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Introduction

1. Introduction

] Part 5 of the National Hospitals Office (NHO) Code of Practice for Healthcare
Records Management sets out the schedules for retention and disposal of
healthcare records in publicly funded acute hospitals in the National Hospitals
Office. Part 5:

1. Lists the minimum retention periods for healthcare records in the
NHO.
2. Provides a clear policy in order that hospitals can operate a healthcare

records retention and disposal practice in a consistent manner across

the Health Service Executive.

" The schedule replaces the previous retention schedule on acute hospital records
outlined on pages 8-9 of the ‘Policy for Health Boards on Record Retention
Periods’ (1999).

2. Types of healthcare record covered by this schedule

" This retention policy applies to healthcare records of all types regardless of the
medium on which they are held.

. These may consist of:

1. Patient healthcare records (electronic or paper based, including those
concerning all specialties).

2. Emergency Department, birth, theatre, minor operations and other
related registers.

X-ray and imaging reports, output and images.
Photographs, slides, and other images.
Microform (i.e. microfiche/microfilm).

Audio and video tapes, cassettes, CD-ROM etc.

Computerised records.

® =N o W

Scanned records.
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Legal obligation and good practice

3. Legal obligation and good practice

] The Health Service Executive must comply with the provisions of section 2(1)(c)
of the Data Protection Acts 1988 and 2003. The Acts set out the principle that
personal data shall not be kept for longer than is necessary for the purpose or
purposes for which it was obtained. This requirement places a responsibility on
the Health Service Executive to be clear about the length of time personal data
will be kept and the reasons why the information is being retained.

. To comply with this rule the Health Service Executive must have a policy on
retention periods for personal data that is retained. This policy must include
defined retention periods for healthcare records and systematic disposal of
healthcare records immediately after the retention period expires.

. Since 2003, Data Protection legislation also applies to electronic and hard copy
records.

4. Basis for the National Hospitals Office healthcare records retention

and disposal schedule

" The following criteria were taken into consideration in determining the
retention periods:

. Medical Criteria—records are maintained primarily for the treatment of patients
during current and subsequent periods of medical attention. The retention
period should allow the retention of the record for a sufficient period of time
after the duration of treatment.

. Legal Criteria—the limitation period may run from the date on which the
alleged malpractice or negligence became apparent, rather than from the date
on which the medical treatment was terminated.

. Legislative Criteria—the retention schedule must comply with relevant
legislation.

5. Responsibilities

. Each Department Head is responsible for making sure that all healthcare
records retained in the department are periodically and routinely reviewed to
ensure systematic implementation of the National Hospitals Office Healthcare
Records Retention and Disposal Schedule.
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Retention and disposal schedule

6. Retention and disposal schedule:

. A retention and disposal schedule is a key document in a healthcare records
management system which outlines:

1. The types of healthcare records held within an organisation.
2. The minimum period for which such records should be retained.
3. The action required when the minimum retention period has been
reached.
. The retention and disposal schedule lists all of the healthcare records for which

predetermined periods of retention have been agreed.

Why is a retention and disposal schedule needed?

. For the storage of healthcare records that must be retained for the appropriate
retention period after the patient has been discharged from hospital.

. For the extended preservation of healthcare records which are of long-term
value.

. For the prompt disposal of healthcare records whose retention period has
ended.

Decisions regarding the retention and disposal of healthcare records

. Healthcare records that have reached their offical retention period, should be
reviewed under the following criteria, so that ill-considered disposal is avoided.
Whenever the schedule is used, the guidelines listed below should be followed.

. Recommended retention periods should be calculated from the end of the
calendar month following the last entry on the document.

. The healthcare records manager or designated person should carry out
healthcare record reviews in line with the National Hospitals Office retention
and disposal schedule.

. It is recommended that a multidisciplinary healthcare records users group

should be established to provide advice on the retention and disposal of
healthcare records. Input from local healthcare professionals should be a key
element of the hospital’s healthcare records management strategy.

. Where a set of healthcare records have reached their final date for retention, the
Healthcare records manager shall confirm the implementation of the National
Hospitals Office healthcare records retention and disposal schedule with the
healthcare records users committee in the hospital.
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Retention and disposal schedule

. If a record due for disposal is known to be the subject of an access request for
records, then this contact will be regarded at the latest contact date and the
relevant retention period will apply.

" Where an adverse outcome has been advised to the risk management personnel
then these healthcare records should be retained for an additional period as
advised by the hospital risk management committee.

. Hospital healthcare records should not be kept any longer than the appropriate
retention period. Hospitals who wish to retain healthcare records for longer
than the appropriate retention period for research or statistical purposes must
obtain clear and unambigious consent from the patients concerned for the
retention of their records for these purposes.

Retention and disposal policy

. When original healthcare records are selected for disposal in accordance with
this policy, a clear disposal policy must be applied.

. It is vital that the process of disposal safeguards and maintains the
confidentiality of patient records. This can be done onsite or via an approved
contractor, but it is the responsibility of the hospital to satisfy itself that the
methods used provide adequate safeguards against accidental loss or disclosure
of the records.

" Disposal of healthcare records should be carried out in accordance with
environmental health regulations.

" Where a contractor is used to destroy records they should be required to sign
confidential undertakings and to produce written certification as proof of
disposal.

" Please note that optical and magnetic media require special disposal facilities.

. A record should be kept in perpetuity of all healthcare records destroyed. The
register should contain the persons name, address, date of birth, file number,
dates covered by the file (i.e. dates of first and last contact), date of disposal and
by whom the authority was given to destroy the records. If agreement is reached
at a later date to the use of a unique healthcare identifier, then this identifier

should also be recorded.

. This record should be signed by the staff member supervising the removal and
disposal of the records.

] The record should be filed and stored in a secure location in accordance with
local policies and procedures.
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Alternative media

7. Alternative media

. In order to address problems of storage space or for reasons of business
efficiency, the hospital may consider transferral of hospital healthcare records to
alternative media at any time during the life of the healthcare record within the
retention period.

. It should be noted that effective management of digital records requires
systematic procedures for transferring them to new media before the old media
becomes unusable.

. Where transfer to alternative media is proposed the costs of the conversion to
the requested medium should bear in mind the length of the retention period
for which the records are required to be kept.

8. Interpretation and use of the schedule

. This retention and disposal schedule details a Minimum Retention Period for
the types of healthcare record listed in the schedule. The recommended
minimum retention period should be calculated from the end of the calendar
month following the last entry on the document.

] The Schedule has five columns:

1. Reference This is to facilitate reference to the schedule

2. Type of healthcare record This column identifies the type of healthcare

record created in the National Hospitals

Office.

3. Retention period The retention period is calculated from the

time the healthcare record was closed.

4. Derivation Notes the details of legislation and any other
references of relevance to the recommended

retention period.

5. Final Action There are two possibilities:
. Destroy under confidential
conditions.
. Likely to be of archival value. Contact

the National Archives (records

acquisition division).
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