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welcome
to the June edition of our 
monthly staff, members and 
governors’ magazine. 
Summer is finally here, and hopefully many of you 
have had a chance to take a break and enjoy the 
warm weather with your loved ones. Meanwhile 
things have been busy as always inside our hospitals 
– and this issue celebrates a range of different 
projects that will help improve patients’ experience. 
From a new heart hub (page 8) to the ground-
breaking research facility at the Pears Building (pages 
4-5), you can read all about the things we’re doing to 
improve our services. 

Every June we hold a ‘What Matters to You Day’, 
asking our patients and colleagues what matters to 
them and what we can do to make sure that everybody 
has a positive experience at our hospitals. Take a look 
at page 7 to see some pictures of the teams in action. 
We’ll be taking the feedback that was collected and 
using it to shape the future of our services.

June is also Pride month – one of my highlights of 
the year, and a chance to reflect on the wonderful 
diversity of our NHS team. I want our organisation 
to be a place where everybody feels respected and 
included, whoever you are, and I’d encourage you 
all to get involved with our LGBT+ network’s Pride 
events – full details on Freenet.

Look after yourselves, and take care of each other.

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

https://vimeo.com/567522047/388da59591


Prime Minister Boris Johnson visited the vaccination centre at 
Saracens’ StoneX stadium where he thanked staff for their hard 
work.

Mr Johnson was given a tour of the vaccination centre and met 
with the staff who helped set up the centre in April and who 
continue to work tirelessly to deliver around 1,000 jabs a day.

In total, the centre has now delivered more than 40,000 jabs to 
the people of London and beyond. 

The prime minister spoke to pharmacist Rachna Bhatt, who 
showed him how to prepare a vaccine tray. He also met volunteers 
assisting at the centre and spoke to members of the public 
attending for their jabs.

Julie Hamilton, Royal Free London group chief nurse and the 
lead for the trust’s vaccination programme, welcomed the prime 
minister to StoneX.

She said: “We’re delighted that the prime minister visited 
StoneX today – just six months after he came to Chase Farm 
Hospital to see some of the first people in the country receive the 
AstraZenica jab.

“The team here has worked incredibly hard to get this centre up 
and running so quickly – allowing us to deliver jabs to more than 
40,000 people so far – so it’s great for the staff to be recognised 
in this way.

“It’s wonderful to see so many people getting vaccinated - we 
know it’s the only way to protect ourselves and our communities 
from COVID-19.”
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A visit from the prime minister
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Ground-breaking new research 
facility opens its doors 

Scientists are preparing to move into an ultra-modern research facility which will allow 
them to work more closely with clinicians to develop treatments and cures for some of the 
most devastating diseases of the immune system.

The £60m Pears Building has been created as a result of a ground-breaking collaboration between the Royal 
Free Charity, UCL and the Royal Free London. It will not only bring the theory and implementation of research 
much closer together but will also allow the public easy access to the latest discoveries in immunology.

It will become the new home of the UCL Institute of Immunity and Transplantation (IIT), in Pond Street, 
Hampstead, one of the largest patient-focused immunology centres in Europe.

Caroline Clarke, Royal Free London group chief executive, highlighted the benefits to patients of the IIT’s 
new home. “Our expansion of the institute will give many more of our patients the opportunity to take part 
in ground-breaking trials.

“As well as providing more space for scientists to develop better treatments for cancer, diabetes, HIV 
and tuberculosis, and to support transplantation, the new centre will play its part in crucial research 
into COVID-19, helping the international effort to tackle this devastating virus. This important work will 
contribute not only to the health and wellbeing of our local community but be a world-leading centre for 
understanding the human immune system.”

The building will be able to accommodate up to 200 researchers looking for cures and new treatments 
for global health problems including type 1 diabetes, cancer and organ rejection after transplantation, 
enabling it to attract further world class talent. They will work in the most up-to-date laboratories with 
adjacent write-up facilities.
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Those taking part in research will be offered 
accommodation on the top floors of the building, 
many with stunning views across Hampstead Heath.

The building will also contain offices for the Royal 
Free Charity and include a 71-space car park for 
patients and visitors. It has been designed to 
complement the local area, with set back terraces 
on the upper levels which allow light into the spaces 
behind the building.

“In the Pears Building we have a world class 
laboratory research facility and a beautiful space 
designed to facilitate a unique partnership between 
scientist and clinician,” said Professor Hans Stauss, 
director of the IIT. “This will enable us to convert 
discoveries made in the laboratory into cures and 
treatments more quickly.

“Our COVID-19 work during the recent pandemic 
has reinforced the importance of understanding and 
modulating the immune system. In the Pears Building 
we will be able to expand the institute and so create 
a fabulous opportunity to release the potential of 
immunity-based treatments in cancer, diabetes, HIV, 
hepatitis and COVID-19, as well as developing new 
therapies to stop the rejection of transplants.”

Jon Spiers, chief executive of the charity, added: 
“This stunning new building marks a major leap 
forward for research, treatment and care in north 
London. Under one roof, we’ll have world-leading 
researchers, accommodation for patients, parking for 
visitors and a new home for the Royal Free Charity.

The infographic shows how the Pears Building has been brought to life
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“None of this would have been possible without 
the incredible generosity of a number of visionary 
philanthropists, including the Pears Foundation,  
who have supported the project from the outset.”



Vin Taylor

Vin’s earliest voluntary 
work for the Royal Free 
Hospital began in the 
1960s when he was just 
eight years old. He grew 
up in Belsize Park, next 
door to a nurse. He 
describes her as “a lovely 
woman” and he was 
always happy to help her 
carry her bags to work.

In 2013 he retired from 
a long career in IT, which began with giant 
mainframe computers that took up entire rooms, 
and also included lecturing work. He had been 
used to seeing scores of people every day, and he 
missed the contact, but he joined a gym and kept 
himself busy. But within about five years, he says “I 
had finished my DIY list and decided I needed to do 
something more.”

Vin began volunteering at Royal Free London. 
“It was heaven sent, and the organisers are 
marvellous,” he says. After his training, he gave 
directions to patients and visitors, and helped 
out in the discharge lounge collecting medication 

and making drinks for patients. When the blood 
test room introduced an appointment system, he 
supported patients with signing in and explaining 
how to the system worked.

“Then came the pandemic,” he continues.  
“For the first couple of months it was really hard – 
my routine disappeared – no gym, no volunteering.”

Vin kept in touch with other volunteers and staff 
at the trust, and in the autumn last year he was 
asked to help with a project arranging video call 
appointments for clinics. Because of his experience 
in IT, he was able to support patients with mastering 
the technology before their appointments. He also 
trained other volunteers at Barnet Hospital, Chase 
Farm Hospital and Royal Free Hospital to help 
patients adapt to video appointments.

He is keen to carry on with this work and is also 
looking forward to returning to the hospitals to 
interact face-to-face with people.

This month we celebrated Volunteers’ Week – a 
fantastic opportunity to recognise the voluntary 
contribution. We give our heartfelt thanks to all 
the individuals who make a positive difference to 
the experiences of our patients and the work of our 
hospitals, and to the Royal Free Charity for their 
tireless and efficient work co-ordinating volunteers 
and supporting our trust.

Meet some of the amazing volunteers

We spoke to some of our volunteers about their 
work. Read some of their stories below – or go to 
our website and search for ‘volunteers week’ to see 
the full collection.  

Suzie Simons

“Laughing our way 
through lockdown” 
became the mission 
statement for Suzie 
Simons and her team of 
volunteers who run online 
activities and events for 
visually impaired people.

Three years ago, Suzie 
launched Eye Matter, 
a support group for 
visually impaired patients 
at Edgware Community Hospital. When lockdown 
began, she realised there would be even more of a 
need to boost feelings of confidence, empowerment 
and community among the group.

She learned how to use Zoom and with the help 
of more volunteers, offers a rich and varied 
online programme that includes meditation, body 
conditioning, aerobics for memory, book clubs, 
talent contests, cookery and quizzes.

Suzie, who explains that she has been blind for 16 
years, has ambitious plans to maintain and expand 
on activities and support for visually impaired 
patients as lockdown lifts.

“We are about fun activities, but it is not just fun, 
it’s important that people with visual impairment 
get together to share our practical and emotional 
skills and techniques,” she says.
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Recognising our amazing 
volunteers

We’re always aware of the incredible worth of all our dedicated volunteers, who devote their time and 
skills to our trust. This has never been truer than during the past year, when patients and staff have faced 
unprecedented challenges because of the pandemic.
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What matters to our patients 
matters to us 

What matters to you? It’s a simple question, but one that can make a big difference to patient care. RFL 
teams always put the needs of the patient at the heart of their practice – and on 9 June, we had the chance 
to recognise this and consider what more we could be doing as the hospitals celebrated International What 
Matters to You Day. 

Events on the day included a live Teams session for staff to share stories and experiences, as well as 
conversations with our patients in wards and departments across the trust. We also shared a conversation tool 
which staff could use to make these discussions meaningful for everyone involved.

Take a look at the pictures below to see how staff celebrated across the RFL.  

Spotlight:  
What matters to Barnet Hospital
As part of our What Matters to You Day events, staff and patients 
at Barnet Hospital were invited to write down their thoughts and 
stick them up on the wall for everyone to see. This meant that it 
was easy to bring together everybody’s thoughts, and helped to 
create an atmosphere of open communication. The wall was visited 
throughout the day by members of the team, including Barnet 
Hospital chief executive Deborah Sanders. 

Key themes that were shared on the wall included giving good 
care, creating a positive and welcoming environment, and 
communicating well. People also wrote about the importance of 
kindness, and of providing patient-centred care.  
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New ‘one stop shop’ for 
cardiology patients 

Getting ready for our new 
electronic patient record
Our new electronic patient record (EPR) is coming to the Royal Free Hospital this 
October.  The launch will also bring the updated system to emergency departments 
and critical care teams across the trust. 

With just a few months to go until launch, we’re ramping up our preparations and 
reminding all staff to spend time learning about the system before it goes live. 
Formal training starts in July – schedules and information can be found on Freenet. 
This will be your opportunity to learn about the system, and how EPR will benefit 
you and your team.

In the meantime, you can also get all the facts about the new EPR by heading to our 
EPR app. Go to rfl.eprguide.org. 

RFH chief executive Kate Slemeck joined the team to open the new heart 
failure hub

A pilot heart failure hub has opened its doors at the Royal Free Hospital which will act as a ‘one stop 
shop’ for cardiology patients where they can receive their results and treatment plan on the same day.

Patients referred by their GP with symptoms of heart failure will be able to attend the hub and have all 
the tests they need, such as an echocardiogram, or ‘echo’ in one location and in one session.

By bringing together a range of diagnostic procedures and tests, heart failure patients will benefit from a 
much faster diagnosis, without having to wait for multiple appointments.

Dr Carol Whelan, consultant cardiologist, explains: “Heart failure affects nearly one million people across the 
UK and around 80 per cent of patients are diagnosed during an emergency admission despite many having 
had symptoms before being admitted to hospital.

“We are delighted that we can bring patients with suspected heart failure to the hub and speed up their 
diagnosis and treatment. We’re exploring opportunities to work closely with our local primary care network 
and community heart failure team to truly integrate patients’ care.”

The introduction of the new 
hub follows recent changes to 
GP outpatient referrals to the 
cardiology service. A clinician 
assessment service (CAS) has 
been introduced meaning all 
referrals submitted to the trust 
using this pathway will be 
triaged before the patient is 
seen in clinic. 

This helps to ensure patients get 
the quickest possible response 
to their healthcare needs, avoid 
unnecessary appointments and 
make sure our clinicians have all 
the relevant clinical information 
they need before a patient’s first 
out-patient appointment.



 Governors’ update
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Getting to know Sneha 
Bedi – Q&A with RFL’s 
new lead governor

What is the council of governors?

The council of governors comprises of 28 elected 
and appointed governors who provide an important 
link between the trust, our patients, staff, local 
communities and key stakeholders. 

The trust’s constitution sets out the key responsibilities 
of the council, which are to hold the non-executive 
directors individually and collectively to account for 
the performance of the trust board and to represent 
the interests of its members. Appointed governors 
are also selected to represent external stakeholder 
organisations such as local councils.

What motivated you to become a lead governor at 
the Royal Free London?

I was a patient at the Royal Free Hospital while 
having knee rehabilitation and the staff helped and 
supported me when I was most vulnerable. I wanted 
to give back and this was the best opportunity to 
do so. As we are living in an era where people are 
more digitally focussed it is also the perfect time to 
share my experience and work for patients and our 
local community.

What does being lead governor involve?

The lead governor takes an active role and works 
positively with the trust chair to represent the 
interests of the trust and the council of governors. 
This is done by working closely with the governors 
on the planning and preparation of the council of 
governors’ agenda. The lead governor also acts as the 
conduit between the council and the trust board.

What are your top priorities for the council of 
governors for the year ahead?

Our council of governors are at a very interesting 
time right now as 75% of the council have been 
newly elected in the last nine months and we have 
a great new chair Mark Lam. The initial priority is 
to ensure that the council is very well inducted. The 
council is responsible for representing the community 
and the membership so ensuring that we have good 
engagement is very important. With us being in the 
COVID-19 era – staff wellbeing, patient experience, 

and safety and research are top priorities for us as 
well as ensuring that we have great working relations 
with our non-executive directors so that we can have 
constructive conversations with them and hold them 
to account.

Can you tell us more about your background?

Digital technology and innovation are my areas 
of expertise. I am experienced in leading digital 
transformation programmes for corporate 
organisations across various sectors. Currently, I am 
most excited about working with the leadership at 
a fast moving consumer goods firm contributing 
to their strategic thinking on automation, machine 
learning and artificial intelligence in the e-commerce 
area. In the places where I have worked I have been 
involved in creating an inclusive and diverse culture 
which is very important for me.

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 
get in touch, please email rf.governors@nhs.net.
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Saving Londoners’ lungs

Air pollution is the largest environmental health risk we face today, according to the UK government and the 
World Health Organisation (WHO). Clean Air Day is the UK’s biggest air pollution campaign. It’s a chance to 
find out more about air pollution, share information and make the air cleaner and healthier for everyone. 

Here at the Royal Free London, we are very lucky to have respiratory consultant and air pollution expert Dr 
Anant Patel working to save Londoners’ lungs. Dr Patel has recently been awarded the ‘London public sector 
‘Changemaker’ of the year 2021’ award for his work tackling air pollution. 

Dr Patel runs a busy lung cancer service and over the past year has also looked after COVID-19 patients 
on continuous positive airway pressure (CPAP) and volunteered on ITU. In addition he found time to raise 
awareness of the threat of air pollution, and his work has ranged from teaching medical students to lobbying 
the government, as well as educating GPs and patients about its 
potentially life-threatening impact.

Dr Patel said: “What first got me thinking about air pollution was when 
we had the Sahara dust storm a few years ago and there was dust left on 
all the cars. I was researching chronic obstructive pulmonary disease at 
the time and lots of my patients were affected by the storm so I decided I 
needed to educate myself more about it.

“More recently and closer to home my mum has severe asthma. Her home 
is on a main road but when she went to stay somewhere with clean air for 
a while she was able to come off her medication and steroids, however as 
soon as she returned home she had to start retaking them.”

Shockingly, every year air pollution is estimated to contribute towards up 
to 36,000 deaths in the UK – 9,000 in London alone.

Dr Patel explains: “Over the last few years we’ve seen a really large 
increase in the numbers of patients we diagnosed with lung cancer who 
have never smoked. These are often younger patients and often women, 
devastated to learn of a diagnosis like this and desperate to understand 
why they have been affected in such a way. Unfortunately air pollution is 
a big part of that answer.”

Welcoming 100,000 users to 
our patient portal
Our secure patient portal, My RFL Care, has registered its  
100,000th patient.

Launched in August 2020 the portal offers patients an easy way 
to view their appointments and letters all in one online location. 
Having 100,000 patients registered means that three out of every 
five patients invited to join have chosen to sign up to the portal. 

At the start of this year, new appointment management features 
were also piloted on the portal in the general and colorectal 
surgery services, providing users with the ability to reschedule and 
cancel appointments directly through the portal. Now patients being treated by vascular, ophthalmology 
and Barnet Hospital therapy services can reschedule or cancel many of their own appointments through the 
portal and this feature is in the process of being rolled out to other services.

Over the coming months we will continue to develop My RFL Care to give our patients even greater control 
over their care. 
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Staff invited to recharge 
through the power of art 

Staff across the trust can now benefit from a new 
support service run via our chaplaincy and spiritual 
care team, thanks to funding from the Royal Free 
Charity. Staff can refer themselves for counselling 
and art therapy, with sessions available in-person 
for individuals and groups.

Jacqueline Winter Kottler, art therapist and Gillian 
Twentyman, psychotherapist, have recently joined 
the trust and will be running these sessions for staff 
across the Royal Free London.  

Revd Claire Carson, head of chaplaincy and spiritual 
care, said: “I’m delighted that Gill and Jacquie have 
joined us to offer staff support in creative ways. They 
both bring a wealth of experience and I hope staff 
will benefit from the support they can offer.”

Gillian has previously worked as a staff counsellor for 
Imperial College NHS Trust. Speaking about her new 
role, Gillian commented: “I feel very pleased and 
honoured to be part of the new staff counselling 
service here.

“I am passionate about providing psychological 
resources to help support and benefit staff working 
in demanding roles and facing new, unchartered 
challenges, personally and professionally. I strongly 
believe that our mental health and wellbeing is our 
engine and needs proper care and attention to help 
us function well and lead fulfilling lives. How we are 
inside is important and affects our experience at 
home and work.

“I am looking forward to providing one-to-one 
counselling support, arranging group sessions and 
understanding more about the Royal Free London 
and the support needs of the people working here.”

Please get in touch with Gillian via email (details 
on Freenet) if you would like to discuss one-to-one 
counselling or group support.

Staff can access counselling directly or may be 
referred from our occupational health service. 

As well as offering counselling sessions, Jacqueline is 
also running art therapy for staff. She explains that 
art therapy has been proven to reduce stress and 
anxiety by refocusing our energy: “Self-healing and 
creativity are natural human processes that together 
can help you to cope, express feelings and work 
towards wellbeing. 

“The support groups run through the chaplaincy will 
promote staff self-care while making art, and will be 
held during work hours to enable staff to recharge, 
make art and refresh.”

Jacqueline will be available on a Wednesday and 
Thursday and has already been out and about across 
our hospitals meetings staff and holding group 
sessions. If you would like to refer yourself for art 
therapy or are interested in attending or arranging 
a group session, please contact Jacqueline via email 
(details on Freenet). 

In addition to on-site and in-person counselling, 
all staff can also access a trained confidential 
counsellor through our employee assistance 
programme, Care First. Find out more on the 
REST hub on Freenet.

Examples of art from the workshops

https://vimeo.com/567514669/0efe6a5353


What does this new partnership mean for the Royal 
Free London?
Chase Farm Hospital is now one of two dedicated 
centres in north central London (NCL) for elective 
adult orthopaedic surgery. All in-patient planned adult 
orthopaedic surgery will take place at Chase Farm 
Hospital and day surgery will take place at both sites. 
Patients have the choice of out-patient appointments at 
any RFL hospital or NMUH.

Patients now have a choice between two partnerships 
at the point of referral: either Royal Free London and 
NMUH, or University College London Hospitals NHS 
Foundation Trust and Whittington Health NHS Trust. 

What work has this change involved?
We’ve spent many months sorting out the detail for 
everything from IT to HR, as well as governance and 
patient safety. We’ve made sure we have patient 
representation on the elective orthopaedic centre 
programme board which has been responsible for 
delivery of the centre at Chase Farm Hospital. The overall 
vision is to provide even better care and less variation for 
patients across the whole of NCL.

How have we involved patients in this work?
We’ve had patient representatives supporting this work. 
Here are some reflections from one of them:

“I have been involved since March 2018 and continue 
to have an active role, thus ensuring the continuity of 
the patient voice throughout the whole process. I have 
found the process to be fully inclusive at all times and 
have been invited to speak at meetings, ask questions 
and raise concerns. I am excited that the elective 

orthopaedic centre at Chase Farm Hospital will open 
to improve the patient experience and outcomes for 
orthopaedic procedures. I look forward to hearing 
about my friends’ experience of the new service.”

What changes will staff and patients notice?
Initially six surgeons are joining us on site from NMUH, 
adding to our 25 surgeons, and that is likely to grow.  
For our patients, wherever they are coming from, the 
patient information, booking and pathway will be 
exactly the same as everyone else so you won’t have 
a different experience if you are living one side of a 
council boundary to another. 

In addition every patient will also be given a dedicated 
care pathway co-ordinator and a direct number to 
reach them on. They will guide the patient through 
from booking to discharge. This has come about as a 
direct result of listening to our patients who told us 
that they needed a bit of extra administrative support.

What’s the atmosphere like?
There’s lots of enthusiasm from various staff groups. 
With a change this big you are always going to get 
questions but we’re confident that any queries have 
been answered.  We were due to go ahead earlier 
but COVID put a stop to that. Apart from that there 
haven’t been any other barriers.

You’re clearly going to be busy at work - but any plans 
for your spare time?
I enjoy restoring classic cars. I think it’s something that 
comes naturally to me – putting things back together! 
One of my projects I’m particularly proud of is my 1973 
Rover 2000 TC in Mexico brown.

60 seconds with…
Philip Ahrens is an orthopaedic surgeon who has been leading on work to 
open a new dedicated centre for elective adult orthopaedic surgery at Chase Farm 
Hospital, in partnership with North Middlesex University Hospital NHS Trust (NMUH). 
We caught up with Philip to find out how the change will impact staff and patients.
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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: 

• 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

https://vimeo.com/565650977/2d2a26086d

