NHS faces £13.8bn maintenance crisis as high‑risk repairs treble since 2015
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Britain’s hospital buildings are fraying at the edges — and the bill for bringing them up to standard has become a national headache, according to a raft of official figures and recent reporting. An investigation by the Daily Mail, drawing on provisional Estates Returns data, found the NHS’s backlog of maintenance stands at about £13.8 billion and identified a string of sites with acute, safety‑critical faults that require urgent work. NHS Digital’s provisional ERIC return for 2023/24 confirms the headline totals used in that analysis and also shows the annual cost of running the estate remains substantial. 
The most striking single case named by the Daily Mail is Airedale General Hospital in West Yorkshire, where the trust’s own returns record more than £300 million of high‑risk work. Local reporting in the Telegraph & Argus corroborates that the total backlog for the site approaches £339 million and details repeated inspections, temporary propping and widespread use of reinforced autoclaved aerated concrete (RAAC) across large parts of the estate. Trust leaders there say only large‑scale replacement will provide a lasting solution. 
The faults cited range from burst pipes and leaking roofs to broken lifts and decaying concrete. RAAC, a lightweight form of concrete used widely between the 1950s and 1990s, has featured heavily in recent headlines: ITV’s reporting from Withybush Hospital in 2023 documented wards closed, ceilings propped and an estates manager demonstrating a crumbling slab as evidence of the material’s fragility. Those on‑the‑ground accounts underline why inspectors categorise some defects as “high risk” — meaning they could cause catastrophic failure, major disruption or threaten safety if left unaddressed. 
Official data show the amount of high‑risk work has grown steeply: ERIC provisional figures put high‑risk repairs at roughly £2.7 billion in 2023/24, nearly trebling the comparable total from 2015/16. Briefings from NHS Providers note the backlog rose by around £2.2 billion in that single year and warned the total now exceeds the annual cost of running the estate, compounding pressure on service delivery, staff morale and productivity. 
Voices from inside the service say the problem is the product of long‑term underinvestment. “More than a decade of being starved of capital investment has left NHS leaders struggling to deal with a host of estate problems,” Dr Layla McCay, director of policy at the NHS Confederation, told the Daily Mail, adding that the service still needs an extra £3.3 billion a year over the next three years just to tackle maintenance. Campaigners and MPs echoed that urgency: Lib‑Dem health spokesperson Helen Morgan warned patients should not “fear the roof is going to cave in” when they attend hospital. 
Political pledges to rebuild or replace tired sites have been recalibrated in recent months. The Labour government has announced an intention to invest in the estate, with the Chancellor signalling a multi‑billion‑pound capital plan that includes a targeted £5 billion pot for critical building repairs alongside larger commitments to capital investment over several years. The Department of Health and Social Care says it has set out a funding plan and a revised, realistic timetable for the New Hospital Programme that aims to get schemes ready to enter construction promptly. 
Yet implementation remains difficult. The revamped New Hospital Programme accepts the original promise of 40 brand‑new hospitals by 2030 was overly ambitious; a government statement has emphasised that schemes will now proceed on a more costed and deliverable timetable. The National Audit Office has been far less sanguine about pace and value for money: its report into the programme found delays, rising costs and weaknesses in governance, warning that slow delivery risks leaving services short of capacity if replacements and refurbishments are too small or too late. 
Trusts facing the backlog say they are doing what they can while waiting for long‑term solutions. Imperial College Healthcare NHS Trust, which runs several affected London sites, notes much of its estate predates the NHS and says it is spending tens of millions annually to reduce estate risks while working to accelerate redevelopment. Other trusts named in national reporting have similarly described ongoing maintenance regimes and efforts to secure funding for phased replacements where the New Hospital Programme does not yet offer a route forward. 
Analysts and sector bodies stress that short‑term fixes will not be enough on their own. NHS Providers and other observers point to a pattern of capital budgets being diverted to meet day‑to‑day pressures, leaving long‑term maintenance to fester until it becomes a safety and operational problem. The combined picture from provisional ERIC returns, trust reports and independent scrutiny is of an estate that needs both urgent remedial work and a steady, well‑governed capital programme to prevent repeated crises. 
Bringing the NHS estate into the 21st century therefore requires a two‑track approach: immediate, properly funded interventions to eliminate hazards that endanger patients and staff, and a transparent, rigorously managed replacement programme for the oldest and most RAAC‑affected sites. The government says it has reset the programme and funding timetable; auditors and sector leaders say that delivery, clear milestones and sustained capital protection will be the true test of whether the crisis can be contained before more buildings — and the services inside them — become unsafe. 
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