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welcome
to the March/April edition 
of our bi-monthly staff, 
members and governors’ 
magazine.
I am delighted to share the results of the staff 
survey in this edition of Freepress (page 9). We’re 
pleased to see improvements relating to appraisals, 
career progression and a reduction in harassment 
and bullying experienced by our staff with 
disabilities. However, there are clearly still other 
key areas – including discrimination and abuse 
– that we must focus on and we have already 
introduced a number of initiatives to address these 
issues, which you can read about on Freenet.

Innovation is something that always interests me 
and it is great to see us pioneering a new way of 
teaching medical students. A recent hip surgery 
was live streamed out of Chase Farm Hospital 
using a smart glasses headset while miles away, 
20 students watched the ‘first-person’ view of the 
operation at the Royal Free Hospital (page 5).

The team spotlight focuses on the safeguarding 
team who do invaluable work to ensure our most 
vulnerable patients and colleagues are looked after. 
I encourage you all to have a read (pages 6 - 7) to 
gain a greater understanding of the team and how 
they can help should you have any concerns.

Thank you all for your hard work. Please continue 
to look after yourselves and each other.

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: RFL

https://www.veed.io/view/a46217d8-b1b5-432d-b243-dc7ea79d75d9?panel=share


‘I can clap the surgeons and 
team who saved my hand’

A woman who suffered a devastating injury more 
than 10 years ago can finally use her right hand 
again following life-changing surgery at the RFH.

After falling on her hand in Jamaica, Sherica Harper 
was forced to learn to write again when doctors 
failed to operate on her properly, leaving her with a 
hand set at a 90 degree angle.

Sherica, 32, who lives in Neasden, said: “I had to 
learn to do everything again after the accident. 
I couldn’t dress myself, I struggled to write or do 
simple tasks, it was a really awful time.”

Thankfully, when Sherica came to hospital for an 
unrelated issue, a doctor noticed her bent hand and 
questioned what had happened. She was referred to 
the RFH where surgeons Mr Neil Toft and Mr Dariush 
Nikkhah came to the rescue. 

A combination of tendon lengthening, bone 
shortening and soft tissue reconstruction surgery 
helped return Sherica’s hand to its normal position.

“I didn’t want another doctor”

She said: “I felt very apprehensive. It takes a lot to 
prepare yourself mentally. I didn’t want another 
doctor and I didn’t want to have to tell my story all 
over again, but I hadn’t reckoned on Mr Dariush 
Nikkhah. His eyes lit up when he saw me and he said, 
“I’m positive I can help you”. He made me feel like I 
could give it another push.”

Sherica and Dariush
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Mr Dariush Nikkhah and Mr Neil Toft

Dariush told Sherica he had been shocked at the 
state of her hand when he opened it up. The 
tendons, courtesy of Mr Toft, were now in good 
shape, but the rest was much worse than he had 
anticipated. With the help of Mr Onur Berber, 
an orthopaedic hand surgeon, and Mr Yazan 
Ajam, a plastic surgeon, Dariush led the team in a 
challenging six-hour operation to correct Sherica’s 
hand to a functional position.

Since surgery Sherica is already feeling the benefits. 

She said: “It may seem like a silly thing but I’m 
absolutely delighted I can clap and yes, I’m clapping 
the team who made it happen! I’m also learning 
to write again and can now type two handed. I’m 
doing a masters in social work and I love to create 
poetry so it’s absolutely fantastic being able to use 
both my hands.” 

Dariush said: “We do our absolute best to help 
people regain the use of their hands to enable them 
to live their everyday lives and pursue their passions.

“We’re a team of 19 plastic and reconstructive 
surgeons and collaborate with other specialities to 
work on everything from cancer cases to complex 
trauma. I’ve replaced missing thumbs with toes 
and we do a lot of ‘free flap’ surgery where we 
transplant skin from one part of the body to another 
by reattaching the blood supply using an operating 
microscope. We’re an amazing team and get brilliant 
results thanks to the incredible nurses, doctors, 
therapists and other specialities that support us.”



Staff on Palm and Willow wards at BH have been settling into their new staff rooms, which were officially 
opened at the end of last year.

Neither ward had their own staff room before then, and staff had been using the rooms on other nearby 
wards for rests and breaks.

“When COVID-19 happened, obviously the team wasn’t able to go to other wards to use their staff rooms, and 
there was only a small locker room here which wasn’t the best,” Melinda Furdui, manager of Palm ward said.

“We want to thank staff who held out for the room, because it wasn’t easy without one. And of course we 
thank the Friends of Barnet Hospital who funded the room, plus matron Deborah Kirby and the infection 
prevention and control team for their support with approving the room conversion.”
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A chance to recharge

Staff enjoying a break in Palm ward A welcome addition to Willow ward 

RFL leads the way to improve 
care for patients worldwide 
A team of RFL specialists are preparing guidelines 
for colleagues across the world on how to provide 
the best liver transplant care as part of a project to 
improve outcomes for patients.

Following analysis of published evidence, a 
consensus has been reached on the best way to 
deliver transplant care for patients, with the aim of 
speeding up recovery and reducing complications.

This ground-breaking research by heptobilliary and 
liver transplant consultant Professor Joerg-Matthias 
Pollok and consultant anaesthetist and intensivist 
Dr Mike Spiro has been published in the Lancet 
Gastroenterology and Hepatology medical journal. In 
addition, 32 papers addressing the evidence behind 
each step in the pathway have been published in a 
special edition of the journal Clinical Transplantation.

Reducing variations in the way care is delivered, 
guided by the best current evidence, ensures patients 
have the greatest chance of a good clinical outcome.

Professor Joerg-Matthias Pollok said: “Setting these 
standard protocols means that patients receive 
better care. It means they are less likely to suffer Professor Joerg-Matthias Pollok and Dr Mike Spiro

complications, it means that they are likely to recover 
more quickly and spend less time in hospitals. It also 
means they are likely to resume their normal life 
sooner and that the care could be provided in a 
more cost-effective manner. 

“The Royal Free London is a world-leading transplant 
centre and we are delighted to be leading on this 
work – we’ve collaborated with colleagues across the 
world to ensure that we have a full understanding of 
the correct protocols to set.” 
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A CFH surgeon is pioneering a new way of teaching 
medical students using smart glasses to live-stream 
an operation.

Consultant trauma and orthopaedic surgeon Paddy 
Subramanian says the new technique benefits students 
because it gives them a first-person view of the surgery, 
while allowing them to ask questions and receive a 
response in real time via the smart glasses headset.

Paddy’s first live-streamed operation involved hip 
replacement surgery carried out at CFH. Ten miles 
away at the RFH around 20 students watched the 
operation via MS Teams, mostly on their phones.

“They can ask questions and I can 
answer them.”

Paddy said: “I think there are so many advantages to 
teaching surgery in this way. If a student is present in 
the operating theatre next to me, it is very difficult 
for them to really see what I can see. Using the smart 
glasses gives them exactly the same visuals I have – and 
many more students can take part rather than just 
having one or two in the operating theatre with me.

“They can ask questions and I can answer them – on 
this occasion we did it via a moderator who put the 
questions to me at an appropriate moment.

“I think it’s the future and there is nothing stopping 
us from teaching this to students across the world. 
The team at the RFL and I would really like to build 
up a database of educational films so students can 
view the procedures at any time.”

Specs with flex appeal

Paddy explained it’s thanks to the introduction of 
updated technology and secure streaming services 
such as MS Teams within the NHS, at the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, that he has been able to use 
the glasses in a way which adheres to all information 
governance rules.

“Because of Teams, we have a secure way of 
streaming the footage and allowing the students to 
view it and ask questions,” he said.

Fifth year medical student Maddy Churcher said  
the smart glasses gave her a really good view of  
the operation. 

“When I’ve seen operations in real life, you don’t get 
a good view,” she said. “There is often more than 
one surgeon and you can’t get close enough to see 
clearly what is happening.

“With the smart glasses, you can see the surgery 
much more clearly, and Mr Subramanian was brilliant 
at explaining what was happening. Although there 
were some problems with the live stream being over 
exposed at times, I think with time these things will 
be ironed out and it will be a really useful way of 
teaching students.”

Paddy and the team at CFH are now hoping to 
purchase two smart glasses so they can roll this out 
to more operations in the coming year.

He added: “It lends itself to lots of other procedures 
so it’s something other specialties should consider – 
anything that involves open surgery, would  
work well.” 

Paddy Subramanian and the smart glasses in action
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Difficult scenarios with patients can be common 
occurrences and something that all healthcare 
professionals experience. At the heart of dealing 
with these cases is the safeguarding team, ensuring 
that vulnerable patients receive extra support  
and guidance.

The team takes responsibility for the safeguarding of 
patients, ranging from adults to children, pregnant 
women, and people with learning disabilities.

“The role of the safeguarding team is to think about 
our patients who are or may be more vulnerable to 
abuse,” said Helen Swarbrick, head of safeguarding.

“The team’s job is to make sure all of those people 
get the best service they can, and The our staff are 
equipped with the skills and competencies to notice 
when people need more help.

“We guide teams in certain cases and help them 
with training, and we implement policies and 
procedures to ensure staff get sufficient support.”

Varied work

Tina London, the named midwife on the team, says 
her work can be extremely varied.

She said: “I could be in meetings for a full day, 
speaking to different specialty areas about 
developments, or I could be sitting in A&E with a 
woman who needs to be transferred up to a ward 

following a case of domestic abuse. The next day 
I could be providing assistance to a team with a 
patient they suspect is experiencing controlling 
behaviour at home, so it is unpredictable.”

The vulnerable women’s teams at RFH and BH 
support pregnant women with complex social needs. 
They provide continuity of care for the women on 
their caseloads and Tina provides clinical leadership 
to the team.

They also play an important role in policy and process 
so staff know what to do in specific situations.

“We are constantly learning from events and taking 
them forward for future cases,” Tina said. “Some of 
the cases can be very traumatic for staff, whether it 
be a doctor or midwife, so we try to have training 
and support sessions if we feel they are required. 
This helps us inform policy going forward.

“You can prepare as much as you can, but there are 
always going to be unknowns that you have to deal 
with in the moment,” she admitted.

Independent domestic sexual  
violence advisors

The team works closely with other agencies, ranging 
from adult and children social care to colleagues in 
different health agencies and the voluntary sectors.

Here for the most vulnerable 
Meet the safeguarding team

Members of the safeguarding team
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“We are fortunate enough to have in our team 
two independent domestic sexual violence advisors 
(IDSVAs) who work with us to support victims of 
domestic abuse,” Helen explained.

Their roles are independent from the RFL but 
they are co-located on-site to support survivors 
of domestic abuse and are allocated by local 
authorities. There is currently one based at BH who 
also provides signposting for patients and staff at 
CFH, and another based at RFH.

“Their role is to conduct risk assessments and 
provide guidance and support for victims and 
survivors in terms of criminal justice, housing, 
finance and safety,” Helen said. “They work 
alongside us and take referrals from us and staff in 
the departments. We’re really glad to have them 
working with us.”

Recent challenges

The COVID-19 pandemic followed by the cost-of-
living crisis have brought increased challenges for 
the safeguarding team.

“This is a team that has really expanded over the 
last few years to cope with the level of vulnerability 
and abuse we now recognise across our society,” 
Helen said. “We are much more knowledgeable 
of different ways that people can be exploited or 
placed in unsafe situations.”

Cuckooing, for example, is the practice of taking over 
a person’s home and using the property to facilitate 
exploitation. Victims of financial exploitation can also 

often find themselves unable to leave their homes, 
while children and young adults are susceptible to 
gang violence or online harm.

Helen added: “There’s a real safeguarding crisis at 
the moment, and there has been no let-up.”

Professional curiosity

One of the easiest yet most effective ways for 
staff to remain vigilant of vulnerable patients is to 
remain ‘professionally curious’. This means exploring 
possible indicators of abuse or neglect and trying to 
understand what the life of that patient is like on a 
day-to-day basis.

“We should really ask people ‘how are you?’ to try 
to understand their situations and ask how they are 
coping,” Helen explained. “That’s quite a simple 
question to ask that is not threatening and you are 
not making assumptions. You are just providing the 
opportunity for a patient to open up to you.”

Helen also highlighted that while they primarily 
focus on patients, the team is always there to listen 
to staff.

“If staff want to contact us about their own  
personal situations, we are here to listen and it will 
be kept confidential.”

Keep informed

There are many resources and training options 
available on the safeguarding Freenet page, which 
can direct staff to specific areas, ranging from 
modern slavery to concerns about staff and harmful 
online practices.

A safeguarding newsletter is also released every 
quarter, providing an insight into the latest 
developments and news to be aware of. The latest 
copy and previous newsletters are all available to 
view in the safeguarding section of Freenet.

(L-R) Tina and Helen

Working together to support our vulnerable patients



Mission delicious – recognition 
for RFLPS catering team   
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The RFH restaurant has achieved a ‘Food For Life 
Served Here’ bronze award from the Soil Association, 
the UK’s leading sustainable food charity. 

This sustainable catering certification demonstrates 
that Royal Free London Property Services (RFLPS) 
catering cares about the food they serve as they 
have committed to serving meals cooked from 
scratch, using sustainable fish, free range eggs and 
British meat that can be traced back to the farm.  

Using more locally sourced and ethical ingredients 
means that RFLPS catering create food that supports 
the local economy and is better for our health, 
nature and climate. 

Alok Datta, the head chef and his kitchen team 
have worked for more than two years to ensure our 
suppliers deliver on quality and sustainability with a 
commitment to the highest industry standards. All 

the ingredients achieved the high standards required 
for this award.  

Larry Rosenthal, RFH catering manager, said: “Our 
catering team are delighted to accept this award. It’s a 
fantastic accomplishment and shows our commitment 
to serving meals that are nutritious, tasty and meet 
the highest ethical and environmental standards. 

“Our team goes from strength to strength and the 
proof is in the pudding as they say! We continue to 
see record numbers of staff using the restaurant and 
we receive a lot of positive feedback about our food. 
We are always seeking ways to improve our offer, 
support sustainable practices and enjoy the amazing 
variety of recipes and tastes from around the world. 
I think that is part of the reason for our success as 
we don’t stand still, and continue to seek the best 
products, recipes and trends for our customers.” 

Members of the catering team celebrate their award
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The results are in – staff survey 2022
The results of the 2022 staff survey have been released, providing an insight into what staff think of life at 
the Royal Free London. This is the second year that the survey reflects the seven NHS People Promises, which 
ensure we work in a positive, compassionate and inclusive environment. Overall improvements were made in 
six of the promises compared to last year, while staff engagement and morale maintained their 2021 scores.

Just over 5,000 of you completed the survey, which is a response rate of 45.5%. Thank you for sharing  
your thoughts.

 Following the publication of the results, we will take many steps to improve life at RFL, including:

• Identify areas that performed well and share best practice

• Engage with the content of the survey and listen to what matter to colleagues

• Work on areas that can be addressed

• Provide updates on changes made in response to the feedback

What next?

What we are doing well

Where we can do better

•  Work to eradicate 
discrimination

•  Support staff in raising 
clinical practice concerns

•  Continue to address physical 
violence concerns

45.5%• Appraisals provide clear objectives for staff

• Staff feel they can meet conflicting demands

• Individual differences are respected

• Staff feel more involved in deciding on changes

Bank staff

• Surveyed for the first time

•  More satisfied with being recognised  
than substantive staff

• More satisfied with pay

• Feel their managers could be more compassionate

• Have felt pressure from managers to come to work

Response rate



to make going through these processes a little  
bit easier and also act as an additional support to 
line managers.

“People management policies and process can 
be daunting and at times, somewhat complex, 
therefore sometimes it’s good to talk it through with 
the people-led service.

“We can ensure colleagues’ voices are heard, and we 
can talk to staff, in detail, about what they may be 
going through, taking the time to explain to them 
how processes work.”

Based at Enfield Civic Centre, the team has received 
great feedback since the service was expanded to  
all staff.

Ivor added: “Once colleagues know we are here, they 
keep coming back for advice.” 

The history wall along the main ground floor corridor 
at the RFH has been updated to include information 
on the trust’s response to the pandemic.

Funded by the Royal Free Charity, the final panel now 
includes details of the enormous self-sacrifice of trust 
staff to care for patients during this most challenging 
of times. It also details the massive vaccination 
programme we ran to protect the community.

The panel reads: “Never has so much been asked 
of our NHS, and staff at our hospitals responded 
magnificently, designing new treatments and 
protocols as the crisis unfolded. As wave after wave 
of the virus struck, they carried on, putting patients 
before themselves and their families.”

The panel also highlights the key role played by our 
hospitals in recruiting staff and patients to a range of 
clinical trials aimed at tackling the virus including the 
world’s first COVID-19 human challenge study.

Also described is the support operation mounted by 
the charity in response to the avalanche of donations 
of money and goods by our community, including 
a free shop, psychological support and better rest 
areas for staff.
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Never forgotten – paying 
tribute to trust staff

Porters Lee Brockwell and Andrew Kerr admire  
the new look wall

People management advisory service
The people 
management advisory 
service provides 
support to all staff 
across the trust on a 
range of issues.

These can range from 
sickness to disciplinary 
or capability issues, 
grievances, bullying 
complaints and 
employment tribunals, 
with the team playing 
a key role in resolving 
any problems.

Historically, the service was a specialist hub 
providing advice and guidance to managers, 
team leaders and supervisors. However, following 
feedback, the service was reviewed and has been 
extended to all staff since May 2022.

Ivor Dore, employee lead senior advisor, said: “The 
team is there for all staff at the Royal Free London, 

The Royal Free Charity has also unveiled a series of 
panels in the patient accommodation at the top of the 
Pears Building. The six panels describe the research work 
of the UCL Institute of Immunity and Transplantation 
in the Pears Building and give details of research work 
underway to find future COVID-19 vaccines.

 Ivor Dore

You do not need an appointment to speak to  
the team, who can be contacted any time on  
rf-tr.employeeadvice@nhs.net

Visit the team’s Freenet page for more information.
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Governors’ update

Introducing our newly appointed non-
executive director and governor 

Get in touch

Our council of governors are elected to represent the interests of members and to hear the views of staff, 
patients and the public. If you would like to contact them, please email rf.governors@nhs.net. 

We are delighted to welcome Dame Donna Kinnair and 
governor Cllr Tim Leaver to the RFL.

Dame Donna Kinnair was the general secretary of the Royal 
College of Nursing (RCN) until June 2021 and joined the trust 
board in December 2022.

Donna has held various roles in the NHS across primary and  
acute care, including clinical director of emergency medicine 
at Barking, Havering and Redbridge University Hospitals NHS 
Trust and executive director of nursing for the South East 
London Cluster board.

Previously at the RCN, she was the director responsible for 
policy and worked with international nurses and academics. 
She also advised the Prime Minister’s Commission on the future 
of nursing and midwifery in 2010 and served as an assessor to 
the Victoria Climbié Inquiry.

In 2008, she was made a Dame Commander of the Order 
of the British Empire for services to nursing. She said: “I’m 
delighted to be joining the RFL board and am aiming to bring 
my experience in nursing and NHS leadership to this role.

“This is a challenging time for all NHS organisations, and I am 
looking forward to supporting the trust and its staff in the  
months ahead.”

Councillor Tim Leaver – appointed 
governor (Enfield Council)

Tim was elected Enfield Councillor for the Highfield ward in 
2018 and joined the trust’s council of governors in November 
2022. He is also a cabinet member for finance and procurement. 
Councillor Leaver is an entrepreneur and founder of start-up 
businesses in clinical diagnostics, personalised medicine, and life 
science sectors.

He gained a BA (Hons) degree in economics and politics and  
an MA in industrial relations from the University of Warwick.  
Tim is also an experienced chartered accountant and non-
executive director. He said: “I am delighted to join the Royal Free 
London’s council of governors as the appointed governor for 
Enfield Council.  

“I am looking forward to working closely with the council and 
trust as we respond to the enormous challenges facing our NHS 
in delivering the care needed for all of our residents.”

Dame Donna Kinnair – non-executive director



60 seconds with…
Zjan Shirinian, head of digital engagement
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Taking care of your wellbeing
Every day, our staff go above and beyond to care for our patients – thank you.  
Please take the time to also look after your own wellbeing:

• Contact the staff support line on extension 31276, Monday-Friday, 9am-5pm  
to request support for your department

• 24/7 helpline (out of hours) contact Care First on 0800 174319 (24/7 service)  
for emotional and psychological support or access online via  
www.carefirst-lifestyle.co.uk; login details can be found on Freenet

•  Contact the Samaritans (on 116 123), NHS Helpline (111) or your GP

•  Visit Freenet for a range of resources, information and wellbeing tips

What does your role involve?

My team and I are responsible for the trust’s digital 
channels, including our social media accounts 
and our website, and we work with our internal 
communications colleagues to make Freenet as good 
and useful a platform as possible. We also work with 
colleagues across the trust to develop and update 
patient information. Ultimately, how we use our 
digital channels to support the trust’s objectives is 
always at the front of my mind – and that’s why we’re 
redeveloping our website this year.

How can I get involved in shaping the new website?

We know our website isn’t quite meeting the needs of 
everyone who uses the trust’s services, so it needs to 
significantly change. But before we change anything, 
we’re carrying out an extensive piece of research. If 
you’d like to get involved in this ongoing research 
and share your views on what a new-look Royal Free 
London website should deliver, or if you’d like to talk 
about the online content for your service or area, 
please email me at zjan.shirinian@nhs.net

What will the website be able to offer that it  
doesn’t now?

That will be determined by what our research tells 
us. We’ll analyse all the feedback from a wide cross-
section of our patients, visitors, members of the public, 
colleagues and stakeholders, and use what we learn 
to shape the new website. It’s really important our 
website is grounded in what our users are telling us – 
that will be the foundation of what  
we develop.

How long will the next 
website last for?

As people’s expectations 
evolve, our website needs to 
also be able to evolve. We’ll build 
a website with the future in mind, 
ensuring it’s resilient and able to respond to change, 
with an ethos of constant improvement at its heart. 
That means it won’t have a set shelf life – in other 
words, we shouldn’t need to ‘knock it down’ and start 
again. But it might over time need a new coat of paint, 
or a more comfy sofa, and we’ll be well equipped to 
efficiently do that.

When will it be completed?

The aim is for our redeveloped website to go live 
before the end of this year. We’ll be posting updates 
on Freenet over the next few weeks and months to let 
colleagues know what’s happening, including what we 
learn from the research, and what that means for our 
refreshed site.

What’s the first thing you’ll do when the new  
website is up and running?

There will be a lot of ‘thank yous’ to say, because  
this project will involve the input and support of many 
people, including colleagues reading this. Naturally, 
our minds will quickly turn to what more we can do 
to make our new website even better and useful for 
the almost two million people who visit it each year. 
I might also take a few days leave, go abroad and try 
and resist looking at the website till I’m back.


