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29 January 2020  
 
 
To HOSCs / Health and Wellbeing Boards 
(via email) 
 
 
 
 
Dear colleague,  
 
999 call handling trial to provide average ambulance response times for lower acuity 
patients  
 
Following feedback from our patients, SWASFT will be running a two-week trial from 
Tuesday 4 February 2020 to inform patients, during periods of high demand, of the 
average response time for an ambulance for certain lower category calls (category 3 and 
category 4). This is part of a national ambulance sector initiative, with other ambulance 
trusts running similar trials. 
 
Our 999 call advisers will provide this cohort of patients with the average response time for 
their area based on analysis of our data. The wording of the script to be used by call 
handlers is set out below.  
 
This change will enable us to manage callers’ expectations and keep patients and their 
families and carers informed. It follows feedback received through comments and 
complaints about long waits across the country for lower acuity patients and requests that 
we provide average response times to allow callers to make better informed choices. 
 
We have heard first-hand from users of our service that being uninformed as to our likely 
response times leaves them unable to take alternative steps and disempowers their ability 
to choose an alternative course of action. We have heard how this has heightened anxiety 
for them at what is already a very stressful time. This trial is designed to provide 
information to allow those that call our service to have to have more autonomy over their 
healthcare decisions  
 
Letting callers know the average response time may in some cases result in them 
choosing to make their own way to hospital. We will not be in a position to recommend or 
advise on the suitability of this, but we will ask callers to let us know if that is their decision.   
 
We will of course be monitoring the trial closely and learning from the experience of other 
ambulance services. 
 



We will keep you updated on the outcome of the trial. If successful, we anticipate that this 
practice continue and will become business as usual for SWASFT and, in time, for all 
ambulance services.  
 
If you have any significant concerns, please contact Steph Francis, Executive Assistant on 
01392 453816 or by emailing steph.francis@swast.nhs.uk  
 
Yours faithfully 
 
 

 
 
Ken Wenman 
Chief Executive   
 
 
Wording for call handlers’ script: 
 
“We are experiencing a high number of life threatening emergency calls in your area and 
we prioritise our ambulances to respond to these first. We are unable to give an accurate 
time of arrival however the average wait for an ambulance in your area is XXXX.   
 
If the patient worsens or if there are any changes in their condition, please call us back 
immediately on 999 for a further assessment.  
 
If you decide to take the patient to hospital yourself, you must call us back on 999 to let us 
know.” 
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