
 

 

 
 
 

 
Omicron Emergency Boost and winter pressures 
Briefing, 15 December 2021 
 

Background 
• The Prime Minister, together with 

the NHS, has launched an urgent 
national appeal calling for people to 
get jabbed.  

• It comes as the UK Chief Medical 
Officers have increased the UK 
Covid Alert Level from Level 3 to 
Level 4 due to a rapid increase in 
cases of the Omicron variant. 

• Recent data suggests that vaccine 
efficacy against symptomatic 
infection is substantially reduced 
against Omicron with just two 
doses, but a third dose boosts 
protection back up to over 70%. 

 

Key messages 
• The NHS will rise to the challenge, working flat out to deliver jabs, save lives 

and ensure the NHS is not overwhelmed this winter with an influx of Omicron 
cases. 

• In Devon, we need to increase the average number of weekly vaccinations 
given from 55,000 to 112,000 – this is a huge task at short notice and people 
in Devon are being thanked for their patience while arrangements to increase 
capacity are made. 

• Local people are asked to be patient with staff and volunteers, who are 
continuing to work tirelessly. Most patients are polite, but too often, verbal 
abuse is leaving staff in tears and deeply distressed as they seek to do their 
job. In the words of Emergency Department consultant Dr Tony Hudson, of 
the Royal Devon and Exeter NHS Foundation Trust: “We do everything we 
can to get people the care they need as quickly as possible while ensuring 
those with the most urgent needs are prioritised. In return, we ask that people 
continue to be polite, patient and respectful towards us – kindness makes 
such a difference to our day.” 

• To deliver the ramped-up vaccination programme, NHS staff will need to be 
redeployed away from non-urgent services. This means that all primary care 
services will focus on urgent clinical need and vaccines, and some non-urgent 
appointments may be postponed until the New Year. 

• Additional capacity is always being added to the national booking service 
(NBS) and demand is high so the advice is to persevere and keep checking 
back but please do not phone your GP about vaccinations – they will contact 
you if needed, and they cannot help with national booking service enquiries. 

• Drop-in/pop-up clinics will be advertised through media and social media 
when they are available and when sites have availability. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/urgent-omicron-appeal-get-boosted-now
https://devonccg.nhs.uk/news/plea-for-patience-as-rising-levels-of-abuse-from-patients-leave-dedicated-nhs-staff-distressed-and-in-tears
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/coronavirus-vaccination/book-coronavirus-vaccination/


 

• We will prioritise people who are housebound and those who are vulnerable. 

• When attending vaccination sites, be prepared for a wait. Bring warm clothes, 
a flask of tea, anything that helps you while you wait. Staff are doing 
everything they can to get you seen, so please be kind and bear with them. If 
you are frail or have mobility difficulties, or if you are pregnant, there are 
people looking out for you to take you to seating areas and if you need help, 
please tell a marshal. 

• Use public transport where possible when accessing vaccination sites as 
demand is high and traffic congestion has been reported at many sites. 

• Across our hospitals some of the sickest patients in intensive care are not 
vaccinated. You stand the greatest chance against Covid if you are triple 
vaccinated, and if you haven’t had any yet, the more you do to progress your 
vaccination status the better protected you are against Covid.   

 

The Devon response 
 
Large vaccination centres: 

• Are moving to seven-day-a-week operation (subject to fixtures at Home Park, 
Plymouth) 

• Are extending their opening hours, in many cases to midnight, and in some 
cases beyond 

• Vaccinations will be offered at the majority of sites on the Bank Holidays of 
Monday 27, and Tuesday 28 December (but staff will be given a well-earned 
break on Christmas Day, Boxing Day and New Year’s Day) 

Vaccination centres run by GP practices / primary care networks (PCNs) 

• At present, 26 of the county’s 31 GP practice groupings (PCNs) are offering 
Covid vaccination clinics 

• Our focus this week is extending the opening hours and days of operation of 
these sites 

• Negotiations are also ongoing this week with other PCNs to establish whether 
they can join the programme in coming weeks. 

Community pharmacy 

• Opening hours and days of operation are being extended 

• Discussions are taking place to bring more community pharmacy sites online 
Outreach programme 

• Staff are being redeployed to support this important programme 

• Further clinics are being arranged in isolated, rural and very popular (for 
example, Exeter city centre) locations, as well as places where uptake is 
known to be lower 

Additional measures 

• The Hospital Hub will reopen at North Devon District Hospital in Barnstaple 
and appointments will be available through the national booking service 

• We are redeploying staff wherever possible to help as vaccinators and 
administration support to the programme 

• A co-ordinated media and social media campaign by health and care partners 
is underway to encourage people to take up their vaccine 

• A drive-through service will be piloted at Greendale, Exeter – details to follow 

• The number of walk-in and pop-up sessions will be increased 
 

Volunteers 
• Please watch this space – we have been inundated with offers of support. We 

need to assess where our gaps are and we will update soon. 



 

Booking a jab 
• The NHS is urging people to book a slot to guarantee their vital jab.  

• Some vaccination sites offer a walk-in service but we are letting people know 
that the best way to ensure you get a jab is to make an appointment through 
the national booking service (NBS) 

• The NBS is currently facing extremely high demand so if you cannot book at 
first, please be patient and try again later.  

• Additional appointments are regularly being added to the site 

• Bookings through the National Booking System will be prioritised at most sites 
unless it is a pop-up or walk-in only site.  

• People eligible to book on the NBS are those over 18 years old who had their 
second vaccination more than three months ago 

 

Walk-in sites 
• Some of our large sites that offer 

walk-in vaccinations are 
experiencing extremely high levels 
of demand with people turning up.  
This is impacting on traffic flow 
around some of the sites 

• In some instances, sites have had 
to stop accepting walk-ins when the 
demand is too high 

• As more clinics are added in the coming days, we expect that this pressure 
will start to reduce 

 
Vaccinating 10,000 housebound people by Christmas Day 

• Plans are in place to deliver the required 10,000 vaccinations to people who 
are housebound across Devon by the new national target of date of 25 
December. 

• The arrangements for vaccinating people who are housebound are different to 
those that were in place during the initial phases of the programme, when 
they were carried out solely by local GP practices. 

• In recent months, local groupings of GP practices (Primary Care Networks - 
PCNs) have been offered the chance to opt in to providing vaccinations to 
people who are housebound. 

• Across Devon, about two thirds of the 31 PCNs opted in to housebound 
vaccinations, with some taking the view, reluctantly, that they did not have the 
capacity to support this aspect of the programme in the face of unprecedented 
pressures on their core services. Due to the fact that the majority of booster 
vaccinations being given are Pfizer or Moderna, as well as the travel time to 
and from the patient’s home, there has been a requirement to stay for a 15-
minute observation period afterwards (although this guidance has recently 
been updated, see below).  

• Practices across Devon are working tirelessly to continue providing their 
services to their patients, in very challenging circumstances. 

• Where a PCN did not opt in, it became the responsibility of the local Clinical 
Commissioning Group to arrange alternative provision. Practices provide the 
list of people who need a home visit to the CCG as part of this and the list is 
monitored to make sure everyone who needs a vaccination gets one. 



 

• In practice, this means that either the patient’s GP practice or a local NHS 
provider will be in touch before Christmas regarding a home visit. The other 
local providers supporting the vaccination programme are Northern Devon 
NHS Trust in North Devon; University Hospitals Plymouth NHS Trust and 
Livewell Southwest in Plymouth and Western Devon; and the Royal Devon 
and Exeter NHS Foundation Trust in East Devon. 

• On 14 December, we were advised of a change to reduce the 15 minute 
observation period and this will increase the number of housebound 
vaccinations that we can administer in a day. 

• In recent weeks, the financial incentive for GPs to administer housebound 
vaccinations has increased twice and we are holding further discussions with 
local PCNs regarding this. 

• We recognise there will be circumstances when individual issues will arise, 
and, in the first instance, we advise people with queries about housebound 
vaccinations to contact d-ccg.devonvaccinationsupport@nhs.net or 01752 
398836. To avoid this service becoming overwhelmed with inappropriate 
enquiries, please only share these details with people who need them. 

 

Impact on local NHS services  
• We are clinically prioritising services in primary care and across the NHS to 

free up maximum capacity to support the COVID-19 vaccination programme 
over the next few weeks, alongside delivering urgent or emergency care and 
other priority services such as cancer 

• That could include pausing routine and non-urgent care and redeploying staff 
to support delivery of COVID-19 vaccinations 

• This means some appointments will need to be postponed 

• Further guidance is expected from the Royal College of General Practitioners 
(RCGP) and the British Medical Association (BMA) 

• Following the Government’s call to accelerate the Covid-19 booster 
vaccination programme, the majority of our GP practices have, at very short 
notice, reallocated the majority of their workforce to delivering Covid-19 
vaccines over the next two weeks.  

• Patients should continue to contact their GP practice for urgent health advice, 
but are urged to consider calling in the new year if it can wait, or if they can 
get help from another service such as a pharmacy, to allow teams to prioritise 
delivery of the vaccination programme. 

• There is a wealth of self-help health information on the NHS website – 
www.nhs.uk – including reliable guidance on managing common winter 
illnesses. The HANDi paediatric app has been developed by paediatric 
consultants for parents and provides access to home care plans, as well as 
GP and hospital clinical guidelines, for the most common childhood health 
care conditions. 

• Cancer checks will continue to be prioritised. People who are concerned 
about symptoms which could be cancer should continue to contact their GP.  
This could include a new lump, blood in wee or poo, or a condition that isn’t 
getting any better. People will be seen in person if they need to be examined, 
but most conditions can be discussed by phone, or by video call with a 
clinician.  

• Please be kind to the reception team who are working under huge pressure to 
help everyone get the help they need this winter. 

• Most GP practices in Devon are open until Christmas Eve, and re-open again 
on Wednesday 28 December. 

 

mailto:d-ccg.devonvaccinationsupport@nhs.net
http://www.nhs.uk/
https://devonccg.nhs.uk/health-services/children-and-young-people/handi-app


 
How YOU can help us – advice to local people 

• Encourage people you know, 
represent or work with to get their 
jab 
o They need to check they are 

eligible before going to a 
vaccination centre 

o They may need to be patient 
and perseverant in getting an 
appointment 

o They should go prepared for a 
wait when they attend their 
appointment and they can 
make someone’s day by being 
kind and friendly to the tired 
and hard-working staff and 
volunteers at vaccination 
centres 

• Encourage people to follow public health advice: 
o In a crowded area, wear a face covering and help prevent Covid 

spreading, even if you’re outside.  
o Even if you don’t have symptoms, do a lateral flow test before meeting 

people this winter. Taking a lateral flow test stops you spreading the 
virus without knowing it. 

o If you have Covid symptoms, self-isolate and book a PCR test at your 
local centre or phone 119.  

o Opening windows when you’re indoors with someone you don’t live 
with helps to get rid of Covid particles. 

• Share our social media posts and post your own – see the resources below. 

• Get a flu jab – flu is not just a heavy cold, it is another deadly illness, and 
experts are warning of a significant flu outbreak this winter. Many people can 
get a free jab, and if you’re not eligible for a free one, you can get one for 
about £10-£20 from participating local pharmacies. 

• If you represent people as a councillor or MP, you can use the information in 
this briefing, and our weekly vaccination briefing, to respond to queries from 
your constituents. 

 
Devon Covid data – as of 13 December 

• 131 beds occupied by Covid-patients (upward trend) 

• Total staff absence: 2,270 – 672 (30%) of which are Covid-related 

• 18 people in intensive care in Devon’s hospitals with Covid 

• 958 people have died in hospital in Devon with Covid in total 

• For the week commencing 29 Nov there were nine Omicron cases in Devon 
(4 Plymouth, 4 South Hams, 1 Exeter). We expect to see a significant 
increase when the latest weekly data comes out on Friday. 

 

Winter pressures 
Factors causing the pressures include: 

• Sustained demand for Covid beds. Although numbers are lower than previous 
waves, there is a significant impact on beds and staffing available for other 
patients including those who are due to undergo planned procedures 

https://devonccg.nhs.uk/news/over-50s-urged-to-have-free-flu-vaccine-this-winter-as-scientists-predict-significant-outbreak


 

• High numbers of people attending emergency departments (ED) - many of 
these patients are very unwell and need to be admitted into hospital beds. 
Bed occupancy is very high in all our hospitals. 

• People using ED inappropriately. People who have an emergency should 
attend ED but those who attend for treatment for minor conditions will have a 
very long wait and are putting unnecessary pressure on these already 
stretched services. Only use an emergency department in a genuine 
emergency. 

• Delays in discharging people from hospital. Existing pressures are impacting 
on social care providers' ability to deliver their services, meaning that care 
packages in the community are difficult to resource. This means that there are 
many people in hospital who are ready to leave, consequently we can't use 
their beds for patients who are waiting in ED. The NHS is working with local 
authorities on a number of measures to relieve these pressures. 

• Pressure on staffing due to staff absences and job vacancies - there are 
vacancies across the health and care system. For example, we need at least 
1,000 more social care workers locally and there currently 1,400 NHS 
vacancies in Devon. 

• Demand for NHS 111 is up to 12% higher than expected on some days 
 

Access to lateral flow tests  
The UK Health Security Agency says:  

• “There is no shortage of lateral flow tests. More tests should become available 
for home delivery every few hours. 

• “We are issuing record numbers of rapid test kits to people’s homes across 
the country. We are urgently working to further expand our delivery capacity 
so more people can order tests.  

• “Everyone who needs a lateral flow test can also collect them at their local 
pharmacy, some community sites and some schools and colleges.” 

 

Vaccinating school children  
• The School Aged Immunisation Service team has visited all school across 

Devon in the last three months providing Covid and flu vaccinations to 12–15-
year-olds.   

• This age group can also book an appointment via at the main vaccination 
sites, bookable via the National Booking Service. First dose Covid 
vaccinations will continue to be available at our main vaccination centres 
through the school holidays, and, for those who received their first dose at 
least 12 weeks ago, they will be able to book a second dose from w/c 20 
December with appointments available from 10 January. 

• The School Aged Immunisations Service will be visiting schools again in the 
new term to give first and second doses of covid vaccines to 12-15-year-olds. 

 
Social media 
The CCG will post at least three posts every day (morning, lunchtime and evening) 
on social media (Facebook, Twitter and Instagram) to promote the key messages. 
Each post will be supported by an accompanying graphic. 
 
Below are some examples: 

• Devon is aiming to double the number of vaccinations given every week from 
55,000 to 112,000. This is a huge task at short notice, and we thank everyone 

https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/newsroom/pressreleases/council%E2%80%98topsup%E2%80%99governmentgrantfrontlineadultsocialworkersplymouth
https://www.plymouth.gov.uk/newsroom/pressreleases/council%E2%80%98topsup%E2%80%99governmentgrantfrontlineadultsocialworkersplymouth
https://www.devon.gov.uk/news/additional-funding-to-help-keep-devons-hospitals-flowing-this-winter/
https://www.facebook.com/NHSDevonCCG/
https://twitter.com/nhsdevonccg
https://www.instagram.com/nhsdevonccg/


for their patience while these 
arrangements are put in place 
#TogetherForDevon 

• Staff and volunteers in Devon are 
working tirelessly to vaccinate 
people as quickly and safely as 
possible. Please be patient and kind 
when attending a site 
#TogetherForDevon 

• Some of the sickest patients in 
intensive care are not vaccinated. 
You stand the greatest chance 
against COVID if you have had all 
your doses. If you haven’t had any 
yet, it’s not too late – the more you 
have, the better protected you’ll be. 
Book now: https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/coronavirus-
vaccination/coronavirus-booster-vaccine/ 

• More bookings are added to the national booking service all the time. Demand 
is high so please keep checking back if you can’t book initially 
#TogetherForDevon 

• Please don’t phone your GP about vaccinations – they will contact you if 
needed, and they can’t help with national booking service enquiries 
#TogetherForDevon 

These posts are in addition to the specific vaccination clinic adverts that are 
published daily for every site. 
 
ENDS 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/coronavirus-vaccination/coronavirus-booster-vaccine/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/coronavirus-vaccination/coronavirus-booster-vaccine/

