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Services providing cervical
smear tests are experiencing a
large increase in the numbers
of women seeking new tests,
amid fears about the reliability
of the CervicalCheck screening
programme.

The Well Woman Centre,
the Irish Family Planning Asso-
ciation (IFPA) and general prac-
titioners have been “inundated
with calls” since Monday.

Alison Begas, chief executive
of the Well Woman Centre,
said there had been “a huge in-
crease” in the number of wom-
en booking smear tests.

“Women are booking Cervi-

calCheck smears where they
might have received their letter
[telling them they are due for a
test] in the last month or few
weeks and had been putting
booking it on the ‘long finger’.
We’ve also seen an increase in
the numbers of women request-
ing to book a private smear.”

The Well Woman Centre,
which has three clinics in Dub-
lin, offers private smear tests
outside the national screening
programme for ¤85. It sends all
of its approximately 7,000 tests
a year to the Coombe Women
and Infants Hospital in Dublin
for examination. Ms Begas said
smear test appointments were
“booked out for almost the next

two weeks” where normally an
appointment was available
within three days.

The IFPA noticed a “big up-
surge ” from women seeking
smear tests, with some pre-
pared to travel from “quite far
away” to one of its three clinics
in Dublin.

“We’re putting on extra
smear clinics to cope with the
demand. In the last three weeks
of April, the clinics were taking
about 50 smears a week. We
have more than double that
booked in for this week – 106 –
and even more for the second
week of May – 131. Most women
are opting for CervicalCheck
but some are paying privately.

The IFPA also sends its
smears to the Coombe for exam-
ination.

In a statement, the Irish Col-
lege of General Practitioners
said: “GPs are in the front line
and are already inundated with
concerns from our patients.”

Laboratories
Smear tests carried out for Cer-
vicalCheck are processed in
three laboratories, under con-
tract. They are Quest Diagnos-
tics in New Jersey in the United
States; MedLab Pathology in
Dublin; and the Coombe hospi-
tal, a spokeswomen for the
HSE said.

“All these laboratories con-
tracted by CervicalCheck have
ISO accreditation certified by
the relevant authorities.” She
said the CervicalCheck helpline
had received more than 6,000
calls since Monday, many from
people with normal test results.
When a woman calls the hel-
pline her medical history can-
not be accessed. They can re-
quest a call-back from a medi-
cal professional who will have
access to their medical history.

So,what is happening?
A couple of things were
announced yesterday. The
first is that women adversely
affected by this controversy
will be entitled to redress. The
scheme has yet to be worked
out and will only be made
available when the facts of the
situation have emerged.

The second is that a team of
expert international cyto-
pathologists are to carry out a
clinical review of the smears
of all the women who were
diagnosed with cancer in the
past 10 years.

There is also a change in
the new test for cervical
cancer. Women will not have
to wait three years for a
routine appointment. It will
be available when they want
it.

Lastly, the Government has
confirmed it is moving
towards a commission of
inquiry into the controversy.

Whyacommissionof
inquiry?
The Government committed
earlier this week to the
establishment of a statutory
investigation. It had asked the
Health Information and
Quality Authority to examine
the issue. However, Minister
for Health Simon Harris has
now confirmed it favours a
more thorough inquiry as a

Hiqa investigation has
limitations.

Will that not takeyearsand
costa lot ofmoney?
Here is where the difficulty
lies. The women involved
cannot afford to wait for years
to know the outcome of this
investigation.

Therefore the Government
will examine a modular
commission, ensuring
conclusions are released as
soon as they are reached.

An inquiry will cost a
significant amount of money.
To date, this country has
spent over ¤500 million on
such investigations.

Whatabout theplanned
cytology review?
It emerged on Tuesday that a
significant number of women
did not have their cases
examined as part of the
clinical audit. The exact
figures are not yet known but
Taoiseach Leo Varadkar
estimates it is between 2,000
and 3,000.

The review will be led by
the Royal College of Obstetri-
cians and Gynaecologists,
which will try to identify the
genuine false negatives and
those cases which should have
been reported differently.
This is expected to be complet-
ed by the end of May.

This is separate to the
independent clinical review,
which will be offered to each
of the 208 women who have
been diagnosed with cervical
cancer and are now learning
they should have received an
earlier intervention.

THE IRISH TIMES supports the work of
the Press Council of Ireland and the Office of the Press
Ombudsman, and our staff operate within the Code of
Practice of journalists in Ireland. You can obtain a copy of
the Code, or contact the Council, at www. presscouncil.ie.
Lo-call 1890 280 080, or email: info@presscouncil.ie208

Health concerns

Smear test
appointments

were ‘booked out
for almost the next
twoweeks’

Q&A
Servicesreport large
increase innumbers
seekingnewtests

MARTINWALL
andMARK HILLIARD

The director general of the
Health Service Executive, Tony
O’Brien, has said he would not
stand down from his role over
the CervicalCheck controversy.

He told the Oireachtas
health committee yesterday he
could not take full personal
responsibility for what had
happened.

“As the head of the
organisation I have to recog-
nise that those who cocked up,
to use the Taoiseach’s phrase,
were in that organisation but I
didn’t personally make that

cock-up so I can’t take full
responsibility for it,” he said.

He said he would devote his
remaining period in office to ad-
dressing failings in the cervical
screening programme. Mr
O’Brien is scheduled to leave
the HSE in the summer.

Fine Gael TD Kate O’Connell
asked Mr O’Brien if he felt he
should see out the remainder of
his contract.

“Yes. I have already indicat-
ed that I intend to use the re-
mainder of my time to focus
very specifically on this issue
and that is what I intend to do,”
he said.

Ms O’Connell replied: “With

respect, it’s a pity you didn’t fo-
cus on it before now.”

The committee was told
there are now 10 “active” legal
claims, at varying stages,
against the CervicalCheck pro-
gramme.

Toldofresults
Earlier, Mr O’Brien said two of
the 17 women who died after
their smear tests were reviewed
were told of the results before
their death.

He told the committee that,
as he started his career in the
public service in the BreastCh-
eck programme, the current
controversies had come as a
“personal blow”.

Ms O’Connell responded: “I
would like to make it clear to
you today that this is not about
you.”

A HSE national director has
been appointed to oversee the
screening programme from
today.

It emerged on Tuesday night
that more than 1,500 women

who had developed cervical can-
cer did not have their cases re-
viewed by the CervicalCheck
programme.

While 3,000 women had
been diagnosed with the condi-
tion since 2008, just 1,482 of
these cases were notified to Cer-
vicalCheck. A further 1,518
were not, and a full audit has

been ordered by Minister for
Health Simon Harris.

However, Dr Peter McKen-
na, clinical director of the Na-
tional Women and Infants Pro-
gramme, told the committee he
believed there would be fewer
women affected in the second
grouping.

“I base that on the fact that

the women in [that] cohort are
more likely to be older and not
have gone through the screen-
ing programme and will have
presented directly to their gen-
eral practitioners,” he said.

John Gleeson, programme
manager of CervicalCheck,
said the National Cancer Regis-
try, which compiles data on can-
cer cases, was a separate statu-
tory body and while Cervical-
Check shared its data with it,
this did not work the other way
around.

‘Drip-drip flow’
Mr O’Brien said efforts to deci-
pher exactly how many women
had participated in Cervical-
Check were ongoing.

The committee heard that of
the 208 identified women, 172
have been contacted but that
there had been various difficul-
ties in contacting others.

Fianna Fáil’s Stephen Don-
nelly was told any additional
women affected would be con-
tacted as quickly as possible.

Mr Donnelly also raised the
issue that women who were con-
cerned and fearful had been ex-
periencing difficulty in getting
through to the 1-800 helpline or
securing follow-up calls.

HSE chief clinical officer Dr
Colm Henry said more staff had
been available to answer calls
but that each one could last up
to 25 minutes.

Labour’s Alan Kelly said the
public view was that the contro-
versy was either “one big mas-
sive cover-up” or one of the larg-
est examples of incompetence
in the history of Irish health-
care management.

“It’s one or the other because
the issues here are so large and
are frightening so many people
across the country,” he said.
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Taoiseach Leo Varadkar has
defended his relationship with
the chairman of the Mater
hospital, Thomas Lynch, who
chairs the board of a US firm
that HSE director general
Tony O’Brien joined in
January.

Mr Varadkar also support-
ed the decision of Minister for
Health Simon Harris to give
permission to Mr O’Brien to
become a non-executive direc-
tor of the San Diego-based
contraceptive manufacturer
Evofem Biosciences while Mr
O’Brien continues to run the
national health service.

The HSE boss joined the
board of Evofem on January
17th, less than two months
before he announced he
would be leaving the health
service in August. He received
written ministerial consent to
take up the role.

Speaking in the Dáil, the
Taoiseach said the director
general’s contract permits
him to serve on boards if there
is no conflict of interest and
with the consent of Mr Harris.

The Taoiseach said Mr
O’Brien’s work for the compa-
ny would total five hours a
month and would be done on
his own time, while he will at-
tend meetings of the Califor-
nian firm’s board on his annu-
al leave.

Fundraiser
Mr Varadkar confirmed, re-
sponding to Social Democrats
TD Róisín Shortall, that Mr
Lynch hosted a fundraising
event for him last year, weeks
before he became Taoiseach.

“I know Thomas Lynch. He
is well known to lots of people
in business circles. He is a suc-
cessful businessperson who is
the chair of a number of bod-
ies including that board.”

Mr Lynch is chairman of
the country’s largest hospital
group, Ireland East Hospital
Group, and the Mater. He pre-

viously worked for prominent
pharmaceutical companies
Amarin, Elan and Warner
Chilcott and was a board mem-
ber of IDA Ireland, the Govern-
ment’s investment agency.

Mr Harris approved Mr
O’Brien taking the job on June
6th, 2017 on the basis he was
coming to the end of his term
of office, he would be paid nor-
mal director fees and his work
would be performed in his
own time “without any detri-
ment” to his work at the HSE,
said Mr Varadkar.

Public records filed by
Evofem, which is listed on
Wall Street’s Nasdaq stock ex-
change for technology compa-
nies, show Mr O’Brien will be
entitled to annual fees of
$65,000 (¤54,000) and
share-buying options of up to
$450,000 in his first three
years with the company.

FiannaFáil
Fianna Fáil leader Micheál
Martin said he was “very taken
aback” Mr Varadkar did not
consider Mr O’Brien’s new
role when a “clear conflict of
interest is staring the Taoise-
ach in the face”.

It was “simply not reconcila-
ble” that an individual can be
the director general of the
HSE and also serve on the
board of a company whose
chair, Mr Lynch, is also the
chair of the Mater hospital
which will be “putting forward
projects which the Mater
hospital will want”.

Mr Harris “made a grave er-
ror” in approving Mr O’Brien
joining that board, he added.

Ms Shortall said Mr Harris
showed “extremely poor
judgment” and that it was “en-
tirely inappropriate” that the
head of the HSE should be per-
mitted to take up a boardroom
position with a female contra-
ceptive manufacturer while
holding down his important
day job as a public servant.

“As the most senior publicly
paid official at the helm of the
HSE, Mr O’Brien clearly
would have enough on his
plate even if we weren’t in the
midst of a very serious crisis”.
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■ The director general of the
Health Service Executive,
Tony O’Brien, before his
appearance at the Oireachtas
health committee yesterday.
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