
Rural Alliance Primary Care Network 
 
Following the introduction of the new NHS GP contract in July, 6 GP practices in West Cheshire are 
working together to form a Primary Care Network (PCN), the Rural Alliance (RA). A management 
board has been set up with GP and practice manager representatives, and a Clinical Director has 
been appointed. 
 
Each practice has its own Patient Participation Group (PPG). The chairs of each PPG, anticipating the 
RA, have been meeting informally for some months. The formation of the RA provides an 
opportunity for a patient group which looks after the interests of all the RA patients. 
 
Primary Care Networks 
 
The GP Forward View (Ref 1), published in 2016, and which committed additional money to support 
general practice services, initiated the formation of Primary Care Networks. “Primary care networks 
(PCNs) form a key building block of the NHS long-term plan. Bringing general practices together to 
work at scale has been a policy priority for some years for a range of reasons, including improving 
the ability of practices to recruit and retain staff; to manage financial and estates pressures; to 
provide a wider range of services to patients and to more easily integrate with the wider health and 
care system.” (Refs 2 & 3) 
 
This initiative has resulted, this year, in some 1300 PCNs, each consisting of several practices in a 
local area, typically serving some 30 – 50,000 patients. In West Cheshire, our 6 GP practices have 
already been working together for some time (Ref 4). There are 6 other West Cheshire PCNs (Ref 5). 
The PCN approach sets out to support GP services but the extent, objectives and timescale of this 
new co-operation are not yet well defined. 
 
Some financial support is being provided to cover shared services. In the short term, the extra 
money will pay for a social prescribing link worker and a clinical pharmacist, working with all 6 
practices. This shared support will be extended to include physiotherapy and paramedic. 
A PCN patient community will comprise those patients registered with the PCN GP practices. It is 
very unlikely that PCNs will have well defined boundaries, and it is not clear how adjacent PCNs will 
interact. 
 
Different PCNs will have different characteristics. The obvious difference is between compact, 
densely populated city networks, perhaps with a local hospital, and distributed rural communities 
with limited secondary care facilities. The Rural Alliance faces a significant challenge as travel across 
the area is difficult, public transport is almost non-existent, and travel times even by car are long. 
 
Patient Participation Groups (PPGs) 
 
As required by the NHS, each practice in the RA has its own PPG, typically a group of retired patients. 
The effectiveness of the PPGs varies. Some have close working relationships with the practice but 
contact with patients is limited by confidentiality constraints and often by a lack of a unique patient 
community as GP practice boundaries overlap. 
The formation of the RA provides an opportunity to review how PPGs operate and, in particular, how 
the RA Board relates to all its patients. 
Clearly the existing PPGs should continue as they are the primary contacts between the practices 
and their patients. 



The RA PPG chairs have been meeting informally to understand the proposed changes and share 
ideas. It can be argued that there is now a case for forming a RA patient group (RAPG) that 
represents all the patients in the RA community. 
 
Such a group could present a common view of the patients to the RA Board, and publicise and share 
consistent information about proposed changes to all patients. 
 
The structure of the RAPG would need careful thought. It is suggested that the committee would 
comprise say 2 members of each PPG. This would help keep the PPGs better informed and reduce 
the load on the chairs. Holding workshops for all PPG members, as in the CCG meetings, would 
better integrate the PPGs and give a better sense of purpose to individual members. There will be a 
need for some coherent method of communicating and sharing information, eg a dedicated website. 
Communication with the patient community could include public meetings and articles in the wide 
range of local newspapers, newsletters and websites. 
 
As PCNs have just been formed, it is not surprising that there is currently limited information on how 
PCNs work with their patients. Reference 6 discusses the lack of patient involvement in PCN 
formation. Reference 7 introduces a patient group for a rural PCN in Buckinghamshire and gives a 
good insight into the topics this group is facing, eg a patient group representative on the PCN Board. 
 
APPENDIX and REFERENCES 
1 About the GP Forward View 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/gp/gpfv/abut/ 
The General Practice Forward View (GP Forward View), published in April 2016, commits to an extra 
£2.4 billion a year to support general practice services by 2020/21. It will improve patient care and 
access, and invest in new ways of providing primary care. 
 
2 Primary Care Networks Animation: NHS Video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W19DtEsc8Ys&feature=youtu.be 
Primary care networks are the new way for local health services to work together to treat 
populations of around 30-50,000. With the support of NHS England, primary care networks will help 
practices in England to achieve the objectives set out in the General Practice Forward View, the five 
year plan for general practice which began in 2016. 
 
3 King’s Fund 
https://www.kingsfund.org.uk/publications/primary-care-networks-explained 
A key part of the NHS long-term plan, primary care networks (PCNs) will bring general practices 
together to work at scale. But what are they? How are they funded and held accountable? And what 
difference will they make? Beccy Baird explains the latest form of GP collaboration. 
 
4 Delivering partnership working in West Cheshire – The Rural Alliance, North West 
https://www.england.nhs.uk/gp/case-studies/delivering-partnership-working-in-west-cheshire-the-
rural-alliance-north-west/ 
The Rural Alliance is a group of six practices in rural West Cheshire who have come together to work 
collaboratively. The alliance is made up of 18.2 whole time equivalent GPs serving a patient 
population of approximately 38,000. It participated in the Learning in Action programme to develop 
closer and collaborative working to help achieve efficiencies in systems and processes across the 
locality. The programme is delivered by NHS England and NHS Improvement and part of the support 
available through the General Practice Forward View. 
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5 Primary Care Networks in West Cheshire 

https://www.westcheshireccg.nhs.uk/about/primary-care-networks/ 

Primary Care Networks (PCNs) form a key building block of the NHS Long Term Plan. While GP 

practices have been finding different ways of working together over many years, the NHS Long Term 

Plan and the New Five-Year Framework for the GP contract (both published in January 2019) put a 

more formal structure around this way of working. 

Since July 1st 2019, all GP practices across West Cheshire have come together in networks each 
covering populations of approximately 30-50,000 people. 
In West Cheshire, the seven Primary Care Networks bring together the same groups of practices as 
the GP Clusters – which means working relationships are already well-developed. 
Each Primary Care Network has appointed a local GP (or GPs) as Clinical Director. 
 
6 PCNs and PPGs: some views 
https://pcc-cic.org.uk/article/pcns-when-are-we-going-tell-patients 
PCNs are a major change intended to improve primary care services for patients. But are those 
responsible for establishing each PCN actually talking to patients about how it is being designed and 
will operate? 
 
7 A rural PCN patient group 
https://soundcloud.com/pcc_nhs/time-for-a-bigger-patient-group 
It seems logical that patient participation groups should start to organise around their networks. This 
has happened already at the Mid Chiltern Primary Care Network. Mike Etkind, one of the PPG chairs, 
explains why the new group came together and why he believes it is important for networks to work 
with patients from the outset. 
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