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	DHBs around New Zealand have had enough of national strike action by APEX, the union representing medical radiation technologists (MRTs). 

Over the last three months MRTs have withdrawn labour out-of-hours and have adhered to minimum examination times which has had the effect of slowing down the number of procedures able to be undertaken in a day. The impact for patients is that appointments have been rescheduled and there are consistent delays in getting appointments and an extension of waiting times. 

“APEX has issued over 600 notices of industrial action in the last three months,” says DHB spokesperson Karen Roach.  “This is not ‘low-level’ action – it is having a real and measurable effect on patients. The only thing ‘low-level’ about it is the effect on the pay packets of most MRTs taking the action. They have faced little or no financial penalty for the pain they have inflicted on the health system and patients. To escalate action in this way is a kick in the face for patients and co-workers who have borne the brunt of their ongoing industrial action for the past three months,” she says. 

At Wairarapa Hospital the industrial action is starting to bite, says CEO, Tracey Adamson. “It is having a significant impact on patients and health services, and this is intensifying each week. Patients cannot be discharged from the wards in the weekends without  radiology clearance and that means there is a backlog to deal with on Monday mornings. People coming into the Emergency Department after hours may be turned away and asked to return when radiology services are available. Clinics have been deferred and patients rescheduled. Staff on reception have been abused and they feel they are unfairly taking some of the flak from the public. This is an intolerable situation and we regret the inconvenience to the public and to other staff who cannot provide quality care because of this industrial action.”

Wairarapa DHB’s Chief Medical Officer, Alan Shirley, says the situation is becoming serious. “Aside from inconvenience to patients as a result of delays and deferred diagnostics, there is a variety of consequences including increased length of stays in hospitals, disrupted patient flows, readmissions, and delays around elective investigations, surgery and procedures. These things are compromising patient safety.”
DHBs and APEX have been negotiating for 14 months. APEX members are asking for more money and improved conditions. DHBs say they have done everything possible to prioritise claims the union had said were important to its members – within what they could afford. 
“DHBs’ priority is to provide the best possible health care to the communities we serve. We cannot agree to a settlement that is unaffordable,” says Karen Roach. 

“DHBs have offered MRTs an increase in annual leave, long service leave, on call allowance rates and paid parental leave on top of a 2 percent pay rise, but they have not accepted and are now holding all NZ hospital to ransom.” says Karen Roach.
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