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Working Time Directive (EWTD) 
 

Our position 

Cancer Research UK believes that the ongoing review of the European Working Time Directive 

(EWTD) presents an opportunity to improve patient services and the working environment to protect 

healthcare professionals‟ health and safety.  However, in order to achieve world class cancer 

services, it is vital to align implementation of the directive with specialty training and service needs.  

 

We are particularly concerned about the following issues: 

1. Continuity of care: Reduced hours and changes in shift patterns are anecdotally affecting 

patient care through an increased number of handovers and lack of formal handover 

procedures1. 

2. Patient safety: Full shift patterns are reportedly impairing patient safety by reducing the 

number of doctors covering patient care. This is noted particularly at night when restrictions 

under the EWTD mean that some services are left with one junior and one consultant as 

cover, with middle grade cover absent.  

3. Quality of training: Responsibility for „out of hours‟ service provision – and the subsequent 

rest periods that follow – means that some trainees are not receiving the same exposure to 

training opportunities as they did prior to implementation of the EWTD2. This is of particular 

concern for trainee surgeons, since their training is more focused on practical procedures 

than in other medical specialties3. We know that patients treated by doctors carrying out 

higher volumes of surgical procedures do better. For example, there is good evidence that 

there is a clear relationship between high volume providers and better long-term survival for 

colorectal cancer4. It is vital that surgeons are sufficiently experienced to deliver high quality 

and safe treatment for cancer patients. 

 

Anecdotal evidence of the implementation of the EWTD in other European member states is very 

mixed, with some implementing it effectively and others reporting it is not implemented in practice, or 

has similarly impacted on training and patient care5. 

 

It is clear that in order to protect the priorities listed above, changes must be made to the 

current system of training and service provision. Training bodies and service providers must 

work together to ensure that quality and safety of cancer services are not compromised by 

the implementation of the EWTD. 
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Background 

The EWTD is part of the European Union (EU) health and safety legislation which lays down 

requirements in relation to working hours.  It states that most workers must not work over 48 hours a 

week unless they opt-out voluntarily.  This limit includes all time spent training and „on-call‟. The 

directive was brought into UK law under the Working Time Regulations in 1998 and the 48 hour 

week was fully implemented in August 2009. 

 

In addition, a „New Deal‟ was introduced to reduce the working hours of junior doctors and improve 

their working conditions. However, by implementing the EWTD, with the New Deal, we believe there 

have been some unintended consequences. 

 

A review of the impact of the EWTD was carried out by Medical Education England in 20106. The 

report highlighted that hard evidence of the impact of the Directive is lacking but information and 

opinion was clear and consistent. The report concluded that high quality training can be delivered in 

48 hours. However, this is precluded when trainees have a major role in out of hours service, are 

poorly supervised and access to learning is limited7.  

 

About Cancer Research UK  

Cancer Research UK is the world‟s largest independent organisation dedicated to cancer research; 

in 2009/10 we spent £334 million on research. Our vision is that “Together we will beat cancer”. We 

carry out world-class research to improve our understanding of cancer and to find out how to 

prevent, diagnose and treat different types of the disease. Around 300,000 people are diagnosed 

with cancer in the UK every year. And every year more than 150,000 people die from the disease. 

 

Our position on the EWTD was developed in coordination with a number of surgeons funded by 

Cancer Research UK. 
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For more information contact Cancer Research UK‟s Policy and Public Affairs team on 020 

3469 8360 or publicaffairs@cancer.org.uk. 
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