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1. Summary 

1.1 This report provides background for the Health Committee meeting focusing on the current  

COVID-19 situation in London, and the indirect effects of the pandemic on NHS waiting lists.  

2. Recommendations 

2.1 That the Committee notes the report as background to putting questions to invited 

guests and notes the subsequent discussion. 

2.2 That the Committee delegates authority to the Chair, in consultation with party Group 

Lead Members, to agree any outputs from the discussion. 

3. Background 

3.1 The COVID-19 pandemic continues to pose an enormous challenge for London. As lockdown 

restrictions lifted, the containment of existing variants was key to living with the virus and getting 

back to a ‘new normal’ in London. However, the threat of new variants, in particular the Omicron 

variant, demonstrates the ongoing risk from the virus. This latest variant of concern has the potential 

to pose a serious risk to public health and a significant challenge to the health and social care 

workforce, and has resulted in the Government stepping up protective measures to slow down 

transmission. 

3.2 How London and Londoners respond to the new Omicron variant, while managing existing variants 

and potentially a winter surge in flu cases, will be critical. Successful rollout of the COVID-19 

vaccination programme has been key to the Government’s response to the pandemic, providing 
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protection to those at greatest risk of poor outcomes from COVID-19 infection and enabling the 

easing of restrictions and an increasing return to normality. However, London has a low vaccine take 

up which adds to our risks and makes us  especially susceptible to new variants that are more 

transmissible and/or exhibit vaccine escape, added to which the extent to which current vaccines will 

be effective against the Omicron variant is still unknown. 

3.3 Furthermore, the extent to which Londoners will adhere to any new restrictions or public health 

measures is hard to predict. On 8 December, the Government announced the introduction of  

‘Plan B’, with measures including mask-wearing in many public spaces, guidance to work from home, 

and the introduction of vaccine passports for some events and venues. Ongoing test, trace, support 

and isolate systems will continue to be important, and local or national lockdowns may be required. 

3.4 The COVID-19 pandemic has also had a significant impact on the health and social care workforce. 

The public health, health and care sectors have played a key role in both the city’s strategic response 

and the delivery of services for Londoners. However, London is facing a greater NHS and social care 

sector vacancy rate than rest of the country and as the Committee has previously explored, London’s 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic health and care workforce employees have been disproportionately 

impacted by the virus. 

3.5 The pandemic has also had a stark impact on NHS waiting lists. As both a direct consequence of 

treating people with COVID-19 and also due to the measures put in place to prevent the spread of 

the virus, waiting lists across a wide range of specialities have increased since the start of the 

pandemic. Demand has continued, and in some cases increased, alongside a significant drop in 

activity. The pandemic has led to a substantial backlog of patients waiting to be seen, with the NHS 

prioritising those in most urgent need and struggling to meet national waiting time targets. This 

meeting will provide an opportunity to look at some of the impacts of COVID-19 on waiting lists and 

to understand the implications of this for patients and the NHS system more widely. 

4. Issues for Consideration  

4.1 The aims of the meeting are to:  

 Understand the ongoing threat of COVID-19 to London’s population, in particular the impact 

of the Omicron variant, focusing on: vaccine availability and uptake (including boosters), case 

rates, death rates and the impact of widespread isolation requirements; 

 Understand the current state of London’s healthcare system, and the impact of COVID-19 (in 

particular the Omicron variant) on hospital capacity, the NHS workforce, ambulance capacity 

and waiting times;  

 Understand the response so far to the Omicron wave of infections, looking at access to PCR 

and lateral flow tests along with test and trace capacity; and 

 Understand the implications of current waiting lists for elective and outpatient treatment on 

Londoners’ health, and the ongoing and future healthcare system implications of this. 

  



  

4.2 Members will hold a public meeting with invited guests. The overarching questions that will be asked 

are: 

Part 1: The current situation in London 

 What is the current threat level of COVID-19 to London? What level are case rates and death 

rates, and what is the predicted direction of travel for these? 

 How well is vaccination rollout progressing, including uptake of boosters? 

 How effective has testing been in London with regards to responding to the new Omicron 

variant? 

 What impact is COVID-19 having on hospital capacity – in particular, intensive care units? 

 What are the challenges facing the health and social care workforce in London, including 

primary care and the hospital workforce?  

Part 2: The indirect health effects of the pandemic: the impact on waiting times for 

elective and outpatient treatment. 

 What is the scale of the problem in relation to diagnostic waiting times, waiting times for 

cancer services and waiting times for treatment across London?  

 The pandemic has not played out equally for all groups of the population. How have these 

inequalities manifested in terms of access to services, and delays in diagnosis and treatment? 

 What action is required to meet the needs of those whose access to healthcare has been 

reduced as a result of the pandemic and how do we monitor and address the long-term impact 

of this on health outcomes? 

5. Legal Implications 

5.1 The Committee has the power to do what is recommended in the report. 

6. Financial Implications 

6.1 There are no direct financial implications to the GLA arising from this report.  
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