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Hello and

welcome
to the June edition of our 
monthly staff, members and 
governors’ magazine.
As phase one of our response to COVID-19 winds 
down and we move into phase two, it feels like an 
appropriate time to reflect on the incredible work 
done to support and treat our patients and each 
other. I am so proud of how quickly we changed our 
services and processes and the way our dedicated 
staff have responded to the pandemic. Thank you, all 
of you, no matter what your role has been. You have 
each been part of helping to deliver world class care 
to our patients in the most testing of times.

In this issue of Freepress, you’ll see how many of 
our colleagues stepped up and volunteered to be 
redeployed into different roles to help support the 
teams who were under the most pressure. You can 
read some of their experiences on pages 6 and 7. We 
celebrated International Nurses’ Day and International 
Day of the Midwife and the very special role they play 
across our trust. You can read more about some of our 
nursing and midwifery teams on page 5.

Elsewhere, we take a look at how we can support 
our staff’s mental health and wellbeing and how you 
could be the next Freedom to Speak Up champion 
(page 8).

For the moment, let’s take a breath and reflect on 
how far we’ve come. Take care of yourselves and 
each other.

Caroline Clarke
Group chief  
executive 

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

Key to abbreviations:
Barnet Hospital: BH
Chase Farm Hospital: CFH
Royal Free Hospital: RFH
Royal Free London: RFL2
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Every day, staff working on the intensive care unit (ICU) at the Royal Free Hospital walk down the same 
plain corridor to start their shift. Now, this has been transformed into an uplifting space that shows staff 
just how much they are appreciated.

A combination of art sent in following a public appeal, work produced by specialist graffiti and street art 
team Graffiti Kings and donations to the Royal Free Charity, has been used to fill the walls with colourful 
pictures and messages.

“We want them to smile and take a little time away from thinking about work,” said Sinead Hanton, 
ICU matron. “When they arrive or leave the ICU they are usually deep in thought, especially if it’s been a 
particularly difficult shift. We hope this will give them a lift.”

Richard Scarth, interim chief executive of the 
charity, said: “Once we put the word out that this 
corridor needed cheering up, the response from the 
public was amazing and we were able to create this 
wonderful wall really quickly.”

Following on from the successful transformation 
of the RFH intensive care unit (ICU), the Royal Free 
Charity are asking the public for pictures to recreate 
a similar wall at Barnet Hospital.

Budding artists should send their designs to the 
Royal Free Charity digitally. Take a photograph of 
the art, making sure that it fills the camera’s frame, 
and email it to ArtRFC@oander.co.uk. For children’s 
artwork don’t forget to include their name and age 
on the picture.

Wall-to-wall support for our 
ICU staff

Alfie rollerblades 100km  
for staff at Barnet Hospital
A 12-year-old boy who collapsed while taking his 
SATS last year and was cared for by staff at Barnet 
Hospital has raised £1,125 for the Royal Free Charity 
to say ‘thank you’.

Alfie, who lives in Barnet, rollerbladed 100 km 
around the streets, communal gardens and areas 
near his home, starting on 23 April and ending 
during ‘the clap’ for NHS workers on 14 May.

“I was inspired by Captain Tom Moore,” said Alfie, 
who was born at the Royal Free Hospital. “The staff 
at Barnet looked after me so well when I was taken 
ill last year, I thought I’d help the charity’s COVID-19 
emergency fund for the staff.”

Alfie, who had a gastrointestinal infection, ended 
up on a drip but soon recovered and went on to pass 
the rest of his exams with high marks.

“I did the last 50 metres clapping for our amazing 
carers, and the atmosphere was amazing. It’s been 

a tough challenge, but nothing compared to what 
NHS staff are going through, so I’m proud to be able 
to help in this way,” he added.

You can help Alfie increase his incredible total at his 
Just Giving page and find out how we’re putting his 
and all our other donors’ great generosity to good 
use at the Royal Free Charity’s website.
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Black Lives Matter

Community 
gown workshop 
all sewn up
A team of volunteers, coordinated by the Royal Free 
Charity, have now created 20,000 surgical gowns 
for use at the RFL.

Fashion and sewing experts, community volunteers 
and staff from the RFL have come together to create 
a pop-up workshop capable of producing hundreds 
of surgical gowns every day. While the trust is 
confident in its existing supplies, these gowns will 
make use of surplus material to help boost stocks at 
BH and the RFH.

The volunteers have now produced over 20,000 
gowns. This has been possible thanks to the support 
of the Royal Free Charity, who are coordinating the 
team of volunteers. They have also helped to fund 
the project, paying for 35 new sewing machines.

New volunteers are welcome to apply – the ability to 
use a sewing machine is desirable but not essential, 
as there are roles available cutting and folding, 
packing and working as machinists. 

Those interested can put their name forward by 
emailing alix.temple@nhs.net.

A joint message from Royal Free London group 
chief executive Caroline Clarke; Royal Free Hospital 
chief executive Kate Slemeck; Barnet Hospital chief 
executive Deborah Sanders; Chase Farm Hospital 
chief executive Natalie Forrest; and Annette Heslop 
chair of the Royal Free London Black and Minority 
Ethnic Staff Network:

“Recent events following the unlawful death of 
George Floyd by the American police have ignited 
anger and a call for an end to racism and injustice 
for black people. The Royal Free London (RFL) stands 
together with our black staff, minority ethnic staff, 
volunteers, patients and community against racism 
and hate crime.

“We are proud of the diversity of our staff, our 
volunteers, and the communities we serve. Thanks 
to this diversity, we are able to provide the very best 
care to our patients. We stand together to put an 
end to racism and promote equality and will continue 
to listen and learn from our black and ethnic 
minority staff.

“We have a thriving BAME staff forum which was 
established in 2014 to support black, Asian and ethnic 
minority staff, and to provide a safe, supportive 
and confidential environment for all minority 
ethnic staff. It is a platform for sharing ideas and 
experiences, building relationships and promoting 
race equality. We want to reach out to staff who are 
feeling anxious, distressed, worried, afraid about 
these recent events which come at a time when 
our black and minority ethnic communities are 
disproportionately impacted by COVID-19.

“The board of the RFL would like to share the 
following message: “We are proud of the rich 
diversity of the Royal Free London and we do not 
tolerate racism and hate crime. The RFL is a place 
where we want all staff to feel safe, protected and 
listened to. We believe this is essential in ensuring 
that everybody who walks through our doors has the 
best possible experience.

“We are all in this together. We support you and are 
here for you. Black lives matter.”



Ursula Knight, advanced nurse practitioner, Chase Farm Hospital

“I qualified in 1995 and have been with the Royal Free London ever since. 
In that time I’ve reached the top of my current role, and now I’m studying 
for a Masters so that I can continue to improve my skills. Normally, my work 
involves looking after elective surgery patients who have come in for an 
operation, but for COVID-19 I have been redeployed to an intensive care unit. 

“The experience of a specialist nurse is very different to that of a ward nurse, 
so changing role has meant a lot of additional training – I almost feel like a 
student again.”

2020 has been designated the first International Year of the Nurse and Midwife. It marks the 200th 
anniversary of the birth of Florence Nightingale, who founded modern nursing and pioneered  
infection control.

The occasion takes on an extra special meaning as we recognise the important role that our nursing and 
midwifery colleagues have played during the response to COVID-19.

Group chief nurse Deborah Sanders shared her message of thanks in a video recorded for staff. “The work, 
the care and the compassion that I have seen from nurses and midwives right across our organisation has 
moved me beyond words. I’m so very proud, and thank you for all that you have done for our patients and 
for each other over these last few months.”

Meet some of our RFL nurses and how COVID-19 has changed their roles.
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Celebrating our nurses and midwives

Our midwifery team

On average, our midwifery teams support 8,500 births every year. Thousands of families entrust our 
midwives to bring their babies into the world and the feedback we receive tells of how appreciated they are 
by the local community. During the pandemic, changes have been made to our maternity services to ensure 
we can continue to provide safe, inclusive and compassionate care to women and their families.

Mai Buckley, group director of midwifery, said: “Over the last few months, I have seen midwives stepping 
up to the challenge of reorganising and delivering maternity services to ensure women, newborns and their 
families keep safe.

“Our midwives have responded with bravery, kindness and compassion. I am so proud and thankful to all 
midwives and the maternity services multidisciplinary team at the Royal Free London.”

Calvin Chitiga, junior charge nurse, Royal Free Hospital

“I was born in Zimbabwe, and came to the UK 18 years ago to join my family. 
After studying nursing at Middlesex University, I was offered a place at the 
Royal Free Hospital’s private patient unit and have been with the trust ever 
since. My day to day work involves overseeing the junior members of the 
ward team - providing advice and support, and ensuring there is the right 
mix of skills to look after different patient needs.

“This unit has now become a COVID-19 ward. We are helping patients who 
aren’t able to share a ward with others, perhaps because they are at the 
end of their life or have dementia. Everyone has worked so hard to make 
sure we all get the support we need.”
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Redeployed to the frontline

Well over 100 members of staff at the Royal Free London volunteered to be redeployed into supportive 
roles to help with our response to COVID-19. From being deployed from the finance team to help with the 
procurement of supplies, to being a foundation year doctor redeployed to ITU to retrain as a nurse, our 
staff have risen to the challenge to support their colleagues. Here are some of their reflections.

Dr Karnika Raja, consultant paediatrician

The paediatric team were keen to help alleviate some pressure their adult team colleagues were facing 
and explored different options to see where their skills would be best used.  They recognised the 
need for a liaison between the hospital and loved ones of patients in ICU, and so, seven paediatricians 
launched a new family liaison team. 

“There was a rapid period of upskilling, attending ICU ward rounds and learning from colleagues 
with different expertise. We had to get used to wearing full PPE and being able to communicate 
confidently wearing it. Luckily, many of the required skills were transferable from our normal jobs.

“The trust provided us with iPads, enabling the family liaison team to facilitate virtual conversations 
between patients and their families. It has proved to be a vital service for loved ones and patients who 
can’t see each other in person. It has provided a greater understanding of what is happening inside 
the hospital, offered reassurance about the environment loved ones are being looked after in, and the 
presence of PPE. 

“Taking on this role in ICU was slightly daunting, but very rewarding. The biggest challenge was 
getting used to wearing full PPE and its limitations, for example, not being able to nip out for a drink 
of water or having to scan notes to myself before leaving. I learnt a huge amount about managing 
extremely sick COVID-19 patients from attending ward rounds with ICU consultants, and over time 
have been able to tailor my conversations as I became familiar with relatives and the detail of 
information they wanted.” 

Karnika says the experience has changed her. “I’ve really enjoyed my role. It’s been amazing to see 
how positive staff are, despite the intensity and volume of work. Despite never meeting, I have 
developed strong clinical relationships with so many families and that’s something I will remember for 
a long time.”
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Victoria White, FY1 doctor

During her first year as a foundation doctor, Victoria White 
completed rotations in acute medicine and psychiatry at the 
Royal Free Hospital. As she prepared for her final rotation in 
orthopaedic surgery, the world was learning about a new virus 
called COVID-19. As the RFL prepared its response, Victoria 
was one of the many members of staff redeployed to a new 
role. For Victoria, this meant redeploying to our intensive care 
unit, this time to retrain as a nurse. 

She was told she would help with patient care, observations, 
medications, and eventually she saw how the role developed to 
support the intensive care nurses. “We often don’t have the time 
to sit with patients for a prolonged period in medicine, however 
during my intensive care shifts some of my most important tasks 
have been to calm those whilst they are becoming less sedated.

“I have spent hours holding hands, stroking foreheads and 
wiping tears, trying to avoid thinking about how awful it 
must be to become aware of your surroundings with a tube stopping you from speaking and everyone 
around you in masks. I have written messages on paper, assisted patients to communicate their needs 
and sadly I have been involved in the decision to increase their sedation again.”

Normally intensive care welcomes loved ones to be present, who know the patient so well that 
they know the right things to say or do to soothe and to reassure. In responding to COVID-19, and 
restricting visitors to the RFL, this role is handed over to the intensive care team.

Victoria reflects on how the pandemic has impacted her: “The lessons I have learned and the skills I am 
practising will stay with me for the duration of my career. Amongst everything we deal with, at the 
heart of our patient care is remembering the humanity within us all and how vulnerable our patients 
must feel. This experience has brought it front and centre how important it is to see the person our 
patient is, not just their symptoms.” 

Alex Cheshire, inflammatory bowel disease clinical 
nurse specialist

Alex Cheshire, an inflammatory bowel disease clinical nurse 
specialist, knew she wanted to help in ITU when her team were 
redeployed to help with the COVID-19 pandemic. Alex had no 
previous intensive care experience and had to quickly upskill, 
learning the key information needed for working in ITU.

Reflecting on her first shift, Alex said: “I finished my first shift 
feeling accomplished, elated and with a surge of adrenaline 
and a smile, albeit on my dented face from the PPE! I went 
on and met some truly amazing colleagues. They were hugely 
supportive and appreciative of the help that those of us who 
had been redeployed could give.”

Alex said one of the most valuable things from her experience 
in ITU was the amount of positive and constructive feedback 
given on every shift. “It was incredibly valuable, encouraging 
and in honesty, a rarity in nursing these days. Too often, we are told about what we need to do better, 
or what the next aim or improvement strategy should be. When the reality is, we are all achieving 
great things for our patients in different ways, a lot of the time and usually under the radar. 

“The patients I cared for I will not forget. Whilst some may have been more aware than others of the 
presence around them, they are very much present in my thoughts and I wonder what some of their 
journeys ahead will look like. It is impossible to say this experience has not changed me. Not only 
professionally, but personally. My priorities, outlook and focus.”



You could be a champion
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Our Freedom to Speak Up team are looking for staff to become champions.

Ian Charleson Day 
Centre celebrates  
30 years
It is with great pride that we were able to celebrate the 30th 
anniversary of the Ian Charleson Day Centre (ICDC). The centre was 
launched by Professor Margaret Johnson and it was the UK’s first HIV 
service, accessible to all. The ICDC treats HIV positive people from a 
diverse range of backgrounds and cultures and provides sensitive, 
non-judgemental HIV testing, counselling and treatment for people 
affected by this life-changing condition.

The centre was unveiled as the Ian Charleson Day Centre in 1990, after 
the death of the internationally renowned actor and clinic patient, Ian Charleson (pictured). The ICDC has 
had many milestones in its development, including pioneering the first walk-in same day HIV testing service. 
Anyone of any background can walk in without a referral and have a free and confidential test. 

Over 3,000 patients regularly attend the HIV service at the ICDC and come from diverse cultures and heritage; 
over a quarter of our patients are women and more than half are gay men aged 17-87. As HIV treatments and 
management become more successful, patients living with HIV are living longer, healthier lives. 

Dr Fiona Burns, clinical lead for HIV, said: “Over the last 30 years we have seen incredible change, effective 
therapy now means people living with HIV can lead long healthy lives without fear of transmission to others. 
The ICDC team have been amazing in providing holistic care throughout, whilst also participating in world-
class research and teaching.

“It’s been a shared journey with the people living with and affected by HIV, and we will continue to 
work together as there remains much to be done in terms of tackling HIV stigma, and addressing the co-
morbidites that affect many of our patient group.”

Speaking up champions provide support and advice to staff raising concerns, help staff determine the best way to 
raise issues and act on behalf of those who may feel unable to do so themselves.

Currently, there over 65 speaking up champions across our sites. Their work was recognised last year in our annual 
staff achievement awards, where the team were presented with a highly commended ‘Oscars’ award and praised 
for their outstanding contribution.

The key responsibilities of speaking up champions are to:

• Act in an independent capacity and provide immediate support and advice to staff raising concerns

• Help staff determine the best course of action

• Advise staff on their options to raise concerns on behalf of staff where they feel unable to do so.

Halima Cassim, programme management office manager and speaking up champion, said: “COVID-19 has 
challenged each and every one of us. We’ve come together to work collaboratively and in different ways. The 
speaking up service has still been available for all staff. It guarantees anonymity and allows you to raise any issue 
that you feel cannot be raised through normal channels.

“If you are passionate about openness, have excellent communication skills and demonstrate the trust’s values and 
behaviours, we want to hear from you!”

To learn more about speaking up, or to register your interest in becoming a champion, please contact 
Jim Mansfield, Freedom to Speak Up Guardian: rf.speakingup@nhs.net 
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Supporting you through the pandemic

The Free @ the Royal Free London scheme has supported thousands of our front line staff over the past 
three months.

Brilliantly run and supported by colleagues at the Royal Free Charity and Royal Free London, it has provided 
staff with free food, household essentials and self care items through the peak of the pandemic. 

A huge thank you to the Royal Free Charity for supporting our staff while they were taking such good care 
of our patients.  

Facts and figures

Royal Free Hospital Shop

• 50,000 visits from staff

•  Approximately 300,000 donated items 
distributed 

•  Nearly 3,000 meals distributed each week, 
with another 800 per week redistributed to 
our satellite sites

•  Over 2,000 croissants delivered each week, 
all in time for breakfast

•  Additional boxes of donations sent twice a 
week to 11 clinical satellite sites

•  21,000 Easter eggs donated and distributed 
to staff

Barnet Hospital community chests

•  68 community chest boxes distributed across 
all staff areas 

• Chests restocked 592 times 

•  Positive feedback received from teams across 
the hospital, with comments that the chests 
provided “a little bit of joy in our stressed 
working day,” making staff feel “loved”, 
“happy”, “valued” and “appreciated.”
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Over 10 weeks, we all joined our 
neighbours and colleagues in the weekly 
Thursday night clap. 

It proved to be a moving event that brought 
communities together to say thank you to 
those who have kept the country running 
over the past few months – including our 
wonderful Royal Free London team. 

Thursday 28 May was the last of the official 
8pm claps, so join us in looking back at some 
of the key moments.

Clap for Carers

Staff at the Royal Free Hospital participate in the first Clap 
for Carers.

Local police officers showed their support with a display of sirens at Barnet Hospital.

The local community got behind the 
weekly clap – banging pots and pans with 
pride.

Sean and Michael, two members of 
the RFL team, join BBC Breakfast to 
share what the clap means to them. 

Many people took to social media to 
share footage from their street, along 
with messages for our staff. 
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Great reception for 
Royal Free Radio’s 
50th birthday
Broadcast 24/7 from Chase Farm Hospital, Royal Free 
Radio is a volunteer-run service keeping patients 
at Chase Farm, North Middlesex and the Royal 
Free hospitals in tune with the latest news, advice, 
entertainment, record requests, quizzes and interviews.

This year they celebrate their 50th anniversary, after 
first broadcasting on 24 May 1970. Known then as 
Radio Enfield, the station was started by seven school 
friends with an interest in electronics, music and tape-
recording. Inspired by offshore radio stations of the 
1960s such as Radio Caroline and Radio London they 
sent a letter to Chase Farm Hospital’s then matron, and 
got permission to start their own, legal broadcast. 

Since then the service has gradually expanded, with 
more volunteers taken on and broadcasting hours 
extended. In 2017, Radio Enfield became the Royal 
Free Radio, after Chase Farm joined the Royal Free 
London NHS Trust; they also merged with the Royal 
Free Charity. Now they’re adapting to the challenge 

BBC’s ‘Hospital’ 
proves a hit with 
viewers
Broadcast over two nights, the two-part BBC special 
documentary ‘Hospital: Fighting COVID-19’ shone a light 
on the work of staff at Barnet Hospital and the Royal Free 
Hospital in response to the pandemic. 

The reaction from viewers, staff and NHS colleagues has been 
phenomenal. More than three million people watched across 
the two nights it was broadcast. Thank you to everyone who 
agreed to be filmed as part of the programme and for being 
so accommodating to the TV crews. It really did showcase the 
very best of the Royal Free London and the NHS.

Camera crews filmed at Barnet Hospital and the Royal Free 
Hospital from day one of the lockdown, over a period of 
three weeks, when the virus was hitting its peak.

The documentary received five-star reviews from critics 
including ‘Inspiring courage and dedication from COVID 
medics’ (Daily Mail), ‘The most important documentary 
you will see this year’ (Radio Times) and ‘Sobering insight’ 
(Evening Standard). Our staff featured on BBC Breakfast, BBC 
Radio London, ITV’s Lorraine and Good Morning Britain.

of running a station during lockdown, using a 
combination of shows broadcast from presenters’ 
homes and pre-recorded programmes. 

“We were planning to do a special series of 
broadcasts to mark the event,” said station manager 
Andy Higgins, who has been with the station for 
over 40 years. “But, as a result of the constraints 
imposed by COVID-19 we will have to wait until 
things get back to normal.

“We are pleased to be able to still play requests for 
patients via our website (royalfreeradio.co.uk) since 
there are visiting restrictions in the hospitals so it is 
a way that relatives and friends can keep in touch by 
sending in a request to let patients know they are 
thinking of them.” 



How has your role changed during the pandemic?
My usual role is seeing children and adolescents  
with ADHD, and supporting the team with 
emergency work, as well as trying to set up services 
to help keep young people out of hospital. With 
COVID-19, I was asked to be the clinical co-lead, 
along with Rob Bor, to form a group designed  
to assess and provide structures for staff 
psychological support.

How do you think our staff have been responding  
to the pandemic?
I have seen more team spirit and more sense of 
purpose than in my previous 38 years in the NHS.  
The commitment, the willingness to be flexible 
and help others, and the realism have been very 
impressive.

There has also been great clinical leadership, and 
systems were completely reorganised at short notice 
to deliver optimal clinical care to very ill patients. 
The nature of our work in staff support has given 
us the privilege of observing the other important 
elements of the staff response – the care, the 
humanity, the fear, the extreme highs and lows, the 
exhaustion, and the determination to keep going.

How have you responded to the 
pandemic – how have you felt?
A mixture of feelings. It has been great to 
have something useful to do, and working at the 
Royal Free in particular has allowed all of us to feel 
that we are each, in our own way, close to the heart 
of what is going on. I have tried to keep busy and 
fit. My wife is an amazing cook, and we have walked 
many miles and had quite a few Netflix binges! 

How can we avoid feeling burnout?
The simple advice that a young consultant gave me 
when I was 25 years old, sitting outside the neonatal 
unit holding my head in my hands, has always been 
helpful to me. “Firstly, not every problem is your 
responsibility. And secondly, for those which are, you 
can only try to do your best.” Also, we can’t do good 
in the world unless we look after ourselves really well.

What initiatives and ideas do you hope we keep?
I hope that we can keep the focus, the flexibility, 
the team spirit and the gratitude. I think we have a 
chance of doing so, because everyone has noticed 
how good these things are. The challenge is to 
change our practice and our systems to let us to do 
so, and to make it less likely that we will slip back 
into all of our old ways.

60 seconds with…
Dr Mark Berelowitz, consultant child and adolescent psychiatrist  
and clinical co-lead on staff support during COVID-19 has seen a  
shift in focus, team spirit and meaning, in the face of unprecedented  
demand on our services.
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It is more important than ever to make sure staff continue looking after 
their own wellbeing as they go above and beyond to care for our patients

There are options in place for staff who want a little extra support or 
somebody to talk to:

Taking care of your wellbeing

•  The resilience and emotional support team (REST) support service, which has been set up to offer 
resilience and emotional support to staff and teams at the RFL. Telephone: 020 7317 7503, extension 
31276 or email: rf.emotionalsupport-covidresponse@nhs.net

•  The COVID-19 (coronavirus) advice line is available to advise all staff on topics such as self-isolation, 
health and wellbeing, training and flexible working. Call 020 7830 2886 ext 31275 or  
email rf.covidadvice@nhs.net. Lines are open Mon – Fri: 9am-5pm.

•  The COVID-19 staff support page on Freenet also has details of Care first, childcare, accommodation, 
parking, staff discounts and other offers.

•  Free access to wellbeing apps for all NHS staff from now until the end of December 2020. 
Full details can be found on the COVID-19 staff support page and the REST Hub page.


