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Don’t delay getting treatment
PEOPLE with health concerns and 
symptoms that require further investi-
gation are being advised not to delay in 
contacting their GP to ensure they re-
ceive the most appropriate healthcare 
treatment.

GP surgeries have remained ‘open for 
business’ during the coronavirus pan-
demic and doctors are urging patients 
to continue to contact their local prac-
tice by phone or online for help and ad-
vice if  they feel unwell. 

Dr Stewart Findlay and Dr Janet Walk-
er, on behalf  of  NHS County Durham 
Clinical Commissioning Group (CCG) 
and NHS Tees Valley CCG said: “GP 
surgeries have gone to great lengths to 
adapt to different ways of  working and 
put new infection prevention measures 
in place to ensure patients can contin-
ue to safely access services.

“Despite the relaxation of  lockdown, 
the pandemic is not over so GP practic-
es may carry on in this way for many 

months to come. All practices  altered 
their ways of  working within days of  
the pandemic arriving to run a ‘total 
triage’ model, enabling patients to be 
directed to the most appropriate ser-
vice including telephone, email or vid-
eo consultations, referrals to external 
services or, if  clinically appropriate, a 
face-to-face appointment.

Health professionals will continue 
to use personal protective equipment 
(PPE) within practices, with rooms 
thoroughly cleaned between patients to 
minimise the risk of  infection spread-
ing. Anyone who attends a face-to-face 
appointment will be asked to wear a 
face covering to help protect other pa-
tients and staff.

“We are aware that a number of  pa-
tients, including those without access to 
online or digital phones, or people with 
communication difficulties, may feel 
daunted by these new ways of  working,” 
said Dr Findlay and Dr Walker. 

“But we are trying our best to enable 
access for everyone, using telephone 
calls if  digital access is an issue and 
providing translation services, includ-
ing sign language, for video and tele-
phone consultations.

“It remains vital that people contact 
their GP surgery with any worrying 
symptoms and not be put off  because 
of  the pandemic, as the earlier a prob-
lem is identified the more likely it can 
be treated.”

Repeat prescriptions can still be re-
quested online, or by using the NHS 
App. Patients without internet access 
can contact their surgery for advice on 
how to order medication.

 “The pandemic is not over and we 
would ask people to continue to be sen-
sible, to continue social distancing, to 
wear face coverings where appropriate 
and to wash their hands. 

“The NHS really needs your contin-
ued support.”

If you have 
a health 
concern 
don’t delay 
asking for 
treatment 
– the NHS 
continues 
to remain 
open for 
business, 
not only 
to treat 
COVID-19

Keeping in touch is important
THE COVID-19 pandemic has 
meant visiting restrictions have 
been put in place across many 
hospitals. 

Patients in hospitals across 
County Durham and Darlington – 
including those on mental health 
and learning disability wards – 
have been keeping in touch with 
loved ones through video calls 
and ‘Stay in Touch’ schemes. 

“Seeing loved ones is so 
important for many people’s 
mental health recovery and is 
equally important to family 
members and friends,” said 
Jennifer Illingworth, director 
of  operations for Durham and 
Darlington at TEWV. 

“We realised early on in the 
pandemic that ‘normal visiting’ 
would not be an option at times 
so we spoke with patients on our 

adult, older people and learning 
disability wards and carried out 
a survey to find out how we could 
best help them to stay in touch 
with family and friends. 

“Video calls on iPads and 
mobile phones were a popular 
choice, but for some patients 
this is a new way of  doing things 
and many did not have the right 
equipment to make the calls. 

“To help out we provided iPads 
for patients to use, and staff  
helped to guide patients through 
their video calls home. 

“For many patients, and indeed 
staff, this was a new experience 
and one which was nice to work 
together on to make sure patients 
could stay in touch.”

Noel Scanlon, executive 
director of  nursing for County 
Durham and Darlington NHS 

Foundation Trust said: “We are 
very aware that when patients 
are unable to receive visitors 
at their bedside, any form of  
communication from their loved 
ones can lift the spirits and help 
their overall wellbeing.

“Our ‘Stay in Touch’ scheme 
helps patients and families to 
feel closer to one another when 
restrictions are in place. 

“We have a team of  colleagues 
who will be delivering messages 
and correspondence to patients 
across our eight hospital sites on 
a Monday to Friday.”

Loved ones with relatives at  
any of  CDDFT’s hospitals can 
send their messages either 
through the Trust’s website 
– www.cddft.nhs.uk – or by 
emailing cddft.stayintouch@nhs.
net.

#DoYourBit by keeping A&E free for emergencies
PLEASE continue to do your bit by thinking pharmacy, 
GP and 111 online first – and not just turning up to 
A&E. 

This plea is the first part of  the ‘do your bit’ 
campaign aimed at raising awareness of the first 
routes people should take for urgent medical advice 
and treatment following the disruption caused by 
COVID-19. 

Due to social distancing and infection precautions, 
the space available in A&E to care for people and 
allow NHS staff to work safely has been reduced by 
between 30 and 50 per cent. Action is needed now  
to protect patients and staff in the run up to winter.

“We want to support and guide the public to make 
the right healthcare choices,” said Dr Stewart Findlay 
and Dr Janet Walker on behalf of the CCGs in County 
Durham and Tees Valley. “If their condition is not life 
threatening we would advise people to contact their 
local pharmacy, GP or 111 online in the first instance.   

“Those who do turn up to our A&E department  
or urgent treatment centres will be assessed  
clinically and any inappropriate attendances will  
be re-directed to the right service for their needs. 

“In light of COVID-19, and with winter approaching, 
it is more important than ever that we don’t have 
large volumes of people in our hospitals when  
they could have been cared for elsewhere. Please  
help us to keep A&E for real emergencies.” 

In addition, people are being urged to act 
responsibly and consider the impact that drug use 
and alcohol has on behaviours which can increase 
demands within A&E departments. 
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Helping to protect people with 
a learning disability from flu 
THIS year our community learning 
disability nurses will, for the 
first time, assist GPs in County 
Durham and Darlington to provide 
flu vaccinations to people with a 
learning disability.

The idea came about to help make 
sure as many people as possible 
get their flu jab this winter. This is 
important every year, but even more 
so this year as COVID-19 continues 
to spread. 

People with a learning disability 
can have an increased vulnerability 
to respiratory illness and should 
make sure to get their annual flu 
jab from their GP and primary care 
teams. 

GPs can now, however, refer people 
who may need additional support 

ACROSS your local NHS, 
thousands of  patients have 
been supported with telephone 
or video consultations instead 
of  face-to-face appointments 
during the pandemic, where 
clinically appropriate. 

Since April, nearly 10,180 
appointments across The Tees 
Esk and Wear Valleys NHS 
Foundation Trust (TEWV)  
have been held through 
our new Attend Anywhere 
video consultation service 
for patients across County 
Durham and Darlington. 

TEWV and County Durham 
and Darlington NHS Found-
ation Trust (CDDFT) have  
been piloting Attend Any-
where and the use of  video 
consultation software to 
support patients.  

During lockdown the service 
meant patients were able to 
keep up with their outpatient 
appointments or mental 
health appointments from 
home, avoiding the need to 
travel.

“No special equipment is 
needed, just an internet-
enabled device such as 
a smartphone or laptop. 
Patients speak to their 
clinician on screen and as up 
to four people can take part 
in the conversation, family 
members and carers can join 
the video call, too.

Dr Tolulope Olusoga, 
consultant psychiatrist in  
older people’s services at  
TEWV, said: “Attend Anywhere  

OUR freephone listening, support and signposting service is  
available for adults in mental or emotional distress. 
Mental health staff are on hand any time of day or night to  
offer support before problems escalate to a mental health  
crisis. Staff listen, offer guidance and, if needed, signpost callers  
to local services for further support such as housing, legal or  
substance misuse organisations.

Call freephone 0800 0516171 and select option 1, followed by 
option 3. For help and advice on what to do in a mental health 
emergency, please see our website –  www.tewv.nhs.uk/services/
crisisadvice/.

or reasonable adjustments to our 
health facilitation team whose 
nurses will be able to provide flu 
vaccinations at a venue right for the 

individual – including at their home 
or in a day care service.

Sheila Halpin, head of  learning 
disabilities services for TEWV in 
County Durham and Darlington, 
said “As long as GPs are offering 
flu vaccinations, our community 
learning disability teams will assist 
in the drive to encourage as many 
people as possible to have their flu 
jab. We feel it is essential to work 
together to provide an accessible 
flu vaccination programme to help 
protect some of  the most vulnerable 
people in our community.” 

Information about the flu 
vaccination in easy read format 
is available from GPs and on our 
website – www.tewv.nhs.uk, then 
search ‘flu’.

We’re listening!

Video calls ensure you  
can Attend Anywhere

offers a better quality of   
assessment than telephone 
conversations. A lot of  
communication is non-verbal 
and the use of  video technology 
enables clinicians to pick up on 
signals that may otherwise be 
missed. 

“It also helps us to assess a 
person’s general wellbeing 
and look out for signs that 
they may not be taking care of  
themselves.

“Being able to see each other 
also helps to build therapeutic 
relationships which are 
essential in supporting some-
one on their recovery journey.”

The Attend Anywhere ser-

vice has been well received, 
with patient comments in-
cluding:
l “An excellent way to 
maintain contact with 
patients; able to empower lip 
reading at a time when PPE 
places a barrier to this”;
l “Really good use of  
technology during COVID 
times”;
l “It was great not to have 
to worry about social 
distancing”;
l “It is very helpful to be 
able to speak to a person 
who understands and be 
able to see the reactions and 
expressions”.
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Adapting the way we work
ACROSS County Durham’s and Dar-
lington’s local community teams, 
district nurses and social workers 
have been embracing different ways 
of  working to support frontline 
community services. Sometimes 
this has meant moving to new roles 
and using all the technology availa-
ble to continue to provide the same 
level of  service to patients during 
the pandemic.

Responding to COVID-19 has 
meant adapting the way social 
workers and district nurses inter-
act and embracing technology such 
as video conferencing tools.

Social workers rise to the challenge
Bev Gurney, locality team manag-
er, Dales Locality Team shares her  
experiences of  working in a Team 
Around Patients (TAP) 

“We are all facing new challenges 
and rapid change at work. The pan-
demic has meant social workers in 
the local community teams have 
had to embrace changes to the way 
in which they work. 

“The resilience of  social work 
staff  to overcome how they ap-
proach the need to complete assess-
ments and reviews as well as carry 
out risk assessments, should be ap-
plauded, as should their resource-
fulness and success in demonstrat-
ing their willingness to use digital 
IT systems, remote working, assist 
hospital social worker teams or 
work on a rota seven days a week 
from 8am to 8 pm. 

“New skills such as transferring 
meetings into video calls, conduct-
ing socially distanced visits, work-
ing from home, wearing PPE, com-
pleting assessments or reviewing 
needs, care planning or safeguard-
ing those at risk remain part of  our 
daily work as social workers as we 
overcome, adapting to lockdown 
challenges and our continued com-
mitment to client care and social 
work responses.

“The professional relationships 
we already have with partner agen-
cies such as the district nurses, GPs, 
care homes and community servic-
es continue to develop, with all of  
us working more flexibly; sharing 
information to support clients, their 
families and carers, and using these 
skills to ensure positive outcomes in 
these new ways of  working.”

Sarah Lidster, a newly-qualified 
social worker working in the Dales 
says: “I am having to use more com-
munication skills than ever before – 
especially my listening skills – as I 

can’t meet the person I am caring for. 
I have implemented care packages 
and respite support whilst still sup-
porting their best interests and well-
being principles. Social workers,  
like so many professionals in health-
care, are adapting to be as effective 
as possible whilst being mindful of  
the challenges under COVID-19.”

A typical nursing day under  
COVID-19
Rebecca Wright, TAP lead for Sedge-
field TAP, tells us about some of  the 
changes district nurses have had to 
embrace to respond to COVID-19.

“A typical district nursing day 
would consist of  checking the 
workload and allocation for that 
day, ensuring all visits are assigned 
and checking tasks and a handover 
from night staff  to see if  there is 
anything to report or concerns to 
raise. 

“This is where there has been 
a lot of  activity in relation to  
COVID-19 and end of  life care, par-
ticularly supporting care homes 
within the locality.

“Essential face-to-face visits are 
also prioritised. 

“The most vulnerable patients are 
visited first, after being screened 
by telephone ahead of  the visit to  
check for COVID-19 symptoms  
within the household. This helps to 
avoid cross infection so the green 
COVID-19-free team can remain 
green.

“The red team visits those pa-
tients who are confirmed or sus-
pected cases of  COVID-19. This in-
cludes visiting care homes where 
there is confirmed or suspected 
COVID-19 cases. 

“This process also promotes 
joined-up working within a locali-
ty as there is often some degree of  
wider collaborative working with 
health and social care partners, 
such as social workers. This is 
more often on a late shift and out of  
hours, in order to maintain either 
red or green status. 

“There is also a designated red 
team for COVID-19 test swabbing 
which the district nurses are doing 
within care homes for suspected 
cases of  COVID-19. As you can ap-
preciate, this requires a lot of  extra 
planning.

“There’s also been a great deal of  
close collaboration between com-
munity-based nurses and nurses 
working in GP practice to support 
all our patients.”

New countywide Community 
Stroke Service
Throughout the pandemic, the 
newly-launched County Durham 
Community Stroke Service has 
been operating as near to normal 
as possible, whilst taking necessary 
COVID-19 precautions.  

The new countywide service was 
launched following a major invest-
ment as part of  the community ser-
vices contract delivered by Coun-
ty Durham and Darlington NHS 
Foundation Trust on behalf  of  the 
County Durham Care Partnership. 
Its aim was to provide a special-
ist stroke rehabilitation service 
for the people of  County Durham, 
helping to bring about earlier dis-
charge from hospital, give better 
rehabilitation outcomes for stroke 
patients and provide co-ordinated 
multi-disciplinary specialist care.

Previously, a community stroke 
service was only available in Eas-
ington and North Durham. “It’s a 
truly multi-disciplinary team,” ex-
plains Sandra Leech, Stroke Team 
lead at CDDFT. 

“The service has dieticians, 
speech therapists, occupational 
therapists, physiotherapy, special-
ist therapy assistants for speech 
and for dietetics, and associate 

Bev Gurney of the Dales Locality 
Team

practitioners who can develop 
care plans. We also work closely 
with the cardiovascular teams, lo-
cal TAPs with district nurses and 
with intermediate care teams as a 
patient might need speech or dietet-
ics – so we would then follow them 
into the community once they’re 
discharged from hospital.

“We have a goal setting process 
with patients every week which 
allows us to see their progress and 
how we’re going to discharge some-
one from the service. This is very 
much done with the patient and 
what they want to achieve from it.”

Mrs June Regan tells us about her 
husband John’s experience of  us-
ing the service.  

John, who’s 79 and comes from 
Newton Aycliffe, had a stroke in 
July and didn’t really settle in hos-
pital, so after discussion with the 
consultants it was decided he could 
go home for his treatment.

“They said the Community Stroke 
Service would come to us,” says 
June. “We’ve had occupational 
therapists, speech therapists and a 
physiotherapist who left exercises 
for John to do every morning. He 
also put exercises and things John 
has to do on the computer which 
my daughter helps him with.  

“They’ve all been absolutely fan-
tastic. It’s marvellous how they do 
it – they’re just so pleasant and it 
must be so hard for them. My hus-
band can’t really say much, but 
they are just so calm and so patient 
it’s unbelievable. We’ve just been so 
thankful that we’ve had them.”

Award for use of  pioneering  
technology in care homes
A COLLABORATIVE approach 
to the implementation of  ground-
breaking digital technology in 
County Durham’s adult social care 
sector has been recognised with a 
prestigious national award. 

Health Call Digital Care Home 
has won the HSJ 2020 Patient Safety 
Award for Best Health Tech Solution 
for Patient Safety category. 

Durham County Council and 
County Durham and Darlington 
NHS Foundation Trust worked with 
local care providers and North-
East based Health Call Solutions, 
an NHS-owned organisation which 
designs, develops and implements 
digital health solutions for both 
patients and their health providers.

The result was technology 
which allows care home staff  to 

digitally upload the results of  
checks carried out on residents in 
homes – including blood pressure 
and heart rates – so they can be 
accessed instantaneously by health 
professionals and this information 
linked to the resident’s electronic 
patient record. 

In this way the technology 
helps to identify patients who are 
deteriorating before it becomes 
obvious and in time to offer support 
and involve medical professionals. 
It also reduces the time staff  spend 
on the phone, which means they 
have more time to deliver direct 
care to residents. 

The technology is in use in 
more than 90 care homes for the 
elderly across County Durham and 
Darlington.

WE WANT to keep everyone up to date 
with the latest information and guid-
ance, but we know we don’t always 
reach everyone. That’s why we’d like 
your help.

We’re looking for community 
champions to:
• Promote key messages – we know 
we have to use many different ways  
to reach people;
• Get the message out there –  
sharing information with friends, 
family and the wider community;
• Provide feedback – so we gain 
a better understand of what’s 
happening in our communities  
and can respond better;
• Make a valued contribution – by 
continuing to help and support their 
local community.

 As a champion you will receive the 
training and resources needed to help 

you promote key messages. You’ll also 
get regular updates on local activity 
and Government guidance, as well as 
support from Durham County Council. 

You don’t need to belong to any 
clubs or groups or have children in 
school to be a champion. 

If you’d like to do more than 
share information, you may want to 
consider taking on the role of a COVID 
Champion Plus or get your employer 
to become a Champion Organisation. 
As well as sharing information 
Champion Plus and Champion 
Organisations will help us to provide 
additional support such as helping 
local community groups and attending 
events and regular meetings.

 To find out more or sign up 
to be a Community Champion 
visit www.durham.gov.uk/
covidcommunitychampion.

Support your community –  
become a community champion

The council and County Durham 
and Darlington NHS Foundation 
Trust are members of  the County 
Durham Care Partnership through 
which they work with NHS 
organisations such as the County 
Durham Clinical Commissioning 
Group, Darlington Borough Council 
and other health and care providers 
to develop systemwide integrated 
models of  care. 

Rebecca Wright and the TAP team based at Sedgefield



57SATURDAY, DECEMBER 12, 2020 The Northern Echo

ALBERT Einstein is quoted as saying: “In the 
middle of difficulty lies opportunity”. 

The ‘difficulty’ which faced the NHS and 
the council was how to keep our residents 
healthy and do this while facing increasing 
demand and reducing finances.

Our Public Health team told us about the 
many good things happening in County 
Durham: the strong sense of community, the 
skill and commitment of health and care staff, 
the network of GP practices and improvements 
in health and wellbeing. They also highlighted 
the challenges of helping an older population 
to live healthy lives and caring for people with 
multiple health problems.

Our ‘opportunity’ came when the Clinical 
Commissioning Group (CCG) reviewed the 
community services contract which covers 
a wide range of services such as community 
nursing, community hospitals and care 
delivered at home. 

There was a strong track record of the 
NHS and the council working together and a 
commitment to build on this in a more formal 
way which would bring people on the frontline 
together and streamline services for residents.
The County Durham Care Partnership was 
formed to help the NHS and council continue 
to work together. 

We wanted to make the most of the clinical 
expertise of County Durham and Darlington 
Foundation Trust, the accessibility and skill in 
GP practices and the local knowledge and links 
of the council. We also wanted to concentrate 
on residents who needed support with their 
health and their social care. 

They told us they expected hospitals, GPs 
and social care teams to work together and 
that they wanted as much care as possible 
delivered at home. They also wanted us 
to help them live independently with their 
families and in their communities.

The partnership led the changes to health 
and social care we needed to make to meet 
our residents’ expectations. We created 
Teams Around the Patient – TAPs – based 
in GP practices and made up of community 
nurses and therapists, social care staff and 
the GP teams. This meant that at a local 
level we were working more closely together 
than ever and concentrating on our most 
vulnerable residents. 

In this way we have worked together in care 
homes and GP practices to give invaluable 
medical support to community hospitals.

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted 
the need to continue to work together. We 
have achieved a lot with the TAPs, but there 
is more to do. We plan to deliver even more 
care closer to home and will continue to 
support care homes. 

We aim to involve our voluntary groups 
in supporting residents and plan to make 
the best use of advances in technology and 
medical science. 

We are in a strong position as partners 
committed to a joint approach and working 
with mutual respect and understanding. 
Much will change – but our shared 
commitment to serve the residents of our 
area using our collective strengths will remain 
the same.

AS THE rules and regulations around 
COVID-19 continue to change, it can 
be hard to keep up with the latest 
information and to know what to do for 
the best. 

I’ve been so impressed with the way 
the people of  Darlington have adapted 
to the changes as they’ve come our way 
in recent weeks, but it’s vital that we 
continue to work together to tackle the 
spread of  the virus. 

With Christmas approaching it’s 
even more important for us to stay on 
the right track and to do what we can 
to minimise the risk to our loved ones, 
particularly the elderly and medically 
vulnerable. 

We continue to see the infection 
spreading in our community – the 
data is showing that the virus is being 
passed on most often between members 
of  the same household, then on to 
another household due to indoor visits. 

Please protect the people that matter 
to you the most – follow the key advice 
about hand washing, wearing a face 
mask and keeping your distance from 
people not in your household to cut 
down the risks. 

The strain of  living under restrictions 
like these is undoubtedly affecting 
many of  us, whether we have job and 
financial worries or concerns about a 
loved one. 

Exercise in the fresh air and keeping 
to a routine as much as possible 

Take COVID-19 seriously

WHEN Jean Brown, from 
Darlington, received a letter 
to attend an appointment in 
the ophthalmology clinic, her 
family discussed the risks 
and benefits of  her going to 
a hospital where COVID-19 
patients were also receiving 
care.  

Her son, Martyn, explains: 
“Mam has been under the 
care of  the ophthalmology, 
macular degeneration ser-
vice at County Durham and 
Darlington NHS Foundation 
Trust for several years, and 
there’s no doubt she has 
benefited from injections 
which have helped preserve 
her sight, particularly in her 
right eye. However, she’s 101 
and when she received the 
appointment we did discuss 
as a family whether she 
should attend.”   

Macular degeneration is a 
condition which affects the 
retina. 

Dawn Nosair, ophthalmol-
ogy nurse specialist, explains 
why it’s so important to have 
regular checks.  

“Until about 20 years ago 
a diagnosis sadly meant 
inevitable blindness, as 
there was no treatment. 

Now injections can help 
to preserve sight for many 
patients. Deterioration can’t 
be reversed so it’s important 
to attend appointments and 
ensuring our patients receive 
the care they need, safely, is 
our priority.”  

Martyn continues: “Our 
main concern was the risk of  
mam contracting COVID-19, 
but at her age, with limited 
mobility, losing her sight 
would make her overall 
quality of  life very poor. As a 
family we agreed she should 
attend – and I’m glad we did. 
It’s a one-stop clinic which 
can take a couple of  hours 
but it means all the sight 
tests, photographs etc are 
done on the same day. 

“In the end mam didn’t 
need an injection, so we 
have the reassurance that 
she should be okay until 
her next appointment. It 
was clear that a lot of  work 
was going into keeping us 
all safe – infection control 
precautions were self-evident 
and I think any risks were far 
outweighed by the clinical 
benefits. We made the right 
decision in bringing mam for 
her appointment.”

Executive medical director, 
Jeremy Cundall, said: 
“We’re aware some people 
had appointments cancelled 
early in the year and are 
grateful to them for their 
understanding. We’re doing 
all we can to ensure they 
receive appropriate care as 
soon as possible. 

“We want to reassure 
patients and their families 
that a great deal of  work 
has gone into making sure 
they will be safe, whether 
they need to be seen in their 
own home by one of  our 
community team or need to 
come into our hospitals for 
an investigation, procedure 
or appointment.” 

Dr Khin Nini’s story...

Jean Brown’s story...

Michael Laing, director of Integrated Community Services, County Durham Care 
Partnership, with his community services colleagues

by Councillor Kevin Nicholson, 
Darlington Borough Council 
cabinet member for health and 
housing

is a good way of  keeping on track. 
There are also a number of  resources 
available to provide mental health and 
wellbeing support. 

The council’s coronavirus webpages 
– www.darlington.gov.uk/coronavirus 
– include links to resources, charities 
and organisations which can offer 
support to those who are struggling 
financially, mentally or physically. 

Our website also has the latest 
information about the regulations 
Darlington is currently operating 
under. 

You can also find us on social media 
via Facebook and Twitter, which we 
keep updated with all the latest news. 

If  you have vulnerable family 
members or neighbours, help them to 
stay up to date as best you can, while 
being mindful of  the need to socially 
distance. 

I know that if  we all work together, 
we will overcome this and emerge 
stronger.   

CONSULTANT physician 
Dr Khin Nini headed off  to 
work at Darlington Memorial 
Hospital on the morning of  
Thursday, April 16, as she 
does every working day. Little 
did she and her family know 
that within days she would 
become desperately ill with 
COVID-19, later requiring 
admission to the intensive 
treatment unit.  

“Since early March I had 
been caring for patients 
admitted with COVID-19,” she 
says. “I know, both from my 
own experience of  being ill 
and from how very ill it made 
the patients I cared for, that 
this isn’t something you want 
you, or your loved ones, to get 
– whatever their age.  

“At home I was living in a 
separate part of  the house 
from my husband and 
daughter because, although 
we had PPE at work, caring 
for COVID-19 patients was 
always going to put me at 
greater risk. 

“The first symptom I noticed 
was that when I walked up 
the stairs at work on April 16 
I was unusually breathless. 
My oxygen saturations were 

normal, so I hoped I might 
just be tired.  

“That night, however, I felt 
much worse. My temperature 
rose and my whole body 
was in pain. The following 
day I had a test which came 
back positive. My condition 
continued to deteriorate over 
the following days. I struggled 
to get enough oxygen, had a 
high temperature much of  the 
time and developed sickness 
and diarrhoea.

“When I was admitted 
to Darlington Memorial 
Hospital it was initially for 
overnight monitoring, but I 
ended up spending 12 days on 
the Intensive Treatment Unit 
where I was ventilated. 

“Having been the consultant 
caring for COVID-19 patients 
it felt unreal to become one 
myself, and the severity of  
my illness was a surprise. I 
am used to dealing with life 
and death situations and, 
while I didn’t for a moment 
give up, I prepared myself  for 
the possibility of  dying. By 
far the hardest part was the 
impact my situation would 
be having on my husband and 
daughter – how distressed she 

must be – and the fact they 
couldn’t visit.  

“I was able to go home on 
Friday, May 8 – VE Day – and 
returned to work a month 
later.  

“I’m one of  the lucky 
ones. It’s up to all of  us to 
do everything we can to 
minimise transmission so 
more families don’t need to go 
through what mine did. 

“Up to 60 per cent of  people 
with COVID-19 don’t even 
have symptoms, so spread it 
unwittingly. In years to come 
will you be able to look back 
and know you did the right 
thing?”
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Some local 
businesses, 
universities, 
colleges and 
schools donated 
Personal 
Protective 
Equipment (PPE), 
right, while others 
like Rockliffe Hall, 
left, and Holland 
and Barrett 
donated toiletries 
and goody bags 
for NHS staff

A roadside 
sign, above, 
says it all. 
People 
knitted 
‘NHS 
teddies’ 
which 
helped to 
lift spirits, 
left

Thank you for showing you care
During the pandemic the people of Darlington and County Durham have 
shown how much they care for the NHS, its staff and keyworkers in so 
many ways – and every one of them has been greatly appreciated...

Healthwatch County Durham releases its COVID-19 report
THROUGHOUT the COVID-19 pan-
demic local consumer champion 
Healthwatch County Durham has 
represented the voices of  residents 
to their health and social care deci-
sion makers. This work has resulted 
in the COVID-19 report which high-
lights individual’s experiences of  
accessing health and social care ser-
vices during the pandemic. 

Pressures caused by the pandemic 
have had an unprecedented impact 
on these key services, causing sev-
eral changes to their delivery, very 
quickly, and thus affecting residents 
who rely on and access them. 

Healthwatch County Durham 
wanted to understand how people’s 
experiences of  using health and so-
cial care services is being affected 

by lockdowns and social distancing 
measures designed to protect the 
public’s health. This was done with 
the aim of  influencing any further 
service changes or improvements 
as COVID-19 continues to shape our 
daily lives. 

The report also acknowledges the 
amazing work of  health and social 
care staff  and any positive changes 
which have been made to services.

Key findings of  the report are that:
• 89 per cent thought advice or infor-
mation about COVID-19 was easy to 
understand;
• The most popular way to find ad-
vice and information was online 
via national websites such as that 
of  the Government and NHS; 
• Some individuals with additional 

communication needs, however, 
struggled to find advice and infor-
mation in an appropriate format or 
language;
• Generally, people who had accessed 
a health or social care service dur-
ing lockdown did so via telephone 
consultations. Only a small number 
had video consultations.  

There were several positive com-
ments received about a range of  
services:
• “Brilliant service from my diabe-
tes nurses. Instead of  a check-up 
once every six to nine months, I had 
fortnightly phone calls, which were 
very helpful.”
• “Remote GP services are very ef-
fective. My practice went out of  its 
way to keep patients safe.”

• “All of  the services I used were out-
standing and the NHS staff  are very 
helpful at all times.” 
• “My pharmacy provided a reas-
suring medication supply service 
throughout.”

Residents also commented on a 
number of  issues which had im-
pacted them: 
• “Please don’t cancel urgent cancer 
referrals.” 
• “Please keep local surgeries open. 
The closures have had a dramatic 
impact on the local community, es-
pecially for those like myself  who 
do not drive and didn’t want to ac-
cess public transport.”

The report, which will be public-
ly available this month, has been 
shared with health and social care 

providers and will be used to inform 
future decision making. 

To read this report please visit 
www.healthwatchcountydurham.
co.uk. 

If  you are struggling to access ser-
vices and support during – includ-
ing dental care, hearing aid servic-
es, GP services or hospital care  – or 
you want to your share experiences, 
you can call Healthwatch County 
Durham’s free phone number 0800 
304 7039. We are particularly keen 
to hear about people experiences of:
• The diagnosis and treatment for 
cancer and other conditions;
• Getting help from your GP;
• Home care services;
• Young people’s mental health ser-
vices.
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THROUGHOUT County Durham 
the organisations responsible 
for the range of  health and care 
services available to residents are 
increasingly working together to 
ensure people receive the right 
care and support. 

This work is a collaborative effort 
between NHS County Durham 
Clinical Commissioning Group;  
Durham County Council; County  
Durham and Darlington NHS  
Foundation Trust; Tees, Esk and  
Wear Valleys NHS Foundation 
Trust; Healthwatch County Dur-
ham and other partner organisat-
ions across the county.  

Responding to the COVID-19 
pandemic
Across County Durham services 
have adapted to their working 
practices in response to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

They have done this to keep 
staff  and patients safe, respond 

to government guidelines and to  
ensure that the highest possible 
safety and quality can be main-
tained.

Your help for the future
As the organisations responsible 
for planning and delivering our 
local services look to learn from 
recent events, they want to hear 
about the experiences of  your care 
and your views on the future. This 
will allow these partners in County 
Durham to collectively:
l Learn from the positives which 
have emerged from the ways 
services have been working for you 
and family members;
l Learn from where there may 
be any unforeseen barriers or 
difficulties which may have arisen 
from the new ways of  working.

The feedback you provide will 
be extremely valuable to local 
partners. 

It will enable them to increasingly 

work together to make sure that 
services meet your needs as well 
as ensure safety and high-quality 
services are maintained.

Please scan the QR code to let 
us know your views by taking the 
survey today.

Alternatively, please visit https://
w w w. s u r v e y m o n k e y. c o . u k / 
r/Health_and_Care_Experiences.

You don’t have 
to deal with 
cancer alone
AN APP with content developed by staff at a local NHS Trust is sup-
porting patients during and following cancer treatment.

The app, My Wellbeing Space, is a free digital service from NHS 
partnership Health Call and technology provider Inhealthcare and 
is funded by the Northern Cancer Alliance. It will initially benefit 
patients receiving care from County Durham and Darlington NHS 
Foundation Trust. 

The content was developed by the Macmillan project team in col-
laboration with clinical teams and involved patients at all stages of its 
design and testing.

Clare Doney, Macmillan lead cancer nurse at CDDFT, said: “Be-
ing diagnosed with cancer is a life-changing event affecting patients, 
families and friends emotionally as well as physically. We want to 
provide holistic support as soon as possible. The app is one way we 
can reach out to more people. It gives our patients tools and resourc-
es to support and empower them to contribute to their wellbeing and 
overall health.”  

The My Wellbeing Space app can benefit patients at any stage of 
their treatment by providing advice and links to information about 
physical activity, late effects of treatment, food and nutrition, financial 
concerns, fatigue, emotional wellbeing and treatments.  

It also includes short video clips delivered by a consultant, clinical 
nurse specialist, wellbeing practitioners, GP, oncologist, a patient 
and carer.  

Patients will be given access to the app during their treatment. 

A helping hand no matter what you need
IF FRIENDS and family can’t 
offer you  help, you don’t have to 
battle on alone –  you can find local 
support groups and organisations at  
www.durhamlocate.org.uk. 

Type your postcode and what you 
need into the coronavirus section,  
or fill in our coronavirus help form 
at www.durham.gov.uk/covid19help.

You can also contact County Dur-

ham Together – a community hub 
operated by Durham County Council 
to make sure you get the help and 
support you need. 

The hub can help:
lIf  you need support to access essen-
tial supplies, online supermarket 
shopping slots or have a question 
about money, housing, health or 
employment and you don’t know who 

to contact;
lIf  you’re feeling alone or vulner-
able. Staff  will listen to you then 
connect you to an existing group 
or support via our Chat Together 
service.

To contact the hub call 03000 260260 
or email communityhub@durham.
gov.uk and our staff  will be able to 
help you.

Talking Changes – talking therapies 
and counselling service to help you cope
THE Talking Changes 
service offers self-help, 
counselling and talking 
therapies for people aged 
16 years and over who live 
in the County Durham 
and Darlington area, 
helping them to deal with 
common mental health 
problems such as stress, 
anxiety or depression, 
as well as panic phobias, 
obsessive compulsive 
disorder (OCD) and post-
traumatic stress disorder 
(PTSD).

Talking Changes pro-
vides a range of  free self-
help and talking therapies 
services along with a 
counselling service for 
people who are struggling 

to cope with the effects of  
significant events in their 
lives such as relationship 
difficulties, work prob-
lems or bereavement.

Talking Changes works 
to support people to avoid 
or limit the need for 
medication, time off  work 
and unemployment. 

Anyone over 16 years 
old can self-refer to 
Talking Changes on the 
Talking Changes website 
– www.talkingchanges.
org.uk – or by calling 0191 
3333300 (from 9am to 5pm, 
Monday to Friday). 

Within 72 hours of  refer- 
ral, arrangements will be  
made for a short tele- 
phone assessment call   

with a therapist to 
talk through the most 
appropriate treatment 
plan, which could include 
weekly telephone or face- 
to-face therapy sessions 
plus supporting work-
books and resources.

See the Talking Changes  

website for more infor-
mation about the services 
available as well as exam- 
ples of  the kind of   
symptoms Talking  
Changes can support 
people with and a ‘quick 
test about how you are 
feeling’ section. 

Take our survey to let 
us know what you think
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THIS year we have needed to work differently  
to continue to help enhance the care and  
experience of patients across County  
Durham and Darlington.   
Much of our fundraising traditionally takes 

place by holding or attending large-scale 
events, which isn’t possible at the moment,  
so we’ve had to find new ways to fundraise.  
The pandemic also means Christmas will be 

different for us all. Usually we receive many  
visits and donations of presents and gifts at 
this time of year for our patients. 
COVID-19 restrictions will make it difficult for  

us to accept these in the same way this year  
as we strive to keep donors, patients and  
staff safe during these unprecedented times. 
If you can help to support us and our patients 

this Christmas we would be delighted to discuss 
with you how we can do this differently together.

   

HOW TO MAKE A DONATION
By BACS: CDDFT Charity   60-70-80   
10011056  (please reference Christmas)
Set up a justgiving page: www.justgiving.com/
cddft
Call: 01325 743781.
If you can help us in anyway, we’d love to hear from 

you. Please contact the Charity Team on 01325 
743781 or email cddft.charity@nhs.net.

and Season’s Greetings
During these unprecedented times there’s been  

enormous support and generosity from  
local people towards the NHS and all key workers.  

The sense of our community pulling together behind 
those delivering and supporting care and vital  

services has been inspiring.


