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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ)

Proposed Merger of Highbridge Medical Centre and Burnham & Berrow Medical Centre.
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This Frequently Asked Question (FAQ) document has initially been developed using helpful questions raised from other patient engagement activities across Symphony Healthcare Services. 

We will listen and take in to account any feedback received about the proposed merger and will update this document with additional questions and answers to keep patients informed.  
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[bookmark: _Toc205296488]What is the process for feedback?

Between 11 July and 21 August, we would like to give our patients the opportunity to ask questions, raise queries and share your feedback on the proposed merger. There are a number of ways that you can get in touch to share your thoughts or ask a question. 

Please write to us via post or submit feedback online via our google form: 

	FAO Jon Adams, Practice Manager
	Online

	Burnham Medical Centre
8-10 Love Lane
Burnham-on-Sea
TA8 1EU
	Highbridge Medical Centre
Pepperall Road 
Highbridge 
TA9 3YA
	Google form link



If calling, please note that our staff will be able to take questions or comments over the phone, but may not be able to provide you with answers at the time of call. They will take your contact details to allow a member of the leadership team to respond.

At the end of the engagement period, we will review the feedback provided and use this to guide our application to the Somerset Integrated Care Board (ICB) when requesting to merge the sites. 

The ICB is the commissioner of primary care services within Somerset and is required to review and determine the outcome of these applications. If the ICB approve the application, the practices would look to merge in October 2025.   

[bookmark: _Toc205296489]Why do the practices need to merge?

[bookmark: _Hlk192164854]Over the last year, practice teams have been working increasingly closer together, to provide greater support and resilience to the workforce across both practices. In August 2024, we introduced a joint leadership team across Burnham & Berrow and Highbridge Medical Centres, that has helped to streamline processes and reduce duplication through newly aligned responsibilities, shared learning and best practice. In addition, our nursing and administration teams have also been working in partnership.

The next step to ensure fully aligned team working, is to formally join the practice contracts in to one, that will enable us to work from one shared medical record system. This will allow patients to access services across all sites and enable our staff to provide a more seamless and efficient service, strengthening the provision of local care. 

It is also hoped that the proposed merger will enable teams to explore opportunities to develop additional healthcare services that meet the needs of the local community across the three sites and improve patient choice.

[bookmark: _Toc205296490]What are the benefits of merging the practices?

Symphony was established in 2016 to prevent struggling practices from closing and ensure local general practice provision remained in Somerset. 

Symphony acquired Highbridge Medical Centre (2017) and Burnham & Berrow Medical Centre (2023) when they were rated ‘Inadequate’ by the Care Quality Commission and has since implemented change and supported the development of the teams to reach a position of ‘Good’. However, with ongoing challenges facing the healthcare system, we need to do more. 

Initially, the merger will mean that the team can work from one medical record system to book appointments and care for registered patients across the sites, it will also support other administrative areas such as finances, nationally required reporting, submissions to our commissioners, and more.  This is all expected to bolster the resilience of the teams which in return will be of benefit for our patients.   

[bookmark: _Hlk188601050]As well as general operational efficiencies, merging supports the practices’ ability to offer enhanced or different services in the future due to making more efficient use of space and staff.

Maximising scale will also enable the sites to be as cost effective as possible, providing value for money to the commissioners, as well as our patients. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296491]Will any of the sites close?

No, all three sites (Love Lane, Pepperall Road and Brent Road) are required to continue to provide services to our patient population. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296492]Is this a way of reducing the number of staff?

[bookmark: _Hlk202791720]That is not the intention of the merger. The purpose of the merger is to make the best use of our practice resources and create more efficient ways of working. We are committed to ensuring that we have the right level of clinical and administrative teams to ensure that we can care for our patient populations needs, both now and in the future. 

Specifically, by ensuring best use of the space available to us and bringing the teams together formally, we hope to be able to provide better services to our patients and attract other skilled professionals to work with us. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296493]Which practice will I be registered with?

[bookmark: _Hlk191557200]There will be one practice contract to which all patients will be registered however all three sites will remain: Love Lane, Pepperall Road and Brent Road. 
Patients would not be required to do anything as this process would be automatic upon merger of the contracts. 
As always, patients have the right to choose which surgery they are registered with, and, therefore, if at any point patients do not wish to be registered with the newly merged practice, they may seek an alternative practice in whose boundary they live via the NHS website: Find a GP - NHS

[bookmark: _Toc205296494]How many patients would the combined practices care for? 

Upon merger, the practice would care for a combined population of approximately 28,500 patients. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296495]Will the phone number for the practice change?

Upon merger, there will be one practice number, which will be one of the existing practice numbers. However, the other practice number will be diverted to ensure that all calls will come through to the right place, for example in circumstances where patients may have saved our number. 

Future practice correspondence will only list one practice number. 


[bookmark: _Toc205296496]Will I still have the same doctor/health professional?

Your “named doctor” as per your medical record is not expected to change due to the merger. However, the surgery has a wide range of clinical staff to support with patient needs and therefore you may see some new names and faces depending on what appointments are offered relating to your request or condition.  

[bookmark: _Toc205296497]Will different services be provided at the different locations, and what does this mean for patients?

Although there are no new services expected immediately upon merger, current services will continue to be offered across the sites (Love Lane, Pepperall Road and Brent Road). 

However, once merged, patients will be able to accept appointments at any site.  

Over time, patients may start to see new services which we hope they will find of benefit in relation to access but also condition management – such as our newly developed sit and wait blood service. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296498]Will I have to travel to one of the other sites to be seen?

All current services will continue to be provided at Love Lane and Pepperall Road (Brent Road is already a branch site and services at this site may vary as they currently do). 
The surgery teams will also always look to accommodate the preferences of patients, however one of the benefits for patients is that they may be able to be seen more quickly at one of the other sites (Love Lane, Pepperall Road or Brent Road) depending on available staff.

[bookmark: _Toc205296499]NEW: Will appointment availability & waiting times improve?

The merger will not reduce the number of clinical staff so there should be no difference to the availability of appointments. 
We recognise the frustration that patients may have in relation to wait times for appointments and this is a growing issue nationally. 
The graph below from NHS Digital shows the latest percentage of appointments by time between booking and appointment (national vs Somerset):

[image: A close-up of a graph
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Although broadly in line, we can see that Somerset as a whole is slightly above the national average in relation to patients waiting over 28 days for an appointment. 
Recognising the challenges faced by general practice, we ensure that our teams continue to provide safe care within our resources by basing appointments on patients’ clinical need.
We use an effective triage process, where our clinicians determine priority from the information that our patients submit via AskmyGP (or via our reception team inputting on a patient’s behalf).  
Each day, a number of “urgent on the day” appointments are kept available to ensure that patients with acute clinical needs are dealt with promptly, however we recognise that sometimes patients may have to wait longer than they would like for non-urgent and routine condition appointments.
We encourage our patients to provide as much information as they can about their condition when contacting the surgery in order to support our clinical teams in making these assessments and clinical prioritisation. We also advise our patients that, if their condition changes, they should contact the surgery to be reassessed. 
We appreciate there are no quick fixes for appointment availability, but we believe that the merger is the most appropriate route to enable us to develop sustainable services fit for the ever changing and increasing needs of our patients. 
For example, in other areas, where our GP practices are part of the same Primary Care Network, we have been able to make positive changes to appointments by introducing innovative developments such as an acute hub for urgent on the day needs. Although in its early stages, this hub has supported our remaining staff to focus on patient continuity, long term conditions and complex health concerns that may require more time. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296500]NEW: Can patients choose which practice they attend for face-to-face appointments?

Patients will be able to book an appointment at their preferred practice location, however, if a patient is willing to travel to a different site, earlier appointments may be available depending on the type of appointment and available staff. 

[bookmark: _Toc205296501]NEW: Is this just a cost cutting exercise? 
[bookmark: _Hlk204859645]
No, that is not the case. The main aim of the merger is to optimise systems and processes - it will allow one patient record system to further support the team to focus on the clinical care that they provide.  
Across the country, we have seen that primary care has often struggled to meet the changing needs of patients and growing demands of more complex healthcare needs. To ensure that we can deliver a strong, sustainable primary care service into the future, we need to develop new and different ways of working to make the most efficient use of our resources. The proposed merger of the two practices will create new and different opportunities to develop services and improve patient experience.
Importantly, Symphony (like any other independent GP Partnership) is a provider of NHS services and is governed by NHS England and regulated by our NHS Somerset Integrated Care Board (ICB) as our commissioners, and by the Care Quality Commission (CQC).  
In addition, Symphony is a subsidiary of Somerset NHS Foundation Trust (that runs Musgrove Park and Yeovil hospitals in addition to mental health and community services such as District Nursing and Rehabilitation teams).

[bookmark: _Toc205296502]NEW: Will local housing developments impact on services at the practices? 
[bookmark: _Hlk204859668]
We recognise that new housing developments may pose challenges for all general practice across the country. Practices are funded through the number of patients that are registered and therefore patient registrations are necessary to fund the activity of the surgery. 
Any decision regarding different or new premise requirements within general practice remain at a commissioning level and we have included a paragraph from the Government website in relation to this:
As part of Local Plan making, local authorities work alongside health agencies to strategically plan for healthcare facilities.
Planning for new healthcare facilities: Creating any new healthcare facility goes beyond town planning and involves multiple organisations working together. Integrated Care Systems were established in 2022 and are partnerships that bring together NHS England organisations, local authorities, and other partners such as volunteer community and social enterprise (VCSE) organisations to take collective responsibility for planning healthcare provision, improving health and reducing inequalities across geographical areas. When the NHS was formed in 1948, GPs remained as independent contractors, which means they operate GP surgeries around the country. Integrated Care Boards (ICBs) allocate the NHS budget to commission healthcare services for the population. ICBs are also responsible for deciding how and where to spend developer contributions.
Source: Fact Sheet 4: New homes and healthcare facilities - GOV.UK


[bookmark: _Toc205296503]What happens next? – what do I need to do?

Please continue to contact your registered GP practice and access services in the usual way. 

We are encouraging our patients to share their feedback about the proposal before 21 August. We will then review all feedback received as part of the proposals. 

We will do our best to answer all questions and will update the FAQs document online, with themes from the feedback received.

Patients don’t need to take any action. We will share additional updates during the engagement process and then following the outcome of any final proposals to merge the practices. 
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