
 

"We love you NHS": UK health service gears
up for virus peak

April 3 2020, by Danica Kirka and Jo Kearney

  
 

  

In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 file photo work continues at the ExCel centre
which is being made into a temporary hospital called NHS Nightingale in
London. In the fight against the coronavirus pandemic, soldiers are delivering
millions of face masks to hospitals and helping to build makeshift medical
facilities, including one at London's ExCel convention center that can treat as
many as 4,000 patients. (Stefan Rousseau/Pool Photo via AP, File)
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Dr. Nishant Joshi is on the front line of the coronavirus pandemic—and
he's angry.

The emergency medicine specialist says he risks his life every time he
walks into a British hospital because doctors and nurses haven't been
equipped with the personal protection equipment they need to prevent
them from being infected with COVID-19.

But he's not just a doctor: he's a 31-year-old husband expecting his first
child.

"Some of my colleagues have been taking out life insurance in the last
few weeks,'' Joshi told The Associated Press. "The government has to
take square responsibility for this, because you should never be putting
your health care workers in a situation where we are scared for our
lives."

Britain's National Health Service, the cornerstone of the nation's post-
war welfare state, will be stretched to the breaking point in the coming
weeks as hospitals treat an expected tsunami of critically ill patients
when the pandemic reaches its peak across the United Kingdom.

Created in 1948, the NHS is a revered institution that promises free
medical care to everyone in the U.K.

Yet with years of austerity cuts and rising demand already straining NHS
resources, the health service is facing the biggest test in its 72-year
history. After delays that have been sharply criticized, the Conservative
government is racing to ensure that hospitals and clinics across the
country have the staffing and equipment they need to cope with the 
coronavirus onslaught.
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In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 file photo a patient is helped from an
ambulance upon arrival at St Thomas' Hospital, one of the many hospitals
dealing with coronavirus patients in London. Britain's National Health Service,
cornerstone of the nation's post-war welfare state, may be stretched to the
breaking point in coming weeks as hospitals brace for an expected tsunami of
critically ill patients when the coronavirus pandemic reaches its peak across the
United Kingdom. (AP Photo/Kirsty Wigglesworth, File)

Authorities have urged retired doctors and nurses to return to work—and
some 20,000 have complied. Routine surgeries are being canceled so
resources can be focused on COVID-19. The government is building
several makeshift hospitals as it scrambles to find thousands of
additional ventilators and build up stocks of masks, gloves and other
protective equipment.
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But Britain, like other countries around the world, is relying on one non-
medical tactic to stretch NHS resources: emergency rules that require
most people to stay indoors except to buy groceries, exercise or work in
essential industries. Public health officials hope this social distancing
will slow the rate of infections, delaying the flood of cases so the peak of
the wave is lower and hits after the flu season. Some 750,000 volunteers
have stepped forward to help bring food and medicine to people who
cannot leave their homes.

Even so, the mood in Britain is somber.

  
 

  

In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 photo medical equipment is labelled and
prepared for use at the ExCel centre which is being made into a temporary
hospital called NHS Nightingale in London. In the fight against the coronavirus
pandemic, soldiers are delivering millions of face masks to hospitals and helping
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to build makeshift medical facilities, including one at London's ExCel
convention center that can treat as many as 4,000 patients. (Stefan
Rousseau/Pool Photo via AP, File)

"It's important for me to level with you—we know things will get worse
before they get better,'' Prime Minister Boris Johnson said in a letter sent
to 30 million households. "But we are making the right preparations, and
the more we all follow the rules, the fewer lives will be lost and the
sooner life can return to normal.''

In the meantime, the British military has mobilized. Soldiers are
delivering millions of face masks to hospitals and helping to build
makeshift medical facilities, including one at London's massive ExCel
convention center that can treat as many as 4,000 patients.

Ventilators are an especially pressing need because COVID-19 can cause
severe damage to the lungs in the most serious cases. Industries in Britain
are scrambling to quickly design and build the lung machines; even
veterinary ventilators are being re-purposed for human patients.
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In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 a paramedic is assisted in putting on a mask at
St Thomas' Hospital, one of the many hospitals dealing with coronavirus patients
in London. Britain's National Health Service, cornerstone of the nation's post-
war welfare state, may be stretched to the breaking point in coming weeks as
hospitals brace for an expected tsunami of critically ill patients when the
coronavirus pandemic reaches its peak across the United Kingdom. (AP
Photo/Kirsty Wigglesworth, File)

Communities Secretary Robert Jenrick said 170 million masks, 42.8
million gloves, 13.7 million aprons, 182,000 gowns, 10 million items of
cleaning equipment and 2.3 million eye protectors were being delivered
to front-line staff.

Celebrities are also pitching in. Actor James McAvoy donated 275,000
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pounds ($341,000) to a campaign to provide protective equipment for
NHS staff.

NHS Professionals, which provides a pool of medical staff who can be
deployed wherever there is a need, is working overtime to get skilled
health-care workers to the right places.

This includes registering retired doctors and nurses so they can return to
work—a process that now takes as little as 24 hours—and helping them
get training to perform tasks they've never done before, like doctors
doing the work of intensive care nurses, said Juliette Cosgrove, the
former chief nurse of the job bank, who is now herself working at a
front-line hospital.
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In this Monday, March 30, 2020 file photo London ambulance paramedics walk
towards the entrance to the ExCel center which is being turned into a 4000 bed
temporary hospital called NHS Nightingale to deal with coronavirus patients in
London. In the fight against the coronavirus pandemic, soldiers are delivering
millions of face masks to hospitals and helping to build makeshift medical
facilities, including one at London's ExCel convention center that can treat as
many as 4,000 patients. (AP Photo/Matt Dunham, File)

"We're asking people to step into situations which they've never stepped
into before," she said.

The additional resources are helping the NHS plug gaps in a system that
struggles to meet the demand every winter flu season.

In November, all of England's 118 major accident and emergency units
failed to meet a government target that 95% of patients be seen within
four hours. Only 81% of patients received treatment within that target
window, the worst performance since the metric was introduced in 2004.

The NHS also missed its targets for starting treatment of cancer patients
and for waiting times for non-emergency procedures.

The NHS said it was "widely recognized that no health care system in the
world could cope if this virus really took hold, and NHS services are
going to come under pressure.''
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In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 photo work continues at the ExCel centre which
is being made into a temporary hospital called NHS Nightingale in London.
Britain's National Health Service, cornerstone of the nation's post-war welfare
state, may be stretched to the breaking point in coming weeks as hospitals brace
for an expected tsunami of critically ill patients when the coronavirus pandemic
reaches its peak across the United Kingdom. (Stefan Rousseau/Pool Photo via
AP, File)

The editor of a respected British medical journal has put the blame on
the Conservative government, accusing it in a scathing editorial of doing
too little, too late, to expand virus testing capacity, distribute protective
gear and set up training programs and guidelines for protecting NHS
staff.
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"Patients will die unnecessarily. NHS staff will die unnecessarily,'' Dr.
Richard Horton wrote in a commentary on the The Lancet website. "It is,
indeed, as one health worker wrote last week, `a national scandal.' The
gravity of that scandal has yet to be understood.''

That has left doctors and nurses on the front lines shaken as they look at
the devastation already taking place among medical workers in Italy,
Spain and France. Over 60 doctors have died in the last few months in
Italy alone.

"I never thought in my wildest dreams that I wouldn't be sure of a
surgical mask in this country," Joshi said. "I never thought in my wildest
dreams that we would be feeling consistently unsafe as doctors.''
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In this Monday, March 30, 2020 file photo a line of London ambulances outside
the ExCel center, which is being turned into a 4000 bed temporary hospital
called NHS Nightingale to deal with coronavirus patients in London. Britain's
National Health Service, cornerstone of the nation's post-war welfare state, may
be stretched to the breaking point in coming weeks as hospitals brace for an
expected tsunami of critically ill patients when the coronavirus pandemic reaches
its peak across the United Kingdom. (AP Photo/Matt Dunham, File)

  
 

  

In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 file photo pigeons fly as they come into get
some food on the pavement opposite St Thomas' Hospital, one of the many
hospitals dealing with coronavirus patients in London. (AP Photo/Kirsty
Wigglesworth, File)
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A member of the public bangs a pot outside the Chelsea and Westminster
Hospital to salute local heroes during Thursday's nationwide Clap for Carers
NHS initiative to applaud workers fighting the coronavirus pandemic, in
London, Thursday, April 2, 2020. The new coronavirus causes mild or moderate
symptoms for most people, but for some, especially older adults and people with
existing health problems, it can cause more severe illness or death. (Aaron
Chown/PA via AP)
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In this Tuesday, March 31, 2020 signs in support of the British National Health
Service staff who are fighting the coronavirus outbreak put up by students at the
DLD College near St Thomas' Hospital, one of the many hospitals dealing with
coronavirus patients in London. (AP Photo/Kirsty Wigglesworth, File)
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Staff from the Royal Liverpool University Hospital join in a national applause to
salute local heroes during the nationwide Clap for Carers NHS initiative to
applaud workers fighting the coronavirus pandemic, Thursday, April 2, 2020, in
Liverpool, England. The new coronavirus causes mild or moderate symptoms for
most people, but for some, especially older adults and people with existing health
problems, it can cause more severe illness or death. (Peter Byrne/PA via AP)
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Handout photo taken on Wednesday April 1, 2020 of Dr. Nishant Joshi. The
31-year-old emergency medicine specialist is on the frontlines of the coronavirus
pandemic and he's angry. Joshi believes he risks his life every time he walks into
a hospital because U.K. doctors and nurses haven't been equipped with the kind
of personal protection equipment they need to prevent them from being infected
with COVID-19. Britain's National Health Service, cornerstone of the nation's
post-war welfare state, may be stretched to the breaking point in coming weeks
as hospitals brace for an expected tsunami of critically ill patients when the
coronavirus pandemic reaches its peak across the United Kingdom. (Nishant
Joshi via AP)
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Handout photo taken in January 2020 of Dr. Nishant Joshi at the airport in
Gibraltar. The 31-year-old emergency medicine specialist is on the frontlines of
the coronavirus pandemic and he's angry. Joshi believes he risks his life every
time he walks into a hospital because U.K. doctors and nurses haven't been
equipped with the kind of personal protection equipment they need to prevent
them from being infected with COVID-19. Britain's National Health Service,
cornerstone of the nation's post-war welfare state, may be stretched to the
breaking point in coming weeks as hospitals brace for an expected tsunami of
critically ill patients when the coronavirus pandemic reaches its peak across the
United Kingdom. (Nishant Joshi via AP)

  
 

  

Members of the public clap on their balconies in Canary Wharf, London, to
salute local heroes during the nationwide Clap for Carers NHS initiative to
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applaud NHS workers fighting the coronavirus pandemic, Thursday, April 2,
2020. The highly contagious COVID-19 coronavirus has impacted on nations
around the globe, many imposing self isolation and exercising social distancing
when people move from their homes. (Victoria Jones/PA via AP)

"In Italy, they said we didn't take care of our doctors first—now they're
dropping like flies. Just do what you can to protect your health-care staff
because we are no good when we're lying on the bed next to our
patients.''

Ordinary Britons know in their gut what their beloved NHS staff is
facing.

In what is becoming a weekly ritual, hundreds of thousands of people
open their front doors and windows at night, clapping hands, banging
pots and cheering for the brave medical workers battling the virus.
Children have been drawing "Thank You NHS" cards. The display of
emotion from a stiff-upper-lip country has brought many to tears.

Doctors like Joshi appreciate the applause and the volunteers who show
up with cake, pizzas and other acts of kindness. But that doesn't ease his
worries.

"I've taken out life insurance as well," he said.

© 2020 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.
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