
Women of Walthamstow briefing  

Meeting with Anna Soubry MP 

5.30pm, 30th January 2013 

 

Attendees: 

Claire Chandler – Women of Walthamstow (WoW) 
Stella Creasy – MP for Walthamstow  
Lynn Eaton – WoW 
Alice Fuller – WoW  
Jenny Lennox – Chair, WoW 
Anna Soubry - Parliamentary Under Secretary of State for Health 
Caroline White – WoW 
Linda Woodcraft – WoW 
 

 

Purpose of the meeting:  
 

 To share with the Minister residents’ experiences of accessing sexual 
health services in the London Borough of Walthamstow, and to place this 
situation in its national context  

 To seek an understanding from the Minister on: 

a) What constitutes a statutory sexual health service under the new 
health and care arrangements, and who is responsible and 
accountable for its provision 

b) What local channels can be used by residents seeking to raise and 
address concerns about sexual health provision and choice  

 To agree actions the Minister will take to improve the provision of sexual 
health services locally in Walthamstow and nationally  

 

 

Background 

Women of Walthamstow 

 We are a group of residents who have come together as a result of problems 

accessing family planning and other sexual health services in Walthamstow.  

 We will share some of our personal experiences with Anna at the meeting, but 

have also provided some of statistics on Waltham Forest’s sexual health for 

background information.  
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Sexual health in Walthamstow 

Walthamstow is situated in centre of the Borough of Waltham Forest, which covers 

an area of north east London from Leyton in the south to Chingford in the north. It 

has a population of 258,200, and has: 

 a teenage pregnancy rate higher than the London and England averages. 

The majority are unplanned or unwanted: 71% of the 167 conceptions 

amongst 15-17 year olds in Waltham Forest in 2010 ended in an abortion 

(compared to 50% in England and 63% in London). i  

 

 high rates of abortion and repeat abortions. 1,722 terminations were carried 

out in Waltham Forest in 2011, the highest number in outer north east London. 

More than half of these were amongst women aged 25 and over. ii 

 the lowest rate of GP prescribed long-acting reversible contraception 

(LARC) in outer north east London. In 2009/10 the rate of GP prescribed 

LARCs was 22.4 per 1,000 in Waltham Forest compared to 25.0 in London 

and 46.9 in England.iii 

 high rates of sexually transmitted infections (STIs) - the highest within 

outer north east London and higher than the London average. In 2010 there 

were 1,363 acute STI diagnoses per 100,000 population in Waltham Forest 

compared to an average of 1,196 in London. iv 

 one of the highest rates of persons living with HIV and AIDS in the country, 

with rates rising each year.v Almost half (49%) of people living with HIV in 

Waltham Forest are in Walthamstow.vi 
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Acknowledgement of the problem 

 The situation in Walthamstow has been recognised by Waltham Forest 

decision makers in their own Joint Strategic Needs Assessment for the 

borough published in February 2012: 

“Community sexual and reproductive health clinics are not equitably 

located within the borough; and the locations are not necessarily linked to 

need.  

[...] There are some concerns about the lack of sexual and reproductive 

health services in the centre of the borough (Walthamstow area) following 

the closure of community sexual health clinics due to service restructure. 

However, nearly half of all the pharmacies that provide Emergency 

Hormonal Contraception (EHC) in the borough are located in that area.   

This might suggest a lack of awareness of the EHC provision in 

pharmacies. This area has high rates of HIV and teenage pregnancy. 

However, data from the Community Sexual and Reproductive Health 

service show that over half of clinic attendances between January and 

June 2011 came from that area. This suggests that lack of services in the 

area alone does not explain the high rates of HIV and teenage pregnancy. 

Other explanations need to be explored in order to address this.” vii 

 Our concerns were also documented by the All Party Parliamentary Group 

(APPG) on sexual and reproductive health in July 2012. As a result of the 

evidence we gave to their inquiry on access to contraception services, the 

APPG recommended that: 

1. NHS North East London and NHS London should undertake an 
urgent review of contraception provision in Walthamstow, particularly 
for women over the age of 25 years old. The APPG looks forward to 
receiving the results of the review and an action plan for how services 
are going to be improved. 
 
2. Waltham Forest Council’s health and wellbeing board should hold an 
urgent meeting with commissioners, providers and service users to 
discuss how a comprehensive, open-access contraceptive service can 
be commissioned within the new arrangements from April 2013. viii 

 We recognise that the provision and promotion of sexual health services is a 

complex issue. However we feel that despite the recommendations of this 

report and the borough’s own JSNA, the particularly dire state of services in 

Walthamstow still hasn’t been adequately prioritised or addressed. This is 

despite overwhelming evidence of the impact unaddressed sexual health 

needs is having on the community.  
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Progress to date 

We have built good relationships with the Health and Wellbeing Portfolio Holder at 

Waltham Forest Council Cllr Ahsan Khan, Waltham Forest’s Director of Public Health 

Dr Kay Eilbert and the Chair of the Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) Dr Gabby 

Ivbijaro. This has enabled us to express our concerns and seek solutions in a 

productive manner.  

We have also had the support of our local MP, who has been awarded 

Parliamentarian of the Year by Brook and FPA for her work in helping local women to 

highlight the situation in Walthamstow. 

We have made some good progress locally, for example: 

 Securing additional contraception/sexual health provision in the central 

Walthamstow area for women over 25, in particular, a new clinic being set up 

on the first floor at Comely Bank Clinic which operates every Thursday 

afternoon. This was desperately required because the GP practice, Addison 

Road Medical Centre (which runs from the ground floor of the Comely Bank 

building) had refused to provide contraception on religious grounds.  

Previously there had only been provision for younger women. 

 Securing, from November 1st 2012, contraceptive services from the Addison 

Road practice, subject to their staff completing the necessary training. 

 

Next steps 

Despite our successes, sexual health services in Walthamstow remain inadequate. 

Our concerns include: 

 the lack of clear lines of responsibility and accountability amongst local 

decision makers for sexual health services – As it is, we have found it 

incredibly difficult as local people to identify the correct person and/or 

organisations to raise our concerns with, and to understand the process by 

which services are commissioned on the basis of the borough’s sexual health 

needs. With the local authority taking on responsibility for public health 

provision from April 2013 it is even more confusing. We would value the 

Minister’s advice on how local people like us can have a strong voice in local 

health provision, whether provided by the NHS or local government.  

 The lack of patient choice and information about sexual health services 

locally. For example, we have waited for four months for the Trust to produce 

a simple information leaflet for the new sexual health clinic we have secured 

in Walthamstow. Women’s experiences of accessing appropriate sexual 

health advice across the borough vary considerably from one GP to another, 

but overall access and choice is limited. We have had worrying reports about 

the Addison Road practice in particular, including a woman having a rushed 

consultation with a locum GP to renew her long-standing prescription of the 
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Pill and a distressed woman seeking a termination being told ‘We don’t 

provide that here’. This is incongruent with the government’s policy of 

increasing patient choice in the NHS, and we seek assurances from the 

Minister on what steps will be taken to improve the situation in our borough 

and beyond.  

 the erosion of family planning as an essential part of general practice – 

90% of women of childbearing age use contraception, and most will want 

general advice on their options from their local GP. They will also seek a 

holistic approach to their healthcare and knowledge of any contraindications 

with existing health conditions. The situation in Walthamstow whereby an 

entire GP practice (one of the largest in the area, with three partners, two 

associate doctors, and various locum doctors) refused to provide 

contraception significantly impacted on local women’s options and their ability 

to receive a service that takes account of their entire health care needs. 

Although generally services at this surgery are highly rated, scoring 7.2 on the 

GP Patient Survey 2011, this shortfall on contraceptive provision has grave 

consequences in a borough where rates of unplanned pregnancies and 

abortion are already high. While we are aware that the GP contract allows 

individual doctors to ‘opt out’ from providing contraception services, we seek 

to understand from the Minister what the Government’s position is on 

collective opting out of contraceptive services by an entire GP practice and 

what recourse to justice local people have when this happens. 

 the funding of sexual health services in Waltham Forest – Our concerns are 

three-fold: 

1. the lack of ring-fencing for sexual health services - We welcome that 

from April 2013 public health budgets will be protected for the first time. 

Provision of sexual health services is a statutory requirement. However, 

although the public health budget will be ring fenced, the specific spend 

on sexual health will not be. Neither is the level of spend on sexual 

health services stated in the allocation. Funding for sexual health has a 

long tradition of being raided for other services. This has resulted in 

sexual health being neglected, despite the evidence that poor provision 

of sexual health services has significant social and economic effects on 

our borough, and others across the country.  

2. The two-year public health settlement for Waltham Forest is just £42 

per head for 2013/14 and £45 for 2014/15 for the entire public health 

spend.ix This total is substantially lower than the amount required to 

provide a comprehensive sexual health service as part of public health 

provision. Knowing the pressure that is on that budget, we do not want 

to see the services we have fought so hard to secure – and which are 

still below what we feel is acceptable – to be eroded. We appeal to the 

Minister to ensure this does not happen. 
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3. The slow rate of change - Whilst we very much welcome the 

government’s efforts to increase the budgets of those areas with the 

worst health outcomes, the slow pace of the increase to Waltham 

Forest’s budget is concerning. The required public health spend in 

Waltham Forest has been calculated by the DH to be £68 per head. x 

There a major gap between this and the monies allocated to the 

borough under the two-year settlement (£42-45). Whilst we sympathise 

with the need to give local authorities time to adjust to the changes to 

their budgets, we are concerned that the transition is too slow and to 

the detriment of those boroughs most in need of additional funding.  

 The lack of sexual health training for doctors and nurses. One of the barriers 

to practices providing contraceptive services has been that practice staff 

require training. Despite the local health trust allocating £20k to train doctors 

and nurses working in the practice that had not previously provided 

contraceptive services, we understand that the practice nurses have not yet 

been able to undertake appropriate sexual health courses owing to the 

closure of one course in east London and the waiting list for places at one 

elsewhere. We seek an understanding from the Minister on what action is 

being taken by government to ensure prompt training to skill up the medical 

and nursing workforce to deliver appropriate sexual health services. 

 

We believe that contraception and other sexual health services, information and 

education are a basic right, and appropriate services should be easily available to all. 

Walthamstow is not an exceptional case; FPA and Brook have highlighted similar 

problems across the country (see www.wecantgobackwards.org.uk).  

The Government has said it will “work towards an integrated model of service 

delivery to allow easy access to confidential, non-judgemental sexual health 

services, including for sexually transmitted infections, contraception, abortion, health 

promotion and prevention” (Healthy lives, healthy people, DH Nov 2010).  

We would like to ask the Minister when the new sexual health policy document will 

be published and what it will include with regards to ensuring minimum standards of 

sexual health in Walthamstow, Waltham Forest and across England.  

 

More information 

More information about the activities of WoW can be found at 

www.wowstow.wordpress.com 

Contact 

Jenny Lennox, Chair, WoW 

07734 845 307 | jennylennox1980@gmail.com  

http://www.wecantgobackwards.org.uk/
http://www.wowstow.wordpress.com/
mailto:jennylennox1980@gmail.com
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