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Follow our Twitter account @RoyalFreeNHS  
to see what our patients and staff  
are saying about us

welcome
to the February edition of 
our monthly staff, members 
and governors’ magazine. 
This month, we are marking the one year 
anniversary of having admitted our first patient 
with COVID-19. Back in February last year, I don’t 
think any of us realised how much this virus was 
about to transform our work and our lives. The last 
12 months have been the most challenging that 
many of us have ever experienced.   

The year has been tough, but the RFL community 
has a lot to be proud about. We have continued 
to provide world class care to our patients, rallying 
together as a team when our hospitals needed it 
most. We have also received extraordinary support 
from our local community, all coordinated by the 
hard work of the Royal Free Charity. You can  
read more reflections from the past year on  
pages 4 and 5. 

In this issue of Freepress, I’m delighted to see 
staff sharing their positive experiences of having 
received the COVID-19 vaccine (page 6). This 
month our council of governors also announced 
the appointment of our new trust chair, Mark 
Lam (page 10), shared messages of support from 
local school children (page 7), and there’s a special 
update for our governors and members (page 9). 

Take care of yourselves and each other. 



3

The Royal Free London has been the proud star 
of several news reports and articles over the past 
few weeks, shining a light on the heroic efforts 
of our staff and patients. 

Throughout January and February, a crew from Sky visited 
departments across our hospitals to paint an extraordinary 
picture of our fight against COVID-19. They showed the 
true and often heart-wrenching stories of patients being 
treated in intensive care, and other units across our trust. 
Reports from the frontline have been shared on Sky News 
throughout the month and will culminate in a longer 
feature in March.

Elsewhere, our staff have featured in moving reports on 
BBC News, ITV News and BBC Radio 4, as well as the Daily 
Mail, New Statesman, New York Times and The Times 
Magazine – among many others. This has been a fantastic 
opportunity for us to show the public the real impact that 
the pandemic is having not only within our trust, but in 
hospitals across the country.

Thank you to everyone for making the reporters and 
film crews welcome. Whether or not your work has been 
featured in these reports, you have helped to share the 
values of the RFL with a global audience.

Staff working inside our COVID-19 wards are 
featured on Sky News

Daily Mail coverage, above

RFL in the news

Nurse Vishalini Navaneetharajah featured as part of the 
BBC coverage
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12 months on: our fight  
against COVID-19

It is now more than one year since the Royal Free London admitted our first COVID-19 patient on 9 
February 2020.  

It has been an extraordinary 12 months, and every person in the RFL team should feel incredibly proud of 
having stepped up. Thank you all for everything that you are doing: whatever your role, you have been an 
invaluable part of our response to this pandemic.  

On 9 February, the first patient arrived at the Royal Free Hospital. The following day we admitted two more 
patients, all of whom were being treated in isolation. By 28 February, we were advising the public that a 
number of patients were in our hospital being treated for COVID-19. 

The stories of patients and staff from the early part of the pandemic were captured in a special edition of 
the BBC Two Hospital documentary series. Cameras starting rolling on the day that the country went into 
national lockdown.

Throughout this period, our communities, with co-ordination from our amazing Royal Free Charity, rallied 
around us to ensure that we had the support we needed to get through the initial surge. On 24 March we 
put out a call to employees and volunteers asking people to take on roles inside our hospitals.
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12 months on: our fight  
against COVID-19

The trust, meanwhile, focussed its 
resources on long term planning that 
could help us respond to a second surge. 
Construction of the new Rainbow ward 
at BH began at the end of April and 
continued throughout the summer. 
In August, thousands of pounds from 
supporters who had donated to the 
Royal Free Charity were used to improve 
rest spaces and wellbeing support  
for staff.

RFL teams also began to take a 
bigger role in COVID-19 research 
and trials. In October we opened the 
Novavax vaccine study at the RFH, and 
announced that we would be involved 
with the Human Challenge Programme. 
In November, research conducted at 
the Royal Free Hospital was published 
showing that two out of three patients 
hospitalised due to COVID-19 are still 
suffering from symptoms.

Winter brought with it the hope of the COVID-19 
vaccine, and on 8 December 80-year-old grandmother 
Josephine Faleye became the first person at the Royal 
Free Hospital to receive the COVID-19 jab. We opened 
three vaccination centres which have now vaccinated 
thousands of NHS staff, patients and priority groups 
from the local community – thank you to everybody 
involved with the vaccination effort.

It’s now 12 months since our first patient with 
COVID-19 was admitted and Royal Free London staff 
are proving yet again how dedicated they are to 
excellent patient care. We are in our third national 
lockdown, and over the past two months we have 
stepped up our response to deal with a second surge, 
seeing hundreds of staff redeployed or giving up time 
to work extra shifts.
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We have now been offering the COVID-19 vaccine from our hospitals for over two months, in that time 
vaccinating thousands of people and strengthening our defense against COVID-19. Staff who have not yet 
had their first dose of the COVID-19 vaccine are still able to book an appointment online – go to Freenet for 
full details.

Colleagues from across our hospitals have been sharing their experience of getting the COVID-19 vaccine. 
Here are some of their stories – you can find more in the Freenet insights section.

Staff share their vaccination stories

Alisha Ali, divisional nurse director

“I had COVID-19 at the end of March last year, and it was the sickest I 
have ever felt in my life. I think I underestimated how ill it could make me, 
but I actually ended up having to take six weeks of sick leave. Even after 
‘recovering’, I continued to get tired very easily and found that I couldn’t 
push myself to do as much as I would like to. Now, 10 months later, that 
tiredness is still there, and I’ve found that it has affected my confidence. It’s 
something that you would never want your friends or family to go through.

“I am so happy to have now had the COVID-19 vaccine. It’s so important 
for all of our staff to get vaccinated, and to anybody who is in two minds 
about getting the jab I would just say please take the step to look after 
yourself. The virus is not slowing down, and we have seen that other 
variants are emerging. Having the vaccine protects you, your family and 
your friends and also your patients.”

Dr Sally Hamour, divisional clinical director for nephrology, 
urology and transplantation

“I had COVID-19 back in April last year and I wondered whether I would 
have protection and immunity from the previous infection. I read the 
guidance and the advice says to still get the vaccine, even if you have had 
COVID-19 previously. 

“I got vaccinated because I think it is the right thing to do, to protect my 
patients and my colleagues. I didn’t want to get COVID again, which is a 
possibility. I also wanted to protect my family at home, my mum who is in 
our bubble and my husband. I have seen many severe cases of coronavirus 
and I’m mindful that he has an increased risk as a black man in his 40s.

“Although the vaccine was developed quickly, it has gone through all of 
the same processes and checks – there is the same assurance. It has just 
happened a lot quicker this time. There is a lot of data which shows the 
vaccine is safe and effective.”

Winston Nichols, reporting radiographer, radiation protection 
supervisor and lead dental radiographer

“Access to the vaccine is key to ending this pandemic and so I made sure I 
got vaccinated to play my part. As healthcare professionals, we’re on the 
front line against COVID-19 and as a result we are likely to be affected 
along with the patients we are caring for. We have to do our bit to 
maintain the integrity of the NHS and the healthcare we provide.

“I often get asked whether you can catch the virus from having the vaccine. 
You cannot catch COVID-19 from the vaccine – the same as you cannot 
catch flu from the flu jab.”
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 “Dear frontline staff…”

“Dear frontline staff… we would like to wholeheartedly say thank you for all the work, effort and courage 
that you and your colleagues in the frontline have shown in combating this pandemic. You have been 
unique role models for all of us and we all at NLGS are extremely grateful for your work.”

This is the message to staff from North London Grammar School, a local school in Hendon that has reached 
out with messages of thanks and support from their students. Pupils at the school have put together a 
beautiful booklet which captures the gratitude that they feel for all of the NHS staff working in these 
challenging times. 



Dr Jo Wilson, consultant nurse palliative care, has been nominated for a pioneering 
nurse award by St Christopher’s Hospice. She is one of just 30 nurses from around 
the world who have been celebrated for their commitment to palliative care and 
changing the experience of people approaching the end of life.

Jo has been recognised for her contribution to palliative care through her work as a clinician, teacher, leader 
and academic. In particular, she is praised for her contribution as lead author of Care after death: Guidance 
for staff responsible for care after death. This essential guide was first published in 2015 and continues to be 
updated, helping to ensure support for the deceased and their family is well-coordinated, and their wishes 
are respected.

On being nominated as a pioneering nurse, Jo said: “I am so glad that the ‘care after death’ work is 
recognised, and I am so grateful to Hospice UK and all my colleagues - especially Dr Di Laverty - for their 
teamwork and skill.  Thank you to St Christopher’s Hospice - it’s such a pleasure to be named amongst 
international colleagues.”

Anne McReynolds, divisional director of nursing, transplant and specialist services shares her 
congratulations: “I am incredibly proud of Jo, an award that is so well deserved. As a nurse consultant, Jo 
is truly inspirational to us all. She excels in strong visionary leadership and has a unique compassionate gift 
and ability to support staff and patients achieve the best possible outcomes. She works tirelessly to promote 
high quality, individualised end of life care for patients and their families.”

You can read Jo’s full story on the St Christopher’s Hospice website.
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The Royal Free Hospital’s nuclear medicine 
department is celebrating the installation of 
two new gamma cameras. The state-of-the-art 
equipment offers the team some of the latest in 
nuclear medicine technology.  

Head of nuclear medicine Danny McCool said: “These 
cameras will allow our teams to focus more on 
their patients, as they automate some of the more 
time-consuming processes that used to demand our 
attention. It’s going to take us far less time to get the 
equipment up and running, which means that we’ll 
have a quicker start to the day, and staff will be able 
to focus on other important areas of work.”

The nuclear medicine department use radioactivity 
to diagnose and treat various conditions. The 
scans that they produce are used to understand 
the function of organs such as the liver or kidneys, 
and can often pick up diseases earlier than other 
imaging types such as X-rays.

They also support the treatment of cancer patients 
through their radionuclide therapy services. This 
involves using targeted doses of radiation to 
damage cancer cells.

With their new set up, the team will also have more 
opportunities for research and development. Danny 
explained: “These cameras boast a range of exciting 
new features that we think will help to improve the 
quality and clarity of the images that we produce. 
We’re looking forward to exploring these in depth 
over the coming weeks.”

Congratulations to our 
pioneering nurse   

New gamma cameras to help 
advance nuclear medicine 



Governors’ update
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This month, we’re introducing some of the patient governors who sit on our council.  
The next edition of Freepress will introduce the rest of our patient governors, and our public governors.

Governor elections 2021
The nomination period for the governor 

elections has now closed.

There are two vacancies for patient 

governor and one for public - rest of 

England governor.

Ballot packs will be sent to members on or 

around Thursday 4 March and voting will 

close at 23.59 Thursday 25 March. Further 

guidance on what to consider when 

voting for your preferred candidates can 

be found on our website.

Please email any questions to 

rf.membership@nhs.net.

Linda Bogod

After 20 years working in 
the finance sector Linda 
is keen to contribute to 
her community and has 
been involved in various 
charitable work. 

She hopes to use her 
professional background 
together with her 
experience in social care 
to help her with her role.

Oswald Fernando

Oswald came to the 
UK in 1963 and having 
completed surgical 
training joined the Royal 
Free Hospital in 1968. 
He has been responsible 
for the training of many 
transplant surgeons.

He has continued his 
association with the 
Royal Free Hospital 
Kidney Patients’ 
Association.

Sam Collins

Sam recently graduated 
from Bristol University 
with a degree in Law. 

Despite suffering with a 
rare metabolic disorder 
Sam has persevered with 
an active lifestyle. He is 
keen to contribute to the 
local community and saw 
a role as a governor as the 
perfect way to do this. 

Neil Wolstenholme

Neil has myeloma and AL 
amyloidosis. The Royal 
Free London saved his life 
in 2015 and has continued 
to support his recovery. 

He draws on more than 
30 years financial and 
commercial experience 
to engage positively in 
the council and to act 
as a strong advocate for 
patient and staff needs.

Judy Dewinter

Judy is our lead governor 
and has been on the 
council since 2012. 
She has had two bone 
marrow transplants at the 
Royal Free Hospital and is 
a passionate advocate for 
patient care. 

She is chair of the 
Royal Free Charity and 
president of the blood 
cancer charity  
Myeloma UK. 

Sneha Bedi

Sneha is a local 
resident and patient 
and is experienced 
in leading global 
digital transformation 
programmes across various 
sectors. After an injury, 
she started studying 
pilates and teaches it in 
her free time. From April 
2021, Sneha will become 
the new lead governor.



The Royal Free London has officially launched the second phase of its 
electronic patient record (EPR) project, ensuring that staff can always access 
the accurate and up-to-date information they need to give world-class 
patient care. 

EPR brings all our patients’ details together in one place – allowing quick 
access for clinicians, improving efficiency, and reducing the chance of 
errors. Already in use across Barnet Hospital and Chase Farm Hospital, this 
new project will bring EPR to the Royal Free Hospital, as well as emergency 
departments and critical care units across the trust. 

The programme launch comes after months of behind-the-scenes work 
building a system that caters to our clinicians’ needs. The EPR is being co-
designed by clinical staff – including doctors, nurses, midwives, pharmacists 
and allied health professionals – to make sure that it meets the needs of those using it and brings real 
benefits for their patients. 

EPR also integrates with other technology that’s currently in use. Data from devices such as blood pressure 
monitors can be automatically uploaded into the system, and trigger an alert to staff if something unusual 
is detected. Once in the system, the data is more secure than paper records – as only those issued with a 
smartcard have access. 

Programme director Alastair Crisp said: “It’s now two years since we first introduced EPR at Barnet Hospital 
and Chase Farm Hospital, and in that time we’ve seen just how much of a difference it makes to staff. Over 
the coming months we will work with clinical staff to ensure that it provides the same benefits to those at the 
Royal Free Hospital. The result will be that staff can access whatever information they need, in real time.” 

Find out more information on the Freenet EPR project pages. 
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Electronic patient record to 
help improve care for patients 
across the RFL

New trust chair 
appointed 
The council of governors of the Royal Free London is pleased to announce 
that Mark Lam has been appointed the new chair of the trust.

Mark joins the Royal Free London from Barnet, Enfield and Haringey 
Mental Health NHS Trust and East London NHS Foundation Trust where he 
is chair. He will join the trust when the current chair, Dominic Dodd, stands 
down later this year, after serving his maximum tenure.

Dominic has been chair of the trust since 2009 and the Royal Free London 
has undergone significant change during that time including the acquisition 
of Barnet and Chase Farm Hospitals NHS Trust and the construction of the new Chase Farm Hospital.



In-patient meal menus are now available online thanks to feedback 
from Roger Lewis, trust patient member, on his own recent experience 
as a patient at the Royal Free Hospital.

Along with his great thanks to the team caring for him, Mr Lewis said: 
“Due to COVID-19 measures, meal menus for in-patients cannot be 
handled by patients and so are read out by care staff. This can be really 
challenging sometimes.”

Mr Lewis found that with the additional personal protective equipment 
staff are required to wear on the wards, he could not always easily hear 
the options available during mealtimes.

To improve the experience for others facing similar challenges and support staff to share the information in 
different ways, he put forward suggestions of how we could help.

In-patient meal menus can now be found online on the Royal Free London website for all patients to access: 
royalfree.nhs.uk/hospitalmenu

Patients at all sites can also scan this QR code using their mobile phone or tablet to access meal information.

RFL in-patient meal menus 
now accessible online 
following feedback

Saying prayers at a patient’s bedside is one of Claire 
Carson’s many roles as a hospital chaplain. As part of 
Claire’s job, it’s important that she can be there for 
any patient that needs her, whatever their religion or 
needs. So when the family of one of our patients asked 
for somebody to say prayers with her in Spanish, Claire 
wanted to make sure it happened. 

She said: “The patient’s daughter called me and explained 
that her mum could only speak Spanish. They were really 
hoping that a priest would be able to go and pray with 
her, and they also wanted to know if somebody who 
could speak Spanish would go and chat with her.

“I immediately thought of my wonderful colleague Meri, 
who works in our mortuary.  Meri stepped up, and has 
now been with me to visit the patient several times. The first 
day we met her we had a chat and did a video call with her 
family, and Meri said prayers with her in Spanish. The next day Fr Toby from St Dominic’s Priory came to say prayers with 
her, and again Meri very kindly came to translate. It meant so much to the family that this could happen.”  

Claire and Meri’s determination to carry out the patient’s wishes are a fantastic reflection of the spirit of  
the Royal Free London – to come together as a team and do whatever we can to support our patients and their families.   

Hola! It’s the Royal Free  
London calling

Meri Gonzalez, left and Claire Carson, right
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How long have you worked at the Royal Free London? 
I have worked at the RFL for over 17 years now, with 
a background as a qualified chartered accountant. 
In recent years, I’ve acted as the finance lead for the 
delivery of the cost improvement programme. Now 
my role has naturally evolved to include leading the 
sustainability agenda, as our business approach to 
creating long-term value meant putting in place a plan 
of action for ‘people, planet, and prosperity’.

As a child, I was raised to be conscious of the impact 
that we have on our environment. I do worry about 
global climate change and the impact it will have on 
future generations. My role fits well with my core 
values and I am excited to be working with highly 
knowledgeable professionals in this field.

How has the COVID-19 pandemic affected your work? 
When starting this new role, we were just past the 
first peak of COVID-19, which made building up our 
sustainability group quite challenging. However, the 
pandemic has seen RFL staff recognised for their  
rapid, professional and selfless response caring for 
affected patients. 

In our case, adapting to new working conditions with 
social distancing, I am proud to say that the use of 
technology has allowed the greener RFL network to 
grow 80 plus members and counting. These members 
are highly passionate about reducing the impact of 
RFL’s carbon emission on our planet. 

Why is it so important that we become more 
sustainable as a trust? 
RFL is committed to building healthier lives and 
reducing health inequalities. Here are examples of why 
sustainable healthcare business practices matter to us:

•  We care. As part of our commitment to healthier 
lives, we care about our environment, community 
and future generations.

•  We want to lead on innovation and 
efficiency. This means working in smarter ways 
and investing in green innovation opportunities 
for a sustainable future.

•  We have a legal requirement. The government is 
committed to net zero carbon emission by 2050, and 
the NHS has an ambitious target of 2040.

•  We believe it’s the right thing to do. Taking actions 
that benefit the environment, such as active travel 
and reducing air pollution will improve public health.

What are the top priorities for the sustainability  
group over the coming year? 
The Green Plan outlines ambitions to reduce  
our carbon footprint and the environmental impact  
of our services, in line with the NHS commitments. I am 
really excited about the potential for RFL to become 
carbon free (a net zero trust) by 2040. To make  
this happen, we all need to contribute. As an 
individual, you can make a difference with simple 
actions such as bringing a reusable water bottle 
or coffee cup, walking or cycling to work, turning 
off lights and computers and only printing when 
absolutely necessary.

If you weren’t in your current role, what might  
you be doing? 
I have always had an affinity towards a ‘living off  
the land’ lifestyle. If completely free with my time, 
I would like to spend at least half the year on the 
island of Sri Lanka, living in a palm leaf roof hut of an 
unexplored village with only the very basics. I would 
disconnect with no iPhone and indulge in clay pot 
cooking of exotic vegetables and spices picked the 
same day, walking around and feeling the natural 
soil, sun and sea. I’ve always felt a calling towards a 
minimalistic lifestyle and believe there is a lot  
to learn from the people who adopt this. 

60 seconds with…
Renuka Umasuthan is leading the trust’s sustainability programme. We caught up  
with her to find out more about how the RFL is working towards a greener future.  
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There are lots of things that you can do to help slow the 
spread of infection and keep our hospitals safe this winter:

• Stay two metres apart, unless delivering care

• Wear a surgical mask in all areas

• Maintain social distancing in all areas, including rest spaces

• Wash your hands regularly and wipe down surfaces 

Practicing social distancing and good infection control is one of 
the best ways for us to protect our colleagues and patients – so 
thank you for helping to make our hospitals safer for everyone. 

Help protect our hospitals against infection

2 metre 2 metre

2 metre 2 metre


