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It sounds like a fairly basic maths question. A half-time doctor gets half the salary of their full-time equivalent. And to calculate the annual leave, again you simply divide by two? Actually it’s not quite that simple.
One of the common pitfalls for doctors on part-time contracts is that they lose out on annual leave because their employers simply work it out as a proportion of the full-time allocation.

But bank holidays have to be taken into account. A full-time employee would automatically be given leave, or lieu time, for bank holidays. But a part-time employee who never worked on Mondays, for example, would be worse off than another part-timer who did, because at least three bank holidays a year fall on Mondays.

So, to make the system fair, the employer needs to work out the total days off for the year — public holidays as well as annual leave — and work that out as a proportion.

It was in these circumstances that a part-time consultant contacted the BMA. She had calculated her leave for the following year at 23 days; the trust said she was due 19 days.

She took it up with her employer, which explained its workings. Not only had it not taken bank holidays into account; it had calculated her leave entitlement based only on her PAs (programmed activities), which were for direct patient care, and excluded SPAs (supporting professional activities).

It has been worrying enough in recent times to see consultants’ SPAs being put under serious pressure by employers, many of whom have tried to renege on the recommendation in the consultant contract that there should typically be 2.5 SPAs in a 10 PA week. But for SPAs to not even be considered as ‘work’ for the purposes of calculating leave is also very concerning. In this case, however, it seems to have been a genuine error.

The consultant said she would seek guidance from the BMA, which she did, and then shared the information with her trust. The trust was quick to accept it.

The BMA is often asked to give advice on this issue, although more commonly to help GP principals calculate leave for their staff.

The BMA and its members sometimes have to fight long and stressful battles over contractual errors, but this particular incident was resolved fairly easily. It was helped by a doctor who kept a close eye on her leave entitlement, and gave her trust the chance to put things right without the need to go through a formal process. What she did have, however, was some clear and unambiguous back-up from her union. 
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