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Staff line up for
new COVID-19 vaccine

Royal Free London
NHS Foundation Trust

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

Hello and

welcome
to the January edition of our
monthly staff, members and
governors’ magazine.

Let me start by saying a very happy new year to
you all. Right now, it seems that 2021 brings many
familiar challenges with it: we are continuing to
respond to the pressures of COVID-19, and I know
that many of you have worked over the festive
period to help ensure that we continue providing
safe care. Thank you to everyone who worked over
Christmas and the new year, and to those of you
who have been redeployed to support colleagues
in other areas of our hospitals.
As the year starts with another lockdown, it’s
hard to find reasons to be cheerful. But we must
be mindful of the hope which the COVID-19
vaccine brings. Find out more about how we are
rolling out the vaccine to priority groups on page
3 – and please do book an appointment as soon as
you can.
In this edition of Freepress you can also find some
of the heartwarming messages of thanks sent in
by our local community (page 6), and get details
about how you can prioritise your health and
wellbeing this winter (page 5).
Look after yourselves, and be kind to one another.

Caroline Clarke
Group chief
executive
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COVID-19 vaccination delivers
hope to our hospitals
A huge ‘thank you’ to all of those involved in running the RFL COVID-19 vaccination centres.
We have now been vaccinating staff, patients and local care home workers for over a month – an enormous
effort which will help to protect our community. Vaccination centres are open at all our hospitals, and we’re
very excited to have now offered the jab to all of our staff.
This is the biggest vaccination campaign in history, and it will be a vital part of our best defence against
COVID-19 this winter. For those who want to learn more about the vaccine, you can find full details including
FAQs and information leaflets on Freenet.
Many members of the RFL team have already been jabbed, and their vaccines will help to protect all of us.
HIV nurse specialist Jane Hazell was the first
member of staff to get the vaccine. Jane’s role
at the Ian Charleston day centre usually involves
carrying out home visits to patients. However her
long term health condition meant that this was
impossible during the first wave of COVID-19.
Instead, she spent three months working from
home. She said:
“I really believe in the importance of vaccination
programmes, so I wanted to make sure I booked
myself in for an appointment. I didn’t expect to
be the first, but it was great to be part of this
important day.”

Research clinical director and consultant cardiologist
Ameet Bakhai told us: “Getting vaccinated is really
important, and absolutely necessary to keep us
safe. I hope that within the next few months, as our
frontline staff start getting vaccinated, we’ll be able
to stop seeing that unpredictable reduction of staff
numbers due to illness and really ease the pressure
on our hospitals.”

Trauma liaison practitioner Corine Kelly had her
vaccine at Barnet Hospital after being redeployed
to Beech ward: “I think it’s exciting to be getting
the vaccination. It’s such a terrible terrible disease
and we see people in such a tragic state. Having the
vaccination protects ourselves and our families.”
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A visit from the Prime Minister
Prime Minister Boris Johnson
was welcomed to Chase Farm
Hospital earlier this month,
where he met with staff
who were among the first to
receive the Oxford AstraZeneca
COVID-19 vaccine.
The Prime Minister was given a
tour of the Chase Farm Hospital
vaccination clinic, where frontline
members of staff will be given the
life-saving jab. As part of the visit, he
met with some of the first members
of staff to receive the vaccine, as
well as the vaccinators who will be
responsible for delivering it.
Mr Johnson also took the
opportunity to speak with members
of the executive team leading our
vaccination programme, including
group chief executive Caroline Clarke,
group chief nurse Julie Hamilton
and interim chief executive of Chase
Farm Hospital Alan McGlennan. They
discussed the pressures that our trust
is facing as we respond to COVID-19,
and the practical arrangements being
made to ensure that the vaccine is
rolled out to frontline staff as quickly
as possible.
Caroline said: “There are now
vaccination centres open at all three
of our hospitals, ensuring that those
staff at the forefront of our response
to COVID-19 – and other at-risk
members of our community – have
access to a vaccine that is sure to save
many lives.
“Our teams have worked
exceptionally hard to get these
vaccination centres up and running.
It was really important for us to show
the Prime Minister the lengths that
our staff have gone to, and how their
efforts will ensure that the roll out
goes as smoothly as possible. It
was great to see their hard work
being recognised.”
Prime Minister Boris Johnson meets staff
as part of the COVID-19 vaccine roll out
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Wedding bells to jingle bells!
RFH ever since. She has to be fed
through a tube – until she receives
a small bowel and liver transplant
which will be carried out at
Addenbrooke’s in Cambridge.
At the wedding, Mark, a
personal trainer who has been
with Kirsty for 18 years, thanked
staff for everything they have
done for Kirsty.

The happy couple tie the knot

A new mum waiting for a double organ transplant tied the knot with
her fiancé at an “incredibly special” ceremony at the RFH chapel.
Kirsty Higgins, 35, and Mark Hills, 43, were able to spend Christmas
together at home in Enfield, after the specially arranged wedding
where they were married by hospital chaplain Claire Carson. Kirsty’s new
daughter Katie, who was born in July, by emergency caesarean at the
RFH, was also with them at the ceremony, along with the doctors and
nurses who have been caring for Kirsty.
Due to a long-term condition, Kirsty required life-saving surgery on her
abdominal arteries in October and she has been an in-patient at the

Kirsty added: “Saying my vows
to Mark and doing it in front of
all the doctors and nurses who
have looked after me and been
so amazing was incredibly special.
My surgeon Meryl Davis has saved
my life more than once and it
meant a lot to me that she and
so many other staff were able to
attend – socially distanced
of course!”
Reverend Claire Carson, head of
chaplaincy and spiritual care at
the RFL, said: “I am so very glad I
was able to get a Special Licence
approved to hold this beautiful
wedding in our chapel from
the Archbishop of Canterbury’s
office. Kirsty’s determination and
strength of character have been
nothing short of inspirational.”

Staying well this winter
The COVID-19 pandemic has demanded a great deal from all of us, and it’s natural to feel some anxiety or
sadness. Give yourself permission to be kind to yourself, and to reach out for support if you need it.
There are a lot of resources available to help you stay well. Search ‘COVID-19 staff support’ on Freenet for an
overview of what’s available, including information about the different helplines and psychological support
services, as well as help with day to day essentials such as on-site food provisions, accommodation and travel.
You can also contact the REST helpline on extension 31276, Monday – Sunday, 8am-10pm. If you need out of
hours support, contact Care First on 0800 174319 – this service is available 24/7.
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Saying thanks to our RFL heroes
Over the past few weeks, chief executives and other senior members of staff have been
out and about around our hospitals handing out seasonal gifts and saying thank you to
the wonderful RFL team.
Gifts are still being distributed, so don’t worry if yours is still making its way to you! Due to the size of this
mammoth distribution task, presents will take several weeks to reach all of our teams. The content of the
gift bags will vary, but everybody will receive a treat.
Thank you to the Royal Free Charity for arranging these generous gifts for staff. Many members of the
public have made their support for our staff known by donating to the charity, and these gifts are just one
of the many different things that the charity does to pass this support to our team.

Members of the RFL team receive their gifts

The Royal Free Charity has also collected thank you messages from members of the local community, and
you can see a selection of their kind wishes above.
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Governors’ update
These are our staff governors who sit on the council of governors to represent patients, the public and our
staff. Other groups who make up the council will be introduced to you, but we wanted to start by putting
our staff governors in the spotlight.
To contact the council of governors, please email rf.governors@nhs.net.

Susan Tierney

Annette Heslop

Bimbi Fernando

Hemant Vakharia

Susan is the divisional
nursing director at Barnet
Hospital, and has worked
with the trust for over 20
years. She is a very proud
nurse who is passionate
about staff and patient
experience. She believes
that caring for staff is a
top priority because staff
that feel appreciated
and involved will in turn
deliver excellent, safe
care to patients.

Annette is a junior sister
who has worked at the
trust for many years and
has seen a lot of changes.
She takes on a number of
roles to support staff and
patients in our hospitals,
and has a strong interest
in equality and diversity.

Bimbi joined us as a liver
and kidney transplant
consultant surgeon in
2004. He has a very
long affection for and
affiliation with the Royal
Free Hospital dating back
nearly 50 years, initially
as a family member then
as a medical student,
a junior doctor, a
postgraduate research
student – and even as
a patient on occasions.
He is passionate about
training and education.

Hemant is an obstetrician
and gynaecologist who
has a long standing
association with the RFL,
having been a medical
student and junior doctor
here prior to being
appointed as a consultant
in 2015. He is currently
the clinical director for
women’s services at
Barnet Hospital, and
is passionate about
women’s health and
developing services at
the trust.

Governor elections 2021
An election will be held for the council of
governors of the Royal Free NHS Foundation
Trust in March 2021.

George Vergehese

Tony Wolff

George is a consultant
orthopaedic surgeon at
the Royal Free London.
Alongside his clinical
work, he is actively
involved in teaching
and training our junior
doctors. His constant
endeavour is to ensure
that his patients get the
best care possible.

Tony is a consultant
in intensive care who
has worked at Barnet
Hospital for over 20 years.
He is keen to ensure
that through much
organisational change the
ordinary and everyday
services for patients are
not forgotten and that
staff are supported and
nurtured.

There are three vacancies, two for patient
governors and one for public - rest of
England.
The deadline for receipt of nominations will
be on Monday 15 February and voting will
begin on Thursday 4 March. Members who are
interested in standing should keep an eye out
for further notification. Information about the
role and responsibilities of a governor can be
found on our website and Freenet pages.
If you have any questions about the election
process, please email rf.membership@nhs.net.
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60 seconds with…
Revd Claire Carson is head of chaplaincy-spiritual care at Royal
Free London. She has adapted the way her team provide support
for patients, their families and staff during the pandemic.
What do you enjoy most about your role?
My role as head of chaplaincy-spiritual care is
incredibly varied and there’s very rarely a dull
moment. I’ve worked as a healthcare chaplain
for 13 years across London teaching hospitals and
I’ve often used the phrase, ‘expect the unexpected!’
I’m often with people at the most significant times
of their lives and I love the varied nature of my
work. I can come into work with one plan and almost
certainly end up involved in something completely
different.
I meet some amazing people in my work, both
patients and staff. It’s a real privilege to listen to their
stories and to be invited into their lives, even if only
for a short time. Although chaplains are not just here
for death and dying, it is a large part of my work.
Often at these times there is such a sense of love,
hope and peace, despite the pain, fear and grief which
people are experiencing. Every day my job reminds me
how precious and fragile life is.
Can you tell us a bit about the work of your team?
As a chaplaincy-spiritual care team we want to
encourage compassionate, holistic care for everyone.
We also champion being respectful of diversity and
celebrating each other’s traditions. We offer spiritual,
religious and pastoral support to patients, families,
carers and staff. We’re here for everyone in the
hospital of any faith, belief or philosophy of life.
Our team includes an Imam, female Muslim chaplain,
Rabbi, Roman Catholic priest and Anglican priest.
All chaplains work generically as well as faith specific
when needed. Spiritual care is about valuing and
respecting who people are and what is important
to them.

What have your experiences been during
COVID-19?
I have had to re-think and re-imagine the role of
the chaplain and how we work within the current
restrictions to best care for patients, their families,
loved ones, as well as how we can support staff.
Before COVID-19 we had a team of volunteers who
would each visit a ward and offer support to patients.
This was a great and engaging way to enable
patients to refer themselves to our service. We now
rely on staff making referrals to us, which means
communication with ward staff is crucial to help us
provide the best possible holistic care to patients
and their families at home, who are often incredibly
anxious because they cannot freely visit.
What would you say to colleagues about the support
you can provide our patients?
I think there are two common assumptions people
frequently make about what chaplains do. Firstly,
that we are only here for death, and secondly that
we are here only for people who are religious. Of
course, we are here to support those who are dying
and those who have a religious belief, but we are
here for everyone, religious and non-religious. Also,
importantly, we are here for anyone in the hospital
who would appreciate support.
Spiritual care is all about getting alongside people and
listening to their stories, giving people space in which
they can be themselves, ask difficult questions, laugh,
cry, talk or be silent – a respectful space which values
all people. Many patients I see would not say they
were religious, but they do value the opportunity to
talk and to be listened to.

Help protect our hospitals against infection
There are lots of things that you can do to help slow the
spread of infection and keep our hospitals safe this winter:
2 metre
• Stay two metres apart, unless delivering care

2 metre

• Wear a surgical mask in all areas
• Maintain social distancing in all areas, including rest spaces
• Wash your hands regularly and wipe down surfaces
2 metre
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.
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2 metre

