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This essay will evaluate the budget constraints within health and social care in Wales.  The National Health Service (NHS) is a system made up of different organisations, with the aim of providing a variety of services to people across the United Kingdom (UK) (NHS, 2021). The King’s Fund (2023) proclaims that the NHS is funded by general taxation, National Insurance contributions and a proportion of funding is received by the Department of Health and Social Care budget.  The majority of social care is provided via local authorities, with a smaller portion being provided via private companies.  The Social Service and Well-being Act (2014) defines the duties local authorities must adhere to in relation to care services across Wales (Welsh Government, 2015).

As the NHS is a free service at the point of use, this approach creates an affordability gap for NHS trusts and as a result, the NHS is forced to rely on outside funding, charitable donations and asset sales (Reed et al., 2019).  Every healthcare system needs to find the money it needs to keep up with evolving demands. In Wales, there are substantial public health challenges, such as variations in life expectancy and low life expectancy rates; both placing a burden on the NHS and care providers (Edwards et al.,2014).  The NHS in Wales is facing its worst financial crisis in recent memory.  This is due to the underfunding of public services by UK governments, as well as the impact of inflation on costs such as energy and prescription drugs, and pressures associated with pay (Gov.wales, 2023).  Hughes (2023) agrees and states that unfortunately, the NHS is facing its greatest financial difficulty to date right now.  In Wales, the NHS is facing its biggest financial budget shortfall, ever due to exceptional cost pressures caused by the backlog of elective care, rising energy costs, and the effects of the coronavirus pandemic.  The democratically elected Welsh Parliament represents the people and the interests of Wales.  The Senedd makes laws for Wales, decides on taxes, and holds the Welsh Government accountable for budgets and financial affairs (senedd.wales, 2024).

Health, wellbeing, and social services received £7.3 billion in funding from the Welsh Government in 2017–18, which is almost 49% of the government’s £15 billion revenue budget (The Welsh NHS Confederation, 2017).  In 2023, ministers in Wales recognised the need for an increase in money for health and social care.  Eluned Morgan (2023), the Health Minister for Wales, shared how disappointing it has been, that all health boards required escalation for planning and finance.  
Morgan (2023) continued to share how this is a reflection on a very difficult financial position, as a result of inflation and austerity, and the challenges affecting health boards.  NHS trusts across Wales have been experiencing operational pressures and long waiting lists, although these pressures have been noted across Wales, it is not unique to Wales only; there are the same pressures across the UK gov.wales, 2023).  In 2013, an extra £425 million was provided to the NHS in acknowledgement of these interrelated consequences (gov.wales, 2023).  NHS leaders acknowledge the current budgetary constraints facing the UK and Welsh Governments, they.  welcome the increase in pay for social care workers, as stated in the response to the Welsh Government's Draft Budget 2023–24 (Hughes, 2023).

[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK7][bookmark: OLE_LINK8]The need to understand the variety of health improvement and prevention strategies offered by the NHS, local governments, non profits, and the Welsh Government is becoming more and more apparent.  The Programme Budgeting and Marginal Analysis (PBMA) expert panel oversight was given to a Health Improvement Advisory Group by the Minister for Health and Social Care.  The only national organization dedicated to public health is Public Health Wales (Edwards et al.,2014).  NHS Improvement receives cost improvement plans (CIPs), which are the trust-specific efficiency targets that are aggregated to provide a national measurement. At the beginning of each trust's financial year, the figures for efficiency are determined by contrasting the anticipated income and expenses (Hopson Chris, n.d.).  The CIP target in the years 2023/24 plans, which cover 58 Trusts, is £607 million, (65%) greater at £1.5 billion than the £932 million delivered in 2022/23.  Plans indicated that all of this increase would come from ongoing savings.  The CIP challenge for 2023–2024 amounts to 5% of income on average, varying between 2.7% and 9.1% for each of the 58 Trusts.  Amidst ongoing operational challenges with urgent and emergency care, as well as cost-of-living and workforce issues, there will be a significant increase in CIP in 2023–2024. In 2022–2023, Trusts redirected their attention towards operational productivity, with a primary focus on workforce growth relative to pre–pandemic levels (NHS hospital finances, 2023).

Mitton, Dionne and Donaldson (2014) proclaim that the shortage of resources in the healthcare system does require some form of rationing.  Even when economies start to recover, healthcare priorities can be established using popular methods such as accountability for reasonableness, multi-criteria decision analysis, and program budgeting and marginal analysis (PBMA).  Healthcare companies can improve the legitimacy and equity of priority setting, while simultaneously making sure that resources are allocated as effectively as possible by implementing these tactics.  Stoye (2018) declares that budget constraints within the health and social care disciplines experience a domino effect for example, a lack of funding on resources for domiciliary care, can see an increased length of stay in hospital for those requiring the care service on discharge; this is an example of the pressures on the social care system having an impact on the NHS system.  The Royal College of Nursing (2023) upholds that the NHS are having a difficult time managing their nurse shortages as a result of the global nursing shortage.  UK government agencies are increasingly turning to bank and agency workers to fill the gaps left by permanent staff departures, keeping this kind of staffing under control in the face of shrinking healthcare, funding is one of the major challenges to providing high-quality, safe healthcare.  Belderbos (2023) defines that spending a large proportion of the budget on agency staffing can have both positive and negative outcome.  Agency staff are required to support the workforce to share the load of working responsibilities and to support other staff to prevent staffing burnout.  Having agency staff can also be negative, as they are not always regular staff members so require an introduction to the working ways of the environment they are in, continuity of patient care is impacted and it incurs at higher cost to the NHS. 
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NHS Providers (2022) state that staff shortages have "serious and detrimental impact" on the NHS services, which is negatively impacting efforts to improve service accessibility and address major care backlogs.  97% of trust leaders think that the current shortages in supplies are having a serious and negative impact on the health service, almost all 97% think that efforts to reduce the growing backlog of care will be affected by shortages.  Nearly all 97% believe that the NHS's ability to retain staff may be impacted by the uncertainty surrounding the number of jobs available.  Concerns have also been raised regarding how the uncertainty surrounding the availability of workers for the next five to ten years may significantly increase "burnout” on current staff, and have adverse patient outcomes.
[bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Health and Social Care (2020) stipulates that in 2018, a Parliamentary Review of Health and Social Care in Wales, saw the Welsh government outline the reasons why health and social care services should be reformed. It also recognised that social and health services should be integrated seamlessly, suited to each client's needs, and prioritised in order to maintain individual well-being.  In response to the Parliamentary Review, “A Healthier Wales: Our Plan for Health and Social Care” (2018) was created, which also commissioned the creation of this workforce plan.  Workforce planning occurs when an organisation considers internal and external factors to determine its future and having a strong workforce plan can see employee productivity improve and also supports the sustainability of the organisation (Nouri, 2018).  Workforce plans are implemented across the NHS and local authorities to monitor productivity.  They also ensure that strategies are implemented to support improvement and the sustainability.  One proposal made to support the budget constraints across the NHS is for people to be charged for the service.  The benefit of this proposal would generate revenue for the NHS to help close the deficit.  Another benefit of this proposal would hopefully see people make better decisions about their health and not over-use the services inappropriately (NursingAnswers.net, 2024).  This proposal is controversial as people are led to believe that there would be people who would not be able to afford services, so would not take action if medical intervention was required, therefore, putting their health and well-being at risk.

On conclusion, there is a clear growing gap between demand for services and availability of resources, which is clearly increasing the pressure on organisations dealing with health and social care across Wales.  Without long-term sustainable funding, the NHS will face significant financial pressure, as the growth it receives from Welsh Government is lower than is required (Finance NHS Wales, 2017).  The same applies to funding for local authorities across Wales.  A requirement for increased funding is needed as opposed to budget cuts and restraints, in order to meet the needs of people who need such services.  The Government will need to create both short and long-term strategies to achieve this.  Without such strategies, the future of the NHS and other significant organisations are at threat of collapse.  Anon (2018) defines that if employees from bank were employed to cover temporary openings instead of agency workers, up to £480 million could be allocated toward services and improvements to patient care.  Chief executive, Ian Dalton, states that bank staff cost the NHS less than agency staff, by using bank staff as a first approach, this will improve patients care and save the NHS money.  Gov. Wales (2023) indicate that the new digital system used within the hospital, are improving patient safety and care quality, saving time and money for the health board and increasing productivity.  This has saved 3,300 nurses hours in searching for patient medication charts, and significantly reduces errors associated with prescribing medication, having the new digital system Welsh care record (WNCR) and electronic prescribing and medicine administration (EPMA) will allow all other health boards access to patients notes electronically.  In contrast, if the system fails this leaves staff unable to record patient records, medication and as a result information may be lost. 

The NHS is required to save money and keeping within their given budget, by making such changes, and using the correct strategies within their workforce plan.  The local authorities must also work within their given budgets, despite the difficulties this poses to the organisations.  
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