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This letter is to provide supporting guidance to healthcare professionals and raise
awareness of information resources and support services available to patients in

Northern Ireland who are exploring options for the treatment of hernia or who are
experiencing adverse side-effects or complications following surgery.

Actions

Colleagues are asked to ensure the following:

e That you continue to be empathetic and understanding while encouraging
patients to talk openly about what steps may be appropriate for their care and
treatment. This includes remaining vigilant to any concerns raised by the patient

or changes in their clinical symptoms;

e That you advise patients of the potential benefits, risks, complications and side
effects of treatment!. You should encourage them to ask questions, check
whether they have understood the information they have been given, and ask if
they would like more information before making a decision regarding treatment;

! Discuss what matters most to patients, their concerns and preferences, and reach a shared understanding of

expectations and limitations of the available options.
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e That treatment options are regularly discussed openly with patients along the
pathway, as reflected in decision making and consent guidance from the GMC
and Good Medical Practice 2024;

e That the patient knows who to contact (and how) if they have any questions or
concerns at any stage of their healthcare pathway. Patients experiencing
problems / debilitating symptoms? following hernia mesh surgery are advised to
consult with their GP in the first instance, and if necessary, seek referral to the
Health and Social Care Trust where their surgery was performed to get the
appropriate care and treatment. In cases where the patient requests a second
opinion, clinicians should take care to provide necessary support, advice and
assistance?;

e That healthcare professionals readily provide any relevant information requested
in respect of benefit claims; and

e That healthcare professionals signpost patients who are considering treatment
options, or experiencing complications from hernia mesh surgery, to additional
support services. A list of support services is included at Annex A and these
include financial and mental health services and peer support.

Background

Circular HSS (MD)17/2019 — Use of Hernia Mesh emphasised the need for an
empathetic and supportive approach to patients presenting with complications
following hernia mesh surgery. It also outlined the importance of informed decision-
making and consent in discussions between the patient and healthcare professional
in agreeing treatment options.

The Department continues to receive correspondence from patients and their
elected representatives on these issues and Departmental officials have met with
patients who feel strongly that the range of available treatment options and potential
complications and risks were not explained to them prior to hernia mesh surgery.

The use of mesh for hernia repair is a long-standing surgical procedure carried out
world-wide. It is considered standard practice by the National Institute for Health
and Care Excellence (NICE), the safety and efficacy of which is understood.

As with any surgery, however, there is a risk of complications. According to the
Hernia Surge Group, overall, the incidence of clinically significant chronic pain
following surgery is in the 10-12% range, decreasing over time. Debilitating chronic
pain affecting normal daily activities or work ranges from 0.5 to 6%. As there are
approximately 2,000 hernia mesh operations in Northern Ireland each year, this

22 A range of complications may present following hernia mesh surgery, including infection, chronic pain,
obstruction, perforation, erosion, adhesion, bleeding and hernia recurrence.

3 The patient retains the right to ask to attend a different hospital in Northern Ireland to where their original
surgery was performed in light of their individual circumstances, as well as outside Northern Ireland through the
extra-contractual referral process if there are sufficient justifying reasons for clinical approval.
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https://www.gmc-uk.org/ethical-guidance/ethical-guidance-for-doctors/consent
https://www.gmc-uk.org/-/media/documents/good-medical-practice-2024---english-102607294.pdf
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/sites/default/files/publications/health/hss-md-17-2019.pdf

constitutes a substantial number of patients who may present with symptoms. For
some of these patients, their complications can have a serious adverse impact on
their overall quality of life.

| would like to thank you for taking account of the content of this letter.

Yours sincerely

.:/Cwofm,tﬁ %’V\ C/Q'if/ﬁ/\h

PROFESSOR SIR MICHAEL McBRIDE
Chief Medical Officer
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Heather Finlay, CEC
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Professor Gavin Andrews, Head of School, School of Pharmacy, QUB
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QUB

Michael Donaldson, Head of Dental Services, SPPG (for distribution to all General
Dental Practitioners)

Raymond Curran, Head of Ophthalmic Services, SPPG (for distribution to
Community Optometrists)

Trade Union Side

Clinical Advisory Team
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Prof Pascal McKeown, QUB

Prof Alan Smyth, QUB
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000000000000 00000000000000000000C0OC0BCOCGOCGOROCGET
This letter is available on the Department of Health website at
https://www.health-ni.gov.uk/topics/professional-medical-and-environmental-health-
advice/hssmd-letters-and-urgent-communications
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Annex A
Important Information and Support Services for Hernia Patients in NI

The following information and support services are available for patients considering
hernia treatment options, or experiencing complications following hernia mesh
treatment, in Northern Ireland.

Resource

Links to further information

The British Hernia Society

www.britishherniasociety.org

NHS pages:

www.nhs.uk/conditions/inguinal-hernia-repair

HSC waiting times in
Northern Ireland

My Waiting Times NI - DOH/HSCNI Strategic
Planning and Performance Group (SPPG)

Mental Health Services

Mental health services | nidirect

General Practice Mental
Health Practitioners

MDT Mental Health Practitioners - DOH/HSCNI
Strateqic Planning and Performance Group (SPPG)

Public Health Agency

Directory of Services to help improve mental health
and emotional well-being

British Heart Foundation

www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/support/healthy-
living/healthy-eating

Preparing for Surgery: Royal
College of Anaesthetics:
“Fitter, Better, Sooner”:

https://rcoa.ac.uk/patients/patientinformation-
resources/preparing-surgery-fitter-better-sooner

Financial Support Services'

DfC Supports and Advice Services | Department for
Communities (communities-ni.gov.uk)

Pain Management

GP NI Pain Management Resources

"'Links to services such as Make the Call and information/contact details for a variety of benefits.
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http://www.britishherniasociety.org/
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/inguinal-hernia-repair
https://online.hscni.net/my-waiting-times-ni/#:~:text=My%20Waiting%20Times%20NI%20provides%20patients%20with%20average
https://online.hscni.net/my-waiting-times-ni/#:~:text=My%20Waiting%20Times%20NI%20provides%20patients%20with%20average
https://www.nidirect.gov.uk/articles/mental-health-services
https://online.hscni.net/our-work/gps/investment-in-gp-practices/primary-care-multi-disciplinary-teams/mdt-mental-health-practitioners/
https://online.hscni.net/our-work/gps/investment-in-gp-practices/primary-care-multi-disciplinary-teams/mdt-mental-health-practitioners/
https://www.bing.com/ck/a?!&&p=bbb7aa1bb35598ffJmltdHM9MTcyNzc0MDgwMCZpZ3VpZD0wZjI1ZTA4MS0yMGNmLTY2ZmMtMzAyNS1mMmE3MjE5NzY3NGImaW5zaWQ9NTIwNw&ptn=3&ver=2&hsh=3&fclid=0f25e081-20cf-66fc-3025-f2a72197674b&psq=PHA+northern+ireland+mental+health&u=a1aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cucHVibGljaGVhbHRoLmhzY25pLm5ldC9wdWJsaWNhdGlvbnMvZGlyZWN0b3J5LXNlcnZpY2VzLWhlbHAtaW1wcm92ZS1tZW50YWwtaGVhbHRoLWFuZC1lbW90aW9uYWwtd2VsbGJlaW5nIzp-OnRleHQ9RmluZCBvdXQgdGhlIG9yZ2FuaXNhdGlvbnMgdGhhdCBvZmZlciBzZXJ2aWNlcyB0bw&ntb=1
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