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Public Health  
Challenges &  
Opportunities for the 
VCSE

Public health is about helping people to stay healthy, 
and protecting them from threats to their health.  
Everyone, regardless of their circumstances, should 
be able to make healthy choices, and minimise 
the risk and impact of illness.  From April 2013, 
responsibility for public health transferred from the 
NHS to local government and Public Health England 
(PHE).  This briefing provides an overview of the 
new arrangements and identifies challenges and 
opportunities for the North East Voluntary, Community   
and Social Enterprise Sector. 

Background

The Health & Social Care Act 2012 set out the legislative 
framework for the changes to the health and care system 
that led to the creation of Public Health England and the 
transfer of responsibility for most public health duties at 
a local level to local government.  Public Health England 
(PHE) was established on 1 April 2013 to bring together 
public health specialists from more than 70 organisations 
into a single public health service. for the first time 
combining health protection and health improvement in 
one organisation.

From April 2013, responsibility for public health transferred from the 
NHS to local government and Public Health England (PHE).
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Public Health England is the expert national public 
health agency and its mission is to protect and improve 
the nation’s health and to address inequalities.  The 
organisation provides evidence-based professional, 
scientific and delivery expertise and advice to range 
of different organisations including government, local 
government, the NHS, and industry.  PHE also has 
an important role to play in providing information 
for the public, for example providing information on 
immunisation and screening.

PHE supports local authorities, and through them 
Clinical Commissioning Groups, by providing evidence 
and knowledge on local health needs, as well as practical 
and professional advice on what to do to improve 
health.  PHE can also take action nationally where 
it makes sense to do so.  PHE also ensures there are 
effective arrangements in place nationally and locally for 
preparing, planning and responding to health protection 
concerns and emergencies, including the future impact 
of climate change

Priorities

Public Health England is working to deliver the following 
seven outcomes:

1.  Helping people to live longer and more healthy lives 
by reducing preventable deaths and the burden of ill 
health associated with smoking, high blood pressure, 
obesity, poor diet, poor mental health, insufficient 
exercise, and alcohol

2. Reducing the burden of disease and disability in 
life by focusing on preventing and recovering from 
the conditions with the greatest impact, including 
dementia, anxiety, depression and drug dependency

3.  Protecting the country from infectious diseases 
and environmental hazards, including the growing 
problem of infections that resist treatment with 
antibiotics

4.  Supporting families to give children and young 
people the best start in life, through working with 
health visiting and school nursing, family nurse 
partnerships and the Troubled Families programme

5.  Improving health in the workplace by encouraging 
employers to support their staff, and those moving 
into and out of the workforce, to lead healthier lives

6.  Promoting the development of place-based public 
health systems

7.  Developing our own capacity and capability to 
provide professional, scientific and delivery expertise 
to our partners

 You can see the progress to date and actions for the 
future in the NHS Business Plan published in June 2014.

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/phe-
business-plan-2014-to-2015

Contacts

Public Health England has 4 regions (London, North 
of England, South of England, and Midlands & East of 
England) and 15 centres that cover smaller geographic 
areas.  One centre covers the North East.  Professor Paul 
Johnstone, is the North of England Regional Director, Dr 
Roberta Marshall, is the North East Centre Director.  PHE 
local and regional contacts can be found here https://
www.gov.uk/contacts-phe-regions-and-local-centres

Public Health and Local Government

The 12 Local Authorities in the North East are responsible 
for a wide range of local public health and health 
improvement services and receive a ring-fenced public 
health budget to meet this new duty.  In each council 
the Director of Public Health is the professional leader, 
working in close partnership with local political leaders.  
Together this team works with key local partners (for 
example NHS Clinical Commissioning Groups who have a 
duty to address health inequalities) through their Health 
and Wellbeing Board, to agree local priorities.  These are 
set out in a Health & Wellbeing Strategy.

For local Authorities having new public health functions 
integrated into their wider role provides an ideal 
opportunity to holistically tackle wider social and 
economic determinants of health.  You can read more 
about Local Government’s role in public health on the 
Local Government Association’s website.  

Mandated public health services

The Local Authorities (Public Health Functions and Entry 
to Premises by Local Healthwatch Representatives) 
Regulations 2013 require local authorities to provide four 
services: the National Child Measurement Programme,  
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sexual health interventions and services as part of their 
wider public health responsibilities, with costs met from 
their ring-fenced public health grant.  

Finally, local authorities should provide or make 
arrangements to secure the provision of, a public health 
advice service to any CCG whose area falls wholly 
or partly within the authority’s area, with a view to 
protecting and improving the health of people in the 
local authority’s area.  In practice this will see the Director 
of Public Health working closely with lead officers in 
CCGs and sharing of public health information and 
intelligence.

Health Checks, sexual health services and a public health 
advice service to Clinical Commissioning Groups (CCGs).

The National Child Measurement Programme requires 
children to be weighed and measured when aged 4-5 
and 10-11.  Local authorities are required to provide, or 
secure the provision of, Health Checks for all people 
in their area aged between 40 and 74.  Health checks 
should be offered once every five years and the local 
authority is also required to act ‘with a view to securing 
continuous improvement in the percentage of eligible 
persons… participating in the health checks’.  Local 
authorities are responsible for commissioning most 

Public Health Outcomes 
Framework

The Public Health Outcomes Framework 
for England provides the context for 
the public health system from local to 
national level.  

Source: The Public Health Outcomes 
Framework for England, 2013-2016.  
DH, May 2013.
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North East Directors of Public Health

Northumberland County Council  Penny Spring

North Tyneside Met. Borough Council  Wendy Burke

Newcastle upon Tyne City Council  Eugene Milne

Gateshead Met. Borough Council  Carole Wood

South Tyneside Met. Borough Council  Amanda Healy

Sunderland City Council   Nonnie Crawford

Durham County Council   Anna Lynch

Darlington Borough Council   Miriam Davidson

Hartlepool Borough Council   Louise Wallace

Stockton-on-Tees Borough Council  Peter Kelly

Middlesbrough Council   Edward Kunonga

Redcar & Cleveland Borough Council  Toks Sangowawa

Want to know more? 

Public Health Intelligence Northern England (PHINE) 

PHINE has a range of public health information and 
data on their website www.phine.org.uk  Topics covered 
include:

•	 Data	&	Tools

•	 Determinants	of	Health

•	 Health	&	Disease	Groups

•	 Lifestyle	and	Behaviour

•	 Long	Term	Conditions

•	 Population	Groups

•	 Services

PHINE TV has a series of short videos and presentations 
on You Tube that can be viewed at www.youtube.com/
user/PHINETV 

Public Health Observatories
Public Health Observatories became part of Public 
Health England in April 2013. They still have a separate 
presence on the web at http://www.apho.org.uk/ where 
you can access a wide range of information including:

•	 Fair Society, Healthy Lives: The Marmot Review 
report included some suggested indicators to 
support monitoring of the overall strategic direction 
in reducing health inequalities. Marmot indicators for 
Local Authorities in England detail the key indicators 
of the social determinants of health, health 
outcomes and social inequality for each authority..

•	 Health profiles which give a snapshot overview of 
health for each local authority in England. Health 
Profiles are produced annually.

•	 National General Practice Profiles designed to 
support GPs, clinical commissioning groups and local 
authorities to ensure that they are providing and 
commissioning effective and appropriate healthcare 
services for their local population.

•	 Local Authority Child Health profiles will tell you how 
healthy children and young people are in your area.

Challenges for the VCSE engaging with 
public health

•	  Effectively navigating the system – North East 
groups report difficulties in identifying who to 
approach to fund public health interventions 
previously funded by Primary Care Trusts.  Many 
outcomes the sector delivers support a wide 
range of wider determinants of health, and there is 
confusion as to whether this falls under the health 
inequalities duty of CCGs or Public Health duties 
of Local Government.  The fear within the sector is 
that it falls between both and neither continue to 
fund successful interventions that are delivering 
significant outcomes.

•	  Building relationships with commissioners – only 
half of the North East’s Health & Wellbeing Boards 
have places for VCS representation and in many 
areas small groups and organisations working in the 
field of health and social care are struggling to get 
their voices heard.  Relationships built over a number 
of years have been lost in the transition to new 
structures, and new commissioning arrangements 
can lack both flexibility and sensitivity of approach.  

•	  Negotiating complex procurement and 
commissioning arrangements – requirements for 
high levels of information governance, IT encryption, 
strong reserves and financial guarantees can all 



make it particularly difficult for VCS organisations 
to win NHS or Local Government contracts. The 
reduction in grants, coupled with a shift to lengthy 
procurement exercises and an enforced separation 
between commissioner and procurement has 
compounded these concerns.

•	  Identifying need and demonstrating outcomes 
– many specifications for service provision still 
focus heavily on a medical model of care and fail to 
provide opportunity for the sector to demonstrate 
the added value their work brings and the additional 
needs they are meeting.

Opportunities to strengthen the VCSE’s 
contribution to public health

•	  Collaboration – CCGs and Local Authorities are 
seeking to procure services in bigger packages, and 
VCS groups may find operating as a consortium or 
collaborative a successful model to win business and 
share risk.

•	  Strengthening networks – increased visibility of 
your organisation, its work and importantly, the 
difference you are making, will help to ensure you 
are included in opportunities to redesign care 
pathways or deliver services.  

•	  Identifying need - ensure the needs of your 
service users are included in Joint Strategic Needs 
Assessments and reflected in local Health & 
Wellbeing Strategies.  

Useful resources and publications

Public Health: Policy briefing for the Voluntary Sector, 
Regional Voices, 2013  
www.regionalvoices.org

NICE (the National Institute for Health & Care Excellence) 
has a great range of easy to read briefings on a range of 
different public health topics.

VONNE briefings on JSNA, Health & Wellbeing Boards 
www.vonne.org.uk/resources/briefings/ 

Kings Fund webpages on Public Health & Inequalities. 
www.kingsfund.org.uk 

The Public Health England’s Longer Lives Map  
http://longerlives.phe.org.uk highlights premature 
mortality across every local authority in England.

Contact 

Ross Cowan
Health & Wellbeing Policy Officer 
•	Email:	ross.cowan@vonne.org.uk 
• www.vonne.org.uk
•	Tel:	0191 233 2000

Download more briefings on policy issues affecting 
the third sector from our website:  
www.vonne.org.uk/resources/briefings/


