance that they will plan for the new arrangements to be 
fully tested and up and running before any changes to the current service 
provision are made’ [emphasis added] 

 
She has stated this repeatedly in response to our petition, but contrary to what NHS 
Highland claim and she asserts, the following are facts: 
 

1. Portree Hospital is now closed to new admissions although the new 
hospital will not be built until 2021 at least. The Cabinet Secretary is correct 
that this action is not part of the redesign but the closure of Portree Hospital is 
a clear objective for NHSH managers whether or not there are alternative 
services in place, contrary to the assurance given to the Cabinet Secretary 
which she has repeated to this Committee. 

 
2. 24 hour acute and emergency medical care was removed from Portree in 

2014, during the early stages of the redesign, without any consultation. This 
was de facto part of the continuous downgrading of service from Portree 
Hospital until it closes.  The employment, education, and main tourist hub of 
the island, which has one of the highest population growth rates in the 
Highlands, does not have 24/7 emergency services following this change, 
made under cover although ostensibly not part of the redesign.  

 
 



 

3. Accident and Emergency care was provided in Portree Hospital until 
2014 whatever NHSH claim to the contrary. If not, why did the Scottish 
Ambulance Service take just under 2,000 urgent and emergency cases to 
Portree Hospital between 2008 and 2017? Portree Hospital may not have met 
the criteria for A&E designation applied in the central belt, but it was a life-
saving and much needed element of health services until replaced by a 
multidisciplinary (non-medical) Rural Support Team (RST) operating from 
1800 to 2300 hours on weekdays and the only service at weekends. Everyone 
living in this community before 2014 will attest to the life-saving service which 
was in place, staffed by paid doctors. We understand that the RST is currently 
at risk due to the draconian working conditions imposed on staff. In particular, 
advanced practitioners are required to be on call overnight for no pay unless 
they are called in an emergency!  

 
Since November 2014 ambulances have bypassed Portree Hospital due to a 
re-issued instruction to staff, after which the transports there reduced 
significantly. Again these are nothing more than austerity cuts imposed with 
no recognition of the vital service that was previously provided in Portree and 
of course is especially needed today with Portree being the main hub and 
capital of Skye, the ‘jewel in the crown’ of Scottish tourism, according to the 
Cabinet Secretary for Tourism, and Scotland’s number 2 tourist destination. 
One wonders how long that status will last once the half million tourists who 
stay in Portree and the North of Skye every year, on an ever rising trend and 
who contribute so much to the local and national economy, realise that in an 
emergency there are no longer any hospital beds in Portee, no 24 hour 
medical cover or Accident and Emergency, and that those tasked with out of 
hours cover are unpaid.  
 
Outwith the hours of 0800 -1800, Monday to Friday, this area depends for 
emergency cover on NHS24, a Rural Support Team who are only paid from 
1800-2300 hours despite being ‘on call’ overnight, and ambulances which 
may or may not be available and may or may not have a paramedic on board. 
This is because Portree is classed as a rural area despite all indicators to the 
contrary. Whilst we appreciate the best efforts of those working in this Team, 
this system is not fit for purpose given the geography, profile and population 
of Portree and the north of Skye. 
 

4. The redesign is being used as a cover for cuts to essential health and 
social care services. At the start of the so-called redesign process, the 24/7 
accident emergency cover provided by Portree Hospital ceased and the beds 
could no longer be classed as hospital beds, by definition. Since then bed 
numbers have fallen from 12 to 6 (with only 4 used) and as of now the 
‘hospital’ is closed to further admissions. Staff shortages engineered by 
NHSH are the excuse given for this reduction in bed numbers.  

 
Given that the national cost of a hospital bed is circa £2,800 per week the cut 
in the Portree beds must be realising savings in the region of £22,400 per 
week or £1.16m per annum. It is argued by NHSH that this is necessary 
because it is more efficient to replace hospital beds with care beds, which is 
the national policy. Although that may be true, it is noteworthy that at the 



 

same time these savage cuts have been undertaken there has been 
absolutely no attempt made to replace these beds with care home beds or 
enhanced care at home services. None of this considers the human cost 
borne by taxpayers, which would have been taken into consideration had the 
redesign options appraisal followed the standards designed to take account of 
all costs. This all contrasts sharply with the statement, quoted above, made in 
writing by the Cabinet Secretary for Health. The ‘undertaking’ by NHSH, 
repeated by Ms Robison, is now completely meaningless given the course of 
events and it is clear that the redesign is quite simply expenditure cuts fully 
sanctioned by the Scottish Government, whatever the cost to the resident and 
visiting public. 

 
A similar promise made by NHSH to the people of North Skye was reneged 
on in a previous phase of savage cuts to health care provision here on Skye. 
In 2006 the redesign involved closing Gesto community hospital with the 
‘options appraisal’ having been conducted to NHSH’s satisfaction. Hospital 
beds were transferred to Portree with the commitment being given that 6 extra 
beds would be created there with an investment of £2m to provide a modern 
‘fit for purpose’ facility. Not long after those extra 6 beds were added in 
Portree they were closed. That options appraisal, just like the current one, 
was a simple smokescreen for cuts. The commitment by politicians and 
NHSH was very rapidly reneged on, much in the same way that the current 
governing party and NHSH are today reneging on their worthless current 
commitments.  
 
In money terms closure of these 6 beds translates to an extra £16,800 cuts 
per week or £873,600 per annum, giving a running total of savings to date in 
hospital beds alone in the North of Skye of circa £2m. Given that NHSH 
clearly intend to cut the remaining 6 beds they will soon have a further half a 
million pounds worth of ‘savings’, giving a grand cuts total of circa £2.5 million. 
These are massive and unprecedented cuts and, given that nothing has been 
put in place to replace them despite what NHSH say and the Cabinet 
Secretary repeats, they reveal that this redesign is really about massive 
Holyrood endorsed austerity cuts which are completely unjustified in a region 
that is not running a deficit.  

 
If these cuts were made proportionately in the central belt, an area that the 
North of Skye inevitably cross subsidises from the huge tourist related 
revenues in VAT and income tax, through limiting access to emergency care, 
there would literally be riots in the streets. The people living here that 
generate this revenue are expected to live with a pre-NHS health care 
provision based on voluntary work and unpaid zero hours contracts.    

 
The Transport study?  
We have not yet seen any results from the recently commissioned Transport study. 
In any case it is simply illogical and an insult to the people living on and visiting this 
island not to have made transport realities an integral part of the decision-making 
process on where a new hospital should be sited. 
 
 



 

Is democracy still alive in Scotland? 
Since her most recent submission (PE1591/T) the Cabinet Secretary will have 
received a letter from all 12 Community Councils in central and north Skye reiterating 
the concerns this petition has raised from the beginning, and our request that NHS 
Highland’s redesign is scrutinised independently. Contrary to the Cabinet Secretary’s 
view that this is merely a disagreement between parts of the island on where the 
new hospital should be built, what is now abundantly clear is that this redesign is 
about brutal and savage austerity cost cutting and the burden of that is falling on the 
main population centre, Portree, and the North. 
 
We re-emphasise the crucial importance of getting this decision right for the benefit 
of the whole population of Skye, Lochalsh and South West Ross, as well as the 
hundreds of thousands of visitors who flock here each year and we hope will 
continue to come here. 
 
This petition now has the support of all of our elected representatives in north and 
central Skye and Raasay, from Community Councils representing around 6000 
people upwards. North and central Skye Community Councils met with senior 
managers from NHSH on 9 August, and wrote to Ms Robison on 15 August, detailing 
the community’s concerns and outrage about the redesign, withdrawal of 24/7 
medical services from Portree, inadequate community provision for older people and 
dismal communication record. The petition is also fully supported by Portree and 
Braes Community Trust who are working to stimulate development in this area. 
Dismantling crucial health service infrastructure flies in the face of these efforts. 
 
We ask the Petitions Committee to urge the Cabinet Secretary for Sport and Health 
to acknowledge the reality of what is happening to essential services under the guise 
of this flawed health and social care redesign, and reverse her approval pending 
detailed independent scrutiny.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


