
 
Briefing for the Public Petitions Committee 

 
Petition Number: PE1285
 
Main Petitioner: Caroline Mockford  
 
 Subject: Free calls to NHS 24 for mobile phones 
 
Calls on the Parliament to urge the Scottish Government to make 
arrangements for all calls from mobile phones to NHS 24 to be free of charge 
to users.   
 
Background 
 
Current situation with landline calls to NHS 24 using 084 prefix 
 
NHS 24 currently charges all landline calls at a local rate using the 084 prefix.  
This prefix is a non-geographic number used by businesses and organisations 
to provide a wide range of services such as sales lines, customer 
service/enquiry functions and recorded information services.  Businesses or 
organisations using 084 numbers may receive a share of the call charge.  
Ofcom1 notes that these numbers are generally more expensive to call than 
ordinary geographic numbers. However, calls to NHS 24 are charged at a 
local call rate. 
 
Mobile calls to NHS 24 
 
In terms of mobile calls, NHS 24 has advised2 that charges for calls from 
mobiles and other networks may vary and the service provider may charge a 
minimum cost per call.  However, in order to safeguard patient safety, NHS 24 
does have a policy of calling mobile phone users back if they have insufficient 
credit on their phones for their call to the service. 
 
NHS 24 has also noted that it does not receive income from call charges 
which telecom providers charge customers for the use of the 084 number.  It 
pays BT approximately £1,000 rental per quarter for the 084 number and the 
platform used for call delivery to NHS 24.  
 
UK Government action 
 
There has been no UK Government action specifically in relation to mobile 
phone calls for NHS bodies.  However, on 14 September 2009 the UK 

                                                 
1 http://www.ofcom.org.uk/consumeradvice/landline/costofcalls/08faq/
2 Personal communication 6 October 2009 
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Department of Health announced3 that the use of phone numbers that charge 
the public or patients a premium rate to contact the NHS were to be banned in 
England.  This followed a consultation on the issue.  The ban means that GPs 
and other NHS organisations remain free to use 084 numbers, providing 
patients are not charged more than the local rate number.   
 
Scottish Government Action 
 
The Scottish Government4 has advised that it is seeking to take action similar 
to that announced by the UK DoH.  However, it noted that NHS 24 is not 
affected by this as it already charges a local rate for calls.  The Scottish 
Government accepted that there would have to be further discussions with the 
medical profession concerning GP practices.  In answer to a recent 
Parliamentary Question5, the Cabinet Secretary for Health and Wellbeing, 
Nicola Sturgeon MSP, stated: 
 

“We will be considering, in partnership with the medical profession in 
Scotland, how best to prevent any new arrangements of this nature 
being entered into by GP practices. In addition, we will issue guidance 
to NHS boards which will require them to press practices currently 
using premium rate numbers to reopen negotiations with service 
providers in a bid to drive down the costs to callers.” 

 
Scottish Parliament Action 
 
There has been no action undertaken by the Scottish Parliament in relation to 
the issues raised by the petition. 
 
Further consideration by NHS 24 
 
NHS 24 was asked if it had considered any concessions for mobile phone 
calls.  It reiterated the view, expressed above, that the cost of calls to NHS 24 
from mobile phones is dependent on the call tariff levied by the caller’s 
specific network operator. 
 
NHS 24 was also asked if it had considered making landline calls free.  The 
organisation responded that it had considered this in 2007 but projected costs 
of changing to a 0800 number were more than £300,000 per year, based on 
around 1 million callers per year at that time.  NHS 24 also noted that Ofcom 
is currently conducting a consultation exercise on the possible deployment of 
a three digit non-emergency health number, which would potentially apply to 
NHS 24.  However, as any change to the NHS 24 number would require 
considerable public information and an awareness raising campaign, NHS 24 
believes that any decision to change existing arrangements should only be 
considered once the result of the Ofcom consultation, and subsequent pilot 
projects that may result from it, have reported.    
                                                 
3http://nds.coi.gov.uk/content/detail.aspx?NewsAreaId=2&ReleaseID=406581&SubjectId=15&
DepartmentMode=true
4 Personal communication 2 October 2009 
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Jude Payne 
Senior Research Specialist 
6 September 2009 
 
 
SPICe research specialists are not able to discuss the content of petition briefings 
with petitioners or other members of the public. However if you have any comments 
on any petition briefing you can email us at spice@scottish.parliament.uk
 
Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in petition briefings is 
correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware however that these 
briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to reflect subsequent 
changes. 
 

 3

mailto:spice@scottish.parliament.uk

