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Time for equality

Next month's edition of the JPP will celebrate Nurses
Day by marking the 200th anniversary of the birth of
Florence Nightingale, but it is important to remember
that 14 May 2020 marks the third annual National ODP
Day when ODPs will also be celebrating the 75th
Anniversary of the College of Operating Department
Practitioners (CODP).

ODPs have become valued members of the theatre
team, pushing boundaries like their nursing colleagues
to enhance patient care by working within the operating
theatre and other areas such as critical care,
resuscitation and research teams.

I don't usually get on my soap box, but the journey for
ODPs as an Allied Health Professional (AHP) has not
been easy compared to others. I was reminded by a
colleague recently that when the NHS changed the
terms and conditions of service for all staff through the
Agenda for Change in 2004, ODPs were originally
allocated to Band 4, one band below nurses who were
appointed to Band 5. Ancient history, I hear you say?
Well, unfortunately it is not. More recently when the
government announced new student payments for
health care programmes, it originally limited applications
to ODP students undertaking the diploma not the
degree. And the £1000 for Continuing Professional
Development? Yes, you have guessed it – not initially
offered to ODPs when announced. Thanks to CODP
campaigning on their behalf, both issues were quickly
resolved, but inequality for ODPs still exists.

Following a change in the law, nurses have been able to
prescribe through a number of different channels since
the 1990s. Other AHPs, such as paramedics and

radiographers, are also permitted, but despite AfPP
asking the Chief Allied Health Professions Officer,
Suzanne Rastrick, to support the extension of
prescribing rights to ODPs, there has so far been little
movement from the government to change this. This is
disappointing as ODPs who are currently working in roles
that would benefit from prescribing, such as that of the
Surgical Care Practitioner, still have to rely on medical
colleagues to prescribe, duplicating effort and damaging
the continuity of care that patients would otherwise
receive. Professional associations continue to campaign
on behalf of this professional group in relation to
prescribing rights.

ODPs still form only a very small percentage of the
health care workforce. For every 23 nurses working in
the UK, there is only one ODP; yet, they remain an
essential part of the theatre team, qualified to work
across anaesthetics, surgery and recovery, unlike their
newly qualified nursing colleagues who have to
undertake additional training. Graduate ODPs are also
equipped with an enhanced skills set and theoretical
underpinning that prepares them for modern-day
practice, performing for example, catheterisation and IV
cannulation. Skills that many of us will have had to learn
once qualified, which took us out of the clinical area
while we attended study days and workshops. The
popularity of post-registration Surgical First Assistant
modules offered by a number of higher education
institutes (HEIs) is testament to the ongoing need for
theatre practitioners to step into this role. The BSc
(Hons) ODP programme already prepares graduates for
this role, as it is a nationally recognised training
programme (PCC 2018).

Worryingly, two higher education institutes in England
have recently withdrawn their ODP programmes. Given
the current recruitment and retention workforce issues
in both the NHS and private sector, maintaining safe
staffing levels in operating theatres across the nation
could get worse.

There is a silver lining though. A small number of BSc
ODP degree apprenticeships are already running with
others currently being approved or in the design stage.
As an employer-led initiative, apprenticeships offer the
employer the opportunity to 'grow their own' and
hopefully increase staff retention.
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ODPs' resistance to the challenges they face is a
testament to their ongoing commitment for patient
safety. Join me, AfPP and health organisations over the
next four weeks to raise awareness of their highly skilled
profession. If you are holding National ODP Day events
then do tag us @SaferSurgeryUK in social media posts
on Twitter.

Julie Quick
Editor-in-Chief, Journal of Perioperative Practice

julie.quick@afpp.org.uk
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