A busy year in NHS IT
It has been a busy year for IT providers to the health sector, responding to a variety of challenges the NHS trusts are facing. 
These include Freedom of Information and the imminent environmental impact regulations; assessing the emerging scope of NPfIT, with its far reaching need for change and the gaps in the delivery thus exposed; the finalisation of the new Enterprise Agreement between the NHS and Microsoft; and the steady emergence of the importance of multi-agency connectivity and data sharing.

NPfIT continues to create “interesting times” in the health sector. On the one hand it is creating the world’s most sophisticated IT system, at the same time it is creating needs that it is not equipped to address, pushing those needs back to the hard pressed IT department. Areas such as document management and proactive desktop infrastructure monitoring and support are increasingly vital and have prompted some providers to either produce affordable solutions or instigate partnerships with overseas technology vendors who can help address these.

The major change in the Microsoft technologies arena is the dramatic change to licensing of their excellent SharePoint Portal Server product. For the first time this enterprise class technology is affordable to NHS trusts and developers have been active in working with the NHS to develop tailored SharePoint solutions. As noted above, the document management need is being addressed in this way, long in advance of any offering from NPfIT. Development of the next generation NHS Intranet Portal is also underway following an architectural design seminar in conjunction with Microsoft and representatives from the most forward thinking NHS trusts and PCT’s in England.

A fascinating trend is the emerging need to connect data sets from multiple public sector organisations. We are seeing this as a response to the various legislation and policies designed to protect children and the elderly. Companies, such as Liquidlogic, are leading the field in providing technologies to address these needs. They use companies with a code of connection to obtain connectivity to both the NHS and other public sector organisations and so pull the data they need in a secure and reliable fashion. Meanwhile a different approach is apparent in the Croydon Trends project that seeks to use multi-agency data to better understand demographic flows and the impacts these have on citizens. Mr Dal Sandhu is active in this initiative and is presenting his thoughts at Healthcare Computing 2005.
Finally there is often much media attention on failure of big public sector IT projects, however during 2004 Link HR rolled out their solution for Agenda for Change throughout the NHS. This went live at the beginning of January and has been running successfully ever since. Given that the NHS is the 3rd largest employer in the world and that every individual within the NHS needs to be assessed using this application it might be that it merits some positive press – a major national project that really works.

