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A former inspector at the Care Quality Commission alleged that she and
30 new recuits were sent to luxury hotels all around the country, with
training days in banqueting halls and monthly team meetings in country
houses.

Although CQC has major offices in London, Newcastle and Bristol, staff
were sent to be trained in five-star hotels, where they were able to enjoy
fine dining, while others swapped restaurant allowances for spa
vouchers, claimed Rebecca Prideaux, a former inspector at the
watchdog, who resigned in May.

Official disclosures show that more than £800,000 was spent by the
Care Quality Commission on hotel bills in the last financial year.

During the two-month training, around six weeks were spent at hotels
and conference centres, including the five star Montcalm at the Brewery,
in the City, which describes itself as an “opulent hotel” offering exquisite
service, Mrs Prideaux claimed.

She alleged that she and fellow inspectors, who were paid £37,000 to
£40,000 a year, were amazed to be greeted by doormen in top hats, for
training about regulating care for the most vulnerable.
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The five star Montcalm at the Brewery, in the City of London, one of the venues Mrs Prideaux claims training sessions were
held  
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Staff were sent to stay at the award-winning four-star Sandman
Signature Hotel in Newcastle, for several nights, so that they could see
CQC’s call centre in operation, she claimed. The hotel promises
“boutique-style” accommodation which normally costs £135 a night.

Recruits were sent to stay several nights at the County Thistle
Newcastle, the Thistle City Barbican and The Grand in Bristol, where
they had the use of a spa, she alleged.

Mrs Prideaux claimed that when the training finished, the luxury
continued.

Monthly team meetings for the North Surrey inspectors, which lasted
most of the day, were held at Barnett Hill, a Queen Anne style four star
country house in 26 acres of rolling grounds near Guildford. CQC said it
has closed 15 offices since 2009 to save money and often did not have
enough room to accomodate meetings.

A System Shaken by Scandal

The CQC’s own chairman has described its system of regulation - now
being replaced - as “totally flawed”.

In June an investigation found that senior officials had ordered the
cover-up of a crucial report which disclosed the regulators failures over
University Hospitals of Morecambe Bay Foundation trust, which was at
the centre of a scandal over baby deaths.

The officials, who have since left the CQC, denied the allegations, but
the current management of the organisation has pledged to overhaul its
inspection regime, and to send more highly-trained inspectors into
hospitals, with the first visits beginning last week.

The system of regulation of care homes will not change until proposals
are put forward next year.

Under the current system, “generic” inspectors without specialist
expertise were expected to carry out visits. It meant firemen, and former
policewomen like Mrs Prideaux were asked to inspect hospitals without
knowledge of the field. Mrs Prideaux alleges she was asked to inspect
the MRI department of an NHS hospital, Ashford and St Peter’s Hospital,
despite the fact she had never even “shadowed” a colleague carrying
out such a task.

In April, David Behan, who became chief executive executive last
summer, promised to build a better system of regulation.

But documents seen by this newspaper disclose that three weeks
earlier, decisions were quietely taken to water down the inspection
regime in the short-term, meaning that organisations can be authorised
as “compliant” with standards, when few aspects of care have been
examined.

All care providers are supposed to meet 16 “essential” standards of care
- such as staffing, care and welfare of those using services and meeting
their nutritional needs.

Although the CQC’s website claims that inspectors are expected to
inspect a minimum of five standards for most services, minutes of a
meeting from 27 March show that in fact the decision was taken not to
specify a minimum number of outcomes at all.

A spokesman for CQC said that in 80 per cent of inspections since April,
more than five outcomes had been examined.
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