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The National Health Service turns 70 on 5 July 2018. It’s the perfect opportunity to 
celebrate the achievements of one of the nation’s most loved institutions, to appreciate 
the vital role the service plays in our lives, and to recognise and thank the extraordinary 
NHS staff – the everyday heroes – who are there to guide, support and care for us, day 
in, day out. 
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On 5 July 1948, the NHS was launched by the then Health Secretary, Aneurin 
Bevan, at Park Hospital in Manchester (known today as Trafford General Hospital). 
For the first time, hospitals, doctors, nurses, pharmacists, opticians and dentists 
were brought together under one umbrella to provide services for free at the point 
of delivery. 

NHS History 

The NHS has transformed the 
health and wellbeing of the 
nation and become the envy 
of the world.  The NHS has 
delivered huge medical 
advances and improvements 
to public health, meaning we 
can all expect to live longer 
lives. 
 

It is thanks to the NHS that we 
have all but eradicated 
diseases such as polio and 
diphtheria, and pioneered new 
treatments like the world’s  

first liver, heart and lung 
transplant. 

In more recent times, we have seen innovations like 
mechanical thrombectomy to improve stroke 
survival, bionic eyes to restore sight, and surgical 
breakthroughs such as hand transplants. 

 

What follows are some of the milestones of the NHS in England from its 
launch in 1948 to the present day. 

When health secretary Aneurin Bevan 
launched the NHS at Park Hospital in 
Manchester. The central principles are clear: 
the health service will be available to all and 
financed entirely from taxation, which means 
that people pay into it according to their 
means.   

July 5 1948 The NHS is born 



1952  Charges of one shilling are 

introduced for prescriptions 
 

Prescription charges of one shilling (5p) are introduced and a flat rate of £1 for 
ordinary dental treatment is also brought in on June 1 1952. Prescription charges 
are abolished in 1965 and prescriptions remain free until June 1968, when the 
charges are reintroduced.  
 

1954  Smoking and cancer link 

established 
 

In the 1940s, the British scientist Sir Richard Doll begins research into lung cancer 
after incidences of the disease rise alarmingly. He studies lung cancer patients in 
20 London hospitals and expects to reveal that the cause was fumes from coal 
fires, car fumes or tarmac. His findings surprise him and he publishes a study in 
the British Medical Journal, co-written with Sir Austin Bradford Hill, warning that 
smokers are far more likely than non-smokers to die of lung cancer. Doll gives up 
smoking two-thirds of the way through his study and lives to be 92.  

 

1958 Polio and Diphtheria 

vaccinations programmes launched 
 

One of the primary aims of the NHS is to promote good health, not simply to treat 
illness. The introduction of the polio and diphtheria vaccine is a key part of NHS 
plans. Before this programme, cases of polio could climb as high as 8,000 in 
epidemic years, with cases of diphtheria as high as 70,000, leading to 5,000 
deaths.  This programme ensures everyone under the age of 15 is vaccinated and 
will lead to an immediate and dramatic reduction in cases of both diseases.  



1961 Contraceptive pill is made 

widely available 
 

The launch of the contraceptive pill, 
which suppresses fertility with either 
progestogen or oestrogen or, more 
commonly, a combination of both, plays 
a major role in women's liberation and 
contributes to the sexual freedom of the 
so-called Swinging Sixties. Initially, it is 
only available to married women, but 
the law is relaxed in 1967. Between 
1962 and 1969, the number of women 
taking the pill rises dramatically, from 
approximately 50,000 to 1 million. 
 

1962 First full hip replacement is 

carried out 
 

Professor John Charnley begins to devote his energies to developing full hip 
replacements from 1958 and moves his practice to the Wrightington Hospital, 
where the first full hip replacement will take place. He asked his patients if they 
minded giving back the hip post-mortem. Apparently, 99% of them agreed, so his 
team would regularly collect the replacement hips to check wear and tear, and aid 
research. He improved his design, with a low-friction hip replacement, and in 
November 1962, the modified Charnley hip replacement became a practical reality.  
 

1968 Britain's first heart transplant 
 

South Africa-born surgeon Donald Ross 
carries out Britain’s first heart transplant 
at the National Heart Hospital in 
Marylebone, London, on May 3 1968.  
Ross leads a team of 18 doctors and 
nurses to operate on the unnamed 45-
year-old man in the seven-hour 
procedure. The donor was a 26-year-old 
labourer called Patrick Ryan. The British 
operation is the 10th heart transplant to 
be undertaken in the world since 
Christiaan Barnard carried out the first in 
Cape Town, South Africa, in December 
1967. The patient dies after 46 days 
from an associated infection and only six 

transplants are carried out over the next 10 years for fear of failure.  
 



 

 

 

1972 CT scans revolutionise the 

way doctors examine the body 
 

Computerised tomography (CT) scanners produce three-dimensional images from 
a large series of two-dimensional X-rays.  The first CT scanner was dreamt up in 
England in 1967 by Godfrey Newbold Hounsfield, becoming a reality in 1972. His 
concept will go on to win him a Nobel Prize alongside the American Allan McLeod 
Cormack, who developed the same idea across the Atlantic. Since then CT 
scanners have developed enormously, but the principle remains the same.   
 

1978 The world's first baby is born 

as a result of in vitro fertilisation 

(IVF) 
 

Louise Brown, the 
world's first test-
tube baby, is born 
on July 25 1978. 
Her parents Lesley 
and John Brown 
had failed to 
conceive because 
of her 
mother's blocked 
fallopian tubes.  Dr 
Patrick Steptoe, a 
gynaecologist at 
Oldham General 
Hospital, and Dr 
Robert Edwards, a 
physiologist at Cambridge University, develop a new technique to fertilise an egg 
outside a woman's body before replacing it in the womb.  More than a million 
children worldwide will go on to be conceived in this way.  
 

1979 First successful bone marrow 

transplant on a child takes place 
 

Professor Roland Levinsky performs the UK's first successful bone marrow 
transplant on a child with primary immunodeficiency at Great Ormond Street 
Hospital for Children. Bone marrow is responsible for creating the body's immune 
system. The Anthony Nolan Trust recruits and manages bone marrow donors for 
transplants that may be needed as a result of diseases such as leukaemia, 
non-Hodgkin's lymphoma or other cancers of the blood. 
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Clocking Changes 

 

 
1980 MRI scans introduced 
 

Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) scanners prove more effective than earlier 
equipment in providing information about soft tissue such as the brain. 
MRI provides very detailed pictures, so it is particularly useful for finding tumours in 
the brain. It can also identify conditions such as multiple sclerosis and the extent of 
damage after a stroke.  
 

1986 First AIDS health campaign 
 

After a number of high-
profile deaths, the AIDS 
advertising campaign sets 
out to shock, using images 
of tombstones and 
icebergs. It was followed 
early in 1987 by a 
household leaflet carrying 
the slogan "Don't die of 
ignorance".  
This campaign was in line 
with the original NHS 
intention to improve health and prevent disease, as well as offer treatment. 
 

1987 Heart, lung and liver 

transplant 
 

Professor Sir Roy Calne and Professor John Wallwork carry out the world's first 
liver, heart and lung transplant at Papworth Hospital in Cambridge. Professor Calne 
describes the patient as "plucky" and she survives for a further 10 years after the 
procedure. Her healthy heart is donated to another transplant patient. 
 

1988 Breast screening introduced 
 

An ambitious project to reduce breast cancer deaths 
in women over the age of 50 is launched, with breast 
screening units around the country providing free 
mammograms. A mammogram works by taking an X-
ray of each breast. These X-rays show changes in 
tissue that might otherwise be undetectable. This 
means that any abnormalities show up as early as 
possible, making treatment more effective.  Together 
with improved drug therapies, including tamoxifen 
and herceptin, screening will help reduce the number 
of breast cancer deaths by more than 20%, a trend 
that looks set to continue. 
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1994 NHS Organ Donor Register is 

set up 
 

The NHS Organ Donor Register is launched 
in October 1994, following a five-year 
campaign by John and Rosemary Cox from 
the West Midlands. In 1989 their 24-year-old 
son Peter died of a brain tumour. He had 
asked for his organs to be used to help 
others. The Coxes said there should be a 
register for people who wish to donate their 
organs. 
 

 

1998 NHS Direct launched 
 

This service will go on to become one of the 
largest single e-health services in the world, 
handling more than half a million calls each 
month. It is the start of a growing range of 
convenient alternatives to traditional GP 
services – including the launch of NHS walk
-in centres, which offer patients treatment 
and advice for a range of injuries and 
illnesses without the need to make an 
appointment. 
The NHS Direct service closed in 2014. 
Instead, you can call NHS 111, a new non-
emergency number that was introduced to 
make it easier for people to access local 
NHS healthcare services in England.  
 
 

1999 National Service 

Framework for Mental Health 
The National Service Framework for Mental Health aims to ensure higher levels of competence 
and good practice among professionals by: 
 
 combating discrimination against individuals and 

groups with mental health problems  
 
 making it easier for anyone who may have a 

mental health problem to access services  
 
 creating a range of mental health services to 

prevent or anticipate crises where possible 



 

2000 NHS walk-in centres 

introduced 
 

NHS walk-in centres offer convenient access to a range of NHS services.  Walkin 
centres are usually run by nurses and are available to everyone. You don't need an 
appointment or to be registered to visit a walk-in centre.  
 

2002 Four-hour target for A&E 

departments 
 

The 4-hour target to ensure no patient 
spends more than 4 hours in 
an accident and emergency 
department from arrival to admission, 
transfer or discharge is set in the NHS 
Plan in 2000. In 2003, a 98% minimum 
operating figure is set to allow for the 
minority of patients who clinically need 
more than 4 hours in A&E.  
The target becomes an operational 
standard in 2005. In the 2006-07, 
national performance against the 
operational standard is 98.2% (all types of A&E). For 2007-08, across all A&E 
types, including those provided by the independent sector, performance against the 
operational standard is 97.9%. 
 

2006 NHS Bowel Cancer Screening 

Programme launched 
 

The NHS bowel cancer screening programme is one of the first national bowel 
screening programmes in the world, and the first cancer screening programme in 
England to include men as well as women. All men and women aged 60 to 69 were 
expected to be included by December 2009, meaning around 2 million men and 
women would be screened and an estimated 3,000 cancers detected every year. 
Today, all men and women aged 60 to 74 are invited to carry out a faecal occult 
blood (FOB) test at home. An additional one-off test called bowel scope screening 
is gradually being introduced in England. This is offered to men and women at the 
age of 55. As of March 2015, about two-thirds of screening 
centres were beginning to offer this test to 55-year-olds.  
 

2006 Smoking ban 
 

From July 1 2007, smoking is banned in restaurants, pubs 
and other public places in England.  
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2010 - Equity and excellence: 

Liberating the NHS white paper 
 

The white paper was launched on July 12 2010. It sets out proposals for the future 
of the NHS – including plans to make it more efficient. This includes:  
 
 putting patients at the heart of everything the NHS does  
 

 focusing on continually improving those things that really matter to 
patients – the outcome of their healthcare  

 

 empowering and liberating clinicians to innovate, with the freedom to 
focus on improving healthcare services  

 

2012 London Olympic Games 

opening ceremony pays tribute to 

the NHS 
 

The opening ceremony of the 2012 Olympic 
celebrated the NHS vision of universal healthcare, 
free and for everyone, as one of the core values of 
British society. More than 600 nurses and other 
healthcare workers joined Danny Boyle's army of 
volunteers during the extravaganza. 
tform to encourage re-use by third parties. 
own care. 
 

2016 - One You 
 

In 2016, Public Health England launched the first ever nationwide campaign to 
address preventable disease in adults. The One You campaign encourages adults, 
particularly those in middle age, to take control of their health so they can enjoy 
significant benefits now, and in later life. 
 
 

 
HAPPY BIRTHDAY 

NHS 

HERE’S TO THE NEXT 70! 



For  application forms or more information 

Contact Pam Sian on 0113 2517345  pam.sian@westyorks-ca.gov.uk 

or 

graham.ramsden@canalrivertrust.org.uk 

West Yorkshire 

Combined 

Authority and 

Transport Branch 



Remember, recommend a new member and get £20 


