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Heart bypass patients endure long wait

by Rebecca Walsh
health reporter

More than half the people due to have
heart bypass surgery at Auckland City
Hospital have waited longer than six
months and hundreds more cardiac
patients are waiting for their first visit
to a specialist, a Herald survey shows.

The Cardiac Society says specialists
are struggling to deal with the numbers
showing up at emergency departments
suffering a heart attack or other crisis,
let alone those on elective waiting lists
— many of whom are so unwell they
suffer intense chest pain and breath-
lessness just from walking to the letter
box.

The situation is not much better for
many patients needing hip or knee
replacements, and people who need
their gall bladder removed are
prioritised with bowel cancer sufferers.

The Herald surveyed district health
board waiting lists at the end of June
for heart bypass surgery (cardiac
artery graft), total hip replacement, gall
bladder removal or cataract surgery.

At Auckland City Hospital 127
people were waiting for a heart bypass.
Of those, 71 had waited longer than six
months but only six had been given cer-
tainty of treatment. The remaining 65
were on active review, which means
their condition was assessed every six
months to see if they had got worse.

A further 479 cardiology patients
(not exclusively those needing a
bypass) were waiting for their first
specialist assessment and of those, 128
had waited longer than six months.

An Auckland health board spokes-
woman said the situation was improv-
ing but Professor Norman Sharpe,
medical director of the National Heart
Foundation, said it was unacceptable
that so many had waited so long.

Meanwhile, the Government’s
orthopaedic joint replacement initiat-
ive, announced last year, appears to be
having an impact in Auckland — one of
the key areas targeted — with nearly
800 extra hip and knee operations in the
first 11 months.

»The long route to the surgeon

Wailing lists for operations are only part of the long wait for surgery in the public health system. Many sick

people are not included on these lists because they are still waiting o be assessed by a specialist. Others are
considered sick enough fo deserve operations immediately but hospitals do not have enough resources (such
as money, staff or operating theatres). They are kept under “active review".

Doctors refer patients
Io specialists fo see if
they meet the criteria
for surgery

Speciafists use a
points system fo
decide who qualifies
for surgery

Most people who need surgery
start by seeing their doctor
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Patients in ‘active
review’ who don't
get any worse after
about a year are
referred back fo
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Many palients mee! the
criteria but still cannot
get an operation. They
are kept under ‘active
review’ by their district
health board avary
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