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GP breaches Code in care of man at risk of blood clots
21HDC01781

The Deputy Health and Disability Commissioner has found a rural locum GP breached
the Code of Health and Disability Services Consumers’ Rights in her care of a patient
with ongoing right leg pain, swelling and other symptoms.

The man presented to a medical centre three times complaining of pain and swelling
in his right leg. He was a long-time smoker, had high cholesterol and ongoing heart
conditions putting him at risk of blood clots.

The man received varying diagnoses for each presentation and was given pain relief.
The GP attended to the man for his last visit to the centre. The next day, when his
condition worsened, his friend took him to a hospital emergency department where
he was transferred for emergency surgery on a blocked artery.

Dr Vanessa Caldwell found the GP failed to provide services with reasonable care and
skill and breached Right 4 (1) of the Code by not performing an adequate physical
examination, not completing an acute vascular referral, and because of unacceptable
documentation.

In her decision, Dr Caldwell acknowledged the challenges faced by rural practices,
however, she noted an important opportunity was lost.

“I am concerned that Dr A failed to recognise the seriousness of Mr B’s symptoms
and decided to treat him symptomatically. This was a significant missed opportunity
to identify an acute emergency through an assessment and provide timely escalation
of care,” she said.

“For most people, primary care is the first point of contact with health services and is
a ‘front door’ to the rest of the health system. Therefore, robust primary care
structures are key to ensuring that people receive timely and effective care.”

Dr Caldwell acknowledged the GP’s changes in practice, in response to the
complaint.

“I am pleased that Dr A has taken this case very seriously and has reflected on her
care provided. | acknowledge the extensive actions Dr A has already undertaken to
improve her practice...”

Dr Caldwell recommended the GP take part in a Royal New Zealand College of
General Practitioners clinical notes audit and provide those results to HDC. She also



recommended the GP review guidelines for peripheral vascular disease and report
back changes she has made to her practice as a result.

She noted two educational comments for a nurse practitioner and another doctor
who attended to the man at the clinic, focussing on reflection of practice, and
reviewing best practice guidelines for managing peripheral vascular disease.
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Editor’s notes

Please only use the photo provided with this media release. For any questions about
the photo, please contact the communications team.

The full report of this case can be viewed on HDC's website - see HDC's 'Latest
Decisions'.

Names have been removed from the report to protect privacy of the individuals
involved in this case.

The Commissioner will usually name providers and public hospitals found in breach
of the Code unless it would not be in the public interest or would unfairly
compromise the privacy interests of an individual provider or a consumer. More
information for the media, including HDC’s naming policy and why we don't
comment on complaints, can be found on our website here.

HDC promotes and protects the rights of people using health and disability services
as set out in the Code of Health and Disability Services Consumers' Rights (the Code).

In 2022/23 HDC made 592 quality improvement recommendations to individual
complaints and we have a high compliance rate of around 96%.

Read our latest Annual Report 2023

Health and disability service users can now access an animated video to help them
understand their health and disability service rights under the Code.
Learn more: Education Publications

For more information contact:
Communications team, Health and Disability Commissioner

Email: communications@hdc.org.nz, Mobile: +64 (0)27 432 6709



https://www.hdc.org.nz/decisions/latest-decisions/
https://www.hdc.org.nz/decisions/latest-decisions/
https://www.hdc.org.nz/decisions/naming-policy/
https://www.hdc.org.nz/your-rights/the-code-and-your-rights/
https://www.hdc.org.nz/media/wzpdch0g/hdc-annual-report-2023.pdf
https://www.hdc.org.nz/your-rights/videos/
https://www.hdc.org.nz/education/online-learning/
https://shop.hdc.org.nz/browse/
mailto:communications@hdc.org.nz

