Scotland's cosmetic surgery crisis: A&E doctors warn of botched procedures
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Frontline medics in Scotland are increasingly grappling with the consequences of botched cosmetic surgeries performed by untrained practitioners, leading to significant strains on the National Health Service (NHS). Dr Ben Taylor-Davies, who operates the Stockbridge Clinic in Edinburgh and also works as an A&E doctor, has noted a marked increase in patients seeking emergency treatment for complications arising from procedures involving Botox and dermal fillers.
Dr Taylor-Davies has described the current situation as akin to the “Wild West” of cosmetic surgery in Scotland, identifying a spike in cases where individuals, often distressed and unsure of where to turn, require immediate medical attention for complications that arise from treatment conducted by non-medical injectors. He emphasised that many of these individuals present to A&E because the original practitioners lack the necessary medical background to manage complications.
“I’ve really noticed over the last six months that I’ve had more people presenting to my clinic with complications from non-medical injectors,” he stated. “When a complication has arisen, the person who did the original procedure doesn’t have the medical training necessary to recognise and manage that."
Dr Taylor-Davies is particularly critical of the Scottish Government’s proposed three-tier system for regulating non-surgical cosmetic procedures, arguing that it seems to favour industry interests over public safety. Under these proposals, which are still under review following a consultation that concluded in February, there are plans to allow non-medical practitioners to administer dermal fillers under a middle classification. Dr Taylor-Davies contends that injectables should only be administered by qualified healthcare professionals, such as doctors, dentists, and nurses with appropriate training, arguing: “There is absolutely no reasonable argument for anyone outside of this group to be performing injectables. It is simply not safe."
He has observed that A&E departments are not equipped with personnel trained in aesthetic medicine, which results in difficulty when addressing complications. He has taken the initiative to provide training sessions to A&E doctors across the NHS departments where he works, as well as guidance for general practitioners, highlighting a nationwide trend of increasing complications from cosmetic procedures.
“There is no doubt this lack of regulation is heaping needless stress on the NHS,” he warned, citing the potential for severe complications, including tissue death and in rare cases, blindness. He adds that the urgency of these complications requires immediate expert intervention, underscoring the risks taken when procedures are performed by those lacking formal medical training.
Currently, oversight of non-surgical cosmetic treatments in Scotland falls primarily under Healthcare Improvement Scotland (HIS), but this does not extend to beauty salons, hairdressers, and home-based practitioners that operate outside of regulatory supervision. While other countries enforce stricter regulations and qualifications for cosmetic procedures, Scotland's guidelines lag behind. According to a survey conducted by the Royal College of Physicians of Edinburgh in 2023, one-third of Scottish doctors reported treating complications related to cosmetic procedures, affecting patients as young as 16 years.
Public Health Minister Jenni Minto has acknowledged the ongoing evaluation of the consultation results regarding non-surgical cosmetic procedures, stating that the aim is to establish robust and proportionate regulations. However, the Scottish Government has refrained from commenting specifically on the impacts of botched cosmetic operations on A&E departments. As the situation in Scotland continues to unfold, the need for regulatory reform and enhanced patient safety remains a pressing concern for medical professionals.
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