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South Wales Spinal Network Annual Report 2025-26

1. INTRODUCTION

This report provides an overview of the performance, achievements, challenges, risks and strategic priorities of the South Wales Spinal Network Annual Report April 2025 - April 2026 during 2025/26. It highlights progress made in strengthening clinical governance, improving patient outcomes, developing regional pathways, enhancing education and collaboration, and advancing quality improvement initiatives across South Wales. The report also outlines the key risks affecting service sustainability and identifies priorities for 2026/27.

2. BACKGROUND

The South Wales Spinal Network (SWSN) continued to develop as a regional Operational Delivery Network (ODN), providing oversight and coordination of specialised spinal services across South Wales. During 2025/26, significant progress was achieved despite ongoing workforce, capacity and diagnostic challenges
Key Achievements
· Review and update of seven core clinical governance policies and guidelines to improve consistency, quality and patient safety across the region. 
· Approval and implementation of the South Wales Spinal Network Surge Policy to improve operational resilience during periods of increased demand. 
· Continued development of important clinical pathways including Paediatric Spinal Deformity, Spinal Infection and Primary Sarcoma pathways. 
· Significant improvements in Metastatic Spinal Cord Compression (MSCC) outcomes, with surgical conversion rates increasing from approximately 1% historically to 10.5%. 
· Successful implementation of a post-operative radiotherapy pathway for MSCC patients. 
· Improvements in outpatient waiting times following adoption of the Adult Elective Spinal Pathway. 
· Securing Welsh Government funding to pilot the Clinitouch remote patient monitoring system for patients awaiting spinal surgery.  
· Delivery of the inaugural South Wales Spinal Network Conference and establishment of the South Wales Spinal Consultant Forum. 
Challenges
The Network continues to face significant operational and strategic challenges, including:
· Consultant workforce shortages and fragile spinal on-call rotas.
· Limited dedicated spinal theatre capacity affecting waiting list recovery and timely treatment.
· Variation in access to 24/7 MRI services for patients with suspected Cauda Equina Syndrome and MSCC.
· Vacancies within key network leadership and coordinator roles.
· Absence of formal commissioning arrangements and recurrent funding for specialised spinal services. 
The Delivery Assurance Group has highlighted concerns that these issues present a growing threat to service sustainability and have been escalated to Welsh Government for consideration and support.
3. GOVERNANCE AND RISK ISSUES
The Network maintains robust governance arrangements through its Governance Group, Delivery Assurance Group and Network Board. During 2025/26:
· Seven active risks and 22 live issues were monitored. 
· A high-risk item relating to long inpatient spinal waiting lists was escalated to the Network Board due to concerns regarding delayed treatment, neurological deterioration and patient harm resulting from limited theatre capacity and bed availability. 
· A critical unresolved issue remains regarding delayed access to MRI for patients with suspected Cauda Equina Syndrome, creating the potential for avoidable harm and poorer patient outcomes. 
· Workforce fragility, service capacity constraints, lack of recurrent investment and commissioning uncertainty continue to represent significant strategic risks to service delivery and sustainability. 
Risk Mitigation
The Network is mitigating these risks through:
· Ongoing escalation and monitoring via regional governance structures.
· Engagement with Welsh Government regarding commissioning and funding requirements.
· Development of workforce solutions and recruitment initiatives.
· Continued pathway development and quality improvement programmes.
· Support for implementation of 24/7 MRI access across Health Boards.
· Monitoring performance through the Implementation and Monitoring Framework (IMF). 
Equality Impact
No specific equality impact assessment outcomes are referenced within the report. However, many of the Network's initiatives seek to reduce geographical variation and improve equitable access to specialised spinal services across South Wales, particularly for MSCC services, diagnostic access and pathway implementation.
4. OPEN AUDIT RECOMMENDATIONS 
There are no internal audit actions associated with this report. 

4. FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

There are no direct financial implications of this report. The ODN holds the budget for the ODN element of the South Wales Spinal Network only. This is broken down into the following elements:
· Pay - the ODN have no financial pay pressures.
· Non-Pay - the ODN are on target to breakeven from a non-pay perspective at the end of the financial year.

5. RECOMMENDATION
Members are asked to:
2. ACKNOWLEDGE the content of report.
3. ACKNOWLEDGE the excellent progress across the work throughout the first year of the ODN (operational delivery network) establishment.
4. ACKNOWLEDGE the SWSN mitigation and impact around the recurring risks.
5. BE ASSURED that there are no risks to Swansea Bay as host organisation of the ODN.









	Governance and Assurance

	Strategic Objectives

	Strategic Objectives
(please choose which is impacted)
	People of Swansea Bay live healthier, fairer and more prosperous lives
	☒
	
	Care is high quality, safe, efficient and delivers the best possible outcomes for people in partnerships  
	☒
	
	Care is delivered in partnership with our communities in safe and appropriate setting, supported by innovation
	☒
	
	The health board is a great place to work where staff feel valued and work together towards a common goal
	☐
	
	The health board is a resilient, sustainable and responsible organisation
	☐
	Health and Care Standards

	Standards (please choose which applies)
	Safe Care
	☒
	
	Timely Care
	☐
	
	Effective Care
	☒
	
	Efficient Care
	☒
	
	Equitable care
	☒
	
	Person-centred Care
	☒
	
	Staff and Resources
	☒
	Enablers (please choose which applies)
	Whole Systems Approach
	☒
	
	Leadership
	☐
	
	Workforce
	☐
	
	Culture
	☐
	
	Information 
	☒
	
	Learning, Improvement and Research
	☒
	Quality, Safety and Patient Experience

	Delivery of a spinal network that fits with the ethos of improving spinal health for our population, by delivering the best possible treatment through an inclusive, equitable, collaborative and holistic approach.

	Financial Implications

	There are no financial implications from this paper. The ODN is hosted by SBUHB with the budget being set by NHS Wales Joint Commissioning Committee (NWJCC).

	Legal Implications (including equality and diversity assessment)

	There are no known legal or equality and diversity impacts over and above those developed within the setup of the service.

	Staffing Implications

	There are no current staffing implications. 

	Long Term Implications (including the impact of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015)

	· Long Term – The SWSN has developed a 5-year National Clinic Spinal Strategy
· Prevention – The SWSN has developed task and finish groups to identify specific elements of the pathway.
· Integration – Clinical pathways are delivered across the network. 
· Collaboration – The SWSN works in collaboration with all HBs in Wales as well as with WAST and VNHST.
· Involvement – All HBs are involved in the network alongside 3rd sector groups.

	Report History

	November 2024
November 2025

	Appendices

	*Available in Admin Control Reading Room*
Appendix 1 – Annual Report
Appendix 3 - Network Risk Register 
Appendix 4 - Issue Log
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