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Patients wanting same-day doc-
tors appointments can now pay 
for them at a Maidstone GP sur-
gery - but not if they are already 
registered there. 

Cobtree Medical Practice in 
Sutton Valence is the first in 
the area to offer 15-minute face-
to-face consultations through 
Doctaly, a new Uber-style online 
service. 

Slots are available during nor-
mal working hours, out-of-hours, 
and at weekends, with NHS 
doctors seeing private patients 
around their contracted NHS 
time. 

The partners at the South 
Street practice, Dr Sara But-
ler-Gallie and Dr Michael Heber, 
are both running additional con-
sultations through Doctaly, but 
cannot see any of their 2,400 NHS 
patients using it, due to contract 
constraints. 

They were keen to point out 
the ‘on demand’ slots would not 

Cobtree Medical Practice staff. From left, Jean Schofield, Jackie Gillard, Mandy Goodsell, Dr 
Sara Butler-Gallie, Dr Michael Heber, Jane Fagg, Linda Oliver and Christine Schofield 

The implementation of services 
like Doctaly raises questions 
about the potential privatisation 
of the NHS. 

For many, the 2012 Health and 
Social Care Act represents a shift 
towards that. Firstly, it trans-
ferred many of the government’s 
healthcare provision duties to 
other bodies, including clinical 
commissioning groups (CCGs), 
NHS England, and regional com-
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affect the number of appoint-
ments available to registered 
patients.

During the week patients will 
pay between £39.99 and £49.99 for 
a 15-minute session, or £69.99 for 
consultations out of hours and at 
weekends. 

This money is paid directly to 
the practice, and managers can 
spend it how they see fit. 

Dr Butler-Gallie said: “Seeing 
patients privately, outside of 
our NHS obligations, allows us 
to raise income to put back into 
the practice to further develop 
services and improve care for 

our NHS patients. 
“It is a valuable additional ser-

vice designed to run in tandem 
with a patient’s relationship with 
their own GP, which remains 
crucial and valuable.”

The service does not allow GPs 
to access medical records, so Doc-
taly patients are advised to bring 
a list of their regular medications 
to appointments. 

The service has been criticised 
however, with the National 
Health Action Party (NHA) label-
ling it “a slippery slope to priva-
tisation.” 

An NHA spokesman said: 
“What people need and deserve 
is high quality NHS general 
practice, free at the point of use 
and accessible to everyone who 
needs it.

“For that to happen we need 
proper funding and an increase 
in GPs and practice staff. 

 “It is within the power of the 
government to make this hap-
pen. It must reverse the funding 
squeeze on general practice and 
let it flourish once again.

“Private services like Doctaly 
are not the answer.” 

missioning support units. These 
organisations decide on which 
services will be delivered in set 
areas, who will deliver them and 
which will be freely available. 

Secondly, the Act made it 
obligatory for every hospital to 
become a foundation trust by 
2014. It meant they were able to 
raise extra money from treating 
private patients in NHS facilities. 
Before that, hospitals could only 

make 2% of their income from 
private sources, but this legisla-
tion increased that to 49%. It has 
also seen a rise in the number of 
hospital departments - cleaning, 
pharmacy, IT, estates and main-
tenance - being outsourced to pri-
vate companies. 

Government figures show the 
NHS in England made nearly 
£584m from private patients in 
the 2016/17 tax year.
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