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Explanation of issue/crisis and objectives: 

The Emergency Department (ED) of Daisy Hill Hospital (DHH), Newry was under threat due 

to a shortage of ED doctors.  

The local community reacted angrily to the news with a massive public outcry,  mass rallies, 

public meetings, political pressure and relentless negative media coverage.  

Huge pressure was placed on the Trust to resolve the situation amid claims the move to 

reduce the ED opening hours would put people’s lives at risk. Protests were held at Trust 

Board meetings with accusations that we were attempting to close the hospital by stealth.  

Busloads of campaigners descended on Trust Board headquarters. Our relationship with the 

community hit an all time low. Placards with “Don’t Trust the Trust” became campaign 

straplines. Local weekly newspapers ran regular features against the Trust and distributed 

‘Save Daisy Hill’ car stickers. It became a major election issue with all political parties 

pledging to save the hospital. Murals appeared on gable walls in the area further garnering 

public resistance to the proposed changes and generating massive community support for 

the ‘Save Daisy Hill’ campaign. The Trust’s reputation was badly damaged. 

Unsuccessful attempts to recruit senior medical staff and the escalating situation resulted in 

an emergency regional summit involving all health organisations. This led to the 

establishment a short-term regional arrangement to ensure adequate locum consultant cover 

which removed the immediate threat to reduce the opening hours. Although welcomed, a 

more sustainable long-term solution was required. 

It was agreed that a ‘Pathfinder’ group would be brought together to assess the unscheduled 

care needs of the Newry and Mourne population and to bring forward recommendations on 

the best way to meet those needs in the future 

 

Research, planning and strategy: 

A communications strategy underpinned the entire project. Given the intense public interest 

the strategy was designed to develop greater understanding of the challenges facing acute 



services and support the community to work with the Trust to bring forward a new model to 

stabilise, safeguard and sustain services into the future.  

A detailed stakeholder analysis was conducted and is summarised in Graphic 1 

Communication Strategy Objectives were to: 

1) Raise awareness of the Pathfinder group and its purpose. 

2) Encourage/support members of the community, service users, public representatives 

including Trust staff to get involved in the process. 

3) Support the community engagement process, forging stronger relationships with 

stakeholders and facilitating their co-ownership of the process. 

4) Explain the challenges faced by the ED and other local emergency care services and 

highlight possible solutions. 

5) Provide regular milestone reports throughout the project, delivered as locally as 

possible to maximise opportunities for two way communication. 

Key messages thereafter were continually updated and refined based on feedback as the 

initiative progressed.  

Focus soon turned to the key milestones and products produced by the group including 

important research documents which informed the decision making process and ultimately 

the recommendation to the Department of Health that the ED should remain. 

Tactics and their implementation, including creativity and innovation: 

Given the strength of feeling expressed by the local community, full inclusive community 

participation was fundamental to the success of the project. Therefore input from service 

users and other interested parties through coproduction was central to the process.  

The communications engagement plan and strategy was designed to establish and develop 

two way relationships with the local community, making sure people had the right information 

enabling them to directly influence the future of services in the area. It enabled the people 

who deliver the services to work in partnership with the community and service users to build 

a new model. 

We developed a suite of materials in house to support the processes including videos, 

branding, posters, newsletters, information stands, and a dedicated website 

http://www.southerntrust.hscni.net/about/3695.htm 

 

Demonstrate how negative impacts were avoided, positives achieved and 

improvements made: 

Negative impacts to the project were avoided by establishing an intense community 

engagement process where the individual/private meeting format enabled the relationship 

building to begin in earnest. Those who attended said it enabled them to express 

views/suggestions which they would not have been able to do in a larger forum.  This 

secured community buy in to the process and the Pathfinder Community Forum was formed. 



Representatives were nominated to sit on the group. By constantly communicating with the 

local community, decisions were discussed and made jointly to achieve positive outcomes 

throughout the project duration. We also met with local newspaper editors/journalists who 

were instrumental in changing to a positive narrative. (Graphic 2) 

 

Measurement and evaluation: 
The  Pathfinder Project achieved the best possible outcome for all involved in that funding 

has been agreed, the ED is now secure and unscheduled care services are even being 

developed further.   

In addition, the model is being used as an exemplar for other services facing the same 

challenges. 

We can clearly demonstrate a complete attitudinal shift from a highly emotive acrimonious 

position to one of cooperation and working together to achieve the best outcomes for the 

population. 

People who were most vocal in their fight to save DHH changed their slogan to Love DHH 

and have pledged to continue to work with the Trust as the new services are designed and 

implemented. 

This innovative and intensive co production approach has been recognised as an example of 

best practice in the recently published DOH coproduction guidelines. 

The President of Newry Chamber of Commerce urged those in position of influence to stop 

the negative narrative as this in itself was contributing to the problem of putting potential staff 

off coming to work in the hospital by creating a perception that it was under threat of closure. 

Other high profile figures and lobby groups critical of the Trust’s position also embraced and 

endorsed the new way of working, agreeing to share the Trust’s messages and updates via 

their own channels and networks. 

The success of the communication strategy played a vital supporting role in this 

achievement and we are delighted to share our methods with other health service 

colleagues wanting to replicate the community engagement process. 

Ultimately, the Trust has regained the support and trust of the community.   

Budget and cost effectiveness: 

Whilst local people now say no cost can be put on saving their Emergency Department, in 

monetary terms there was very limited communications budget. Sheer hard graft and time.  

Extensive and clever use of social media from a very small in house team 

Limited advertising spend / venue hire for community engagement events. 

 


