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Surge in elective surgeries in Hunter New England as COVID-19 
recovery continues 

 
Hospitals across Hunter New England Local Health District (HNELHD) have seen a significant 
increase in the number of elective surgeries performed in the January to March 2021 quarter, 
highlighted in the latest Bureau of Health Information (BHI) Healthcare Quarterly report.  
 
Chief Executive Michael DiRienzo said the District has worked hard to get more surgeries 
completed, following the flow-on effect from National Cabinet’s decision to postpone elective 
surgeries in March 2020. 
 
In regards to emergency performance, the number of patients starting treatment on time was 
72.5 per cent, and almost seven in 10 (67.8 per cent) patients left the ED within four hours. 
The median wait time for treatment in triage category 2 (emergency) was seven minutes, within 
the NSW target of 10 minutes. 
 
“Last year, the health system experienced significant disruption, however things have not 
slowed down in 2021 as we continue to work to get back to our pre-COVID-19 position,” Mr 
DiRienzo said.  

 
“I am pleased to report that we have seen a significant increase in the number of elective 
surgery procedures performed during the January to March 2021 period across all urgent, 
semi-urgent and non-urgent categories.” 
 
Across the District, 8,096 elective surgeries were performed in the January to March 2021 
quarter, up from 6,712 during the same quarter in 2020 – a significant increase of 20.6 per 
cent. 
 
Of the District’s 15 hospitals captured in the report, six hospitals performed all elective 
surgeries on time. Hospital staff across the District also worked hard to ensure 100 per cent of 
the 1,475 urgent elective surgeries were performed on time. 
 
“I want to acknowledge our staff who continue to work hard to ensure patients receive their 
surgery as soon as possible, and I want to thank the community for their patience while we do 
this.” 
 
Overall, Emergency Department (ED) attendances across the District increased by 5.7 per 
cent, or 6,145 more attendances to 113,699 for the quarter.  
 
There were 22,204 ED attendances at John Hunter Hospital from January to March 2021, 779 
(or 3.6 per cent) more attendances than the same quarter in 2020.  
 
The hospital also reported that 83 per cent of 6,449 patients brought in by ambulance were 
transferred from paramedics to ED staff within the 30-minute benchmark. 
 
Hospitals across the District experienced similar increases in ED attendances during the 
January to March 2021 quarter, including Armidale Hospital with an increase of 7.3 per cent, 
or 299 more patients, to 4,398 compared with the same quarter in 2020. Belmont Hospital 
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experienced an increase of 3.9 per cent or 277 more attendances, up to 7,417; Inverell Hospital 
had an increase of 5.2 per cent or 126 more attendances, up to 2,534; Maitland Hospital had 
an increase of 5 per cent or 625 more attendances, up to 13,082; Muswellbrook Hospital had 
an increase of 9.7 per cent or 267 more attendances, up to 3,026; and Singleton Hospital had 
a significant increase of 19.8 per cent or 623 more attendances, up to 3,763.  
 
In rural and regional areas, staff have worked hard to improve ED wait times and time to 
treatment. 
 
At Armidale Hospital, 67.3 per cent of patients started treatment on time – an increase of 12.6 
percentage points compared with the same quarter in 2020. The median wait time for treatment 
in triage category 2 (emergency) was 10 minutes, a decrease in wait time of 6 minutes 
compared with the same quarter last in 2020. The hospital also achieved 77.8 per cent of 
patients leaving the ED within four hours, an increase of 5.3 percentage points.  
 
At Inverell Hospital, 87.1 per cent of patients started treatment on time, a 6.4 percentage point 
improvement with a median time to treatment for triage category 2 (emergency) patients of five 
minutes, below the 10 minute target. At Gunnedah Hospital, 80.7 per cent of patients started 
treatment on time, a 13.4 percentage point improvement and a median wait time to treatment 
for emergency patients of just two minutes. 
 
“Despite a majority of our rural and regional hospitals seeing an increase in the number of ED 
attendances this quarter, staff have worked hard to improve wait times and ensure our patients 
are being seen as soon as possible,” Mr DiRienzo said. 
 
The NSW Government has committed more than $3 billion to increase the capacity of the 
health system and $10.1 billion in health infrastructure investment in the four years to 2023. 
This investment also committed $458.5 million to fast-track elective surgeries. This boost in 
funding has helped bring the 2020-21 Health budget to a record $29.3 billion. 
 
The 2020-21 budget for HNELHD was around $2.4 billion, an increase of $60.6 million on the 
previous year.  
 
Between mid-2012 and mid-2020, the HNELHD increased its workforce by an additional 
1237 full time equivalent staff - an increase of 11.8 per cent including 336 more doctors, 668 
more nurses and midwives, and 146 more allied health staff. 
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