“Do you want to take over the worst hospital in the country?”
Nick Hulme, Chief Executive, East Suffolk & North Essex NHS Foundation Trust
Introduction to Colchester Hospital
Colchester Hospital is a large general hospital serving a population of
around 370,000 people from the old Roman town of Colchester and
the surrounding area of north east Essex in England.
The hospital opened in 1984 and has 562 inpatient beds (general
and anaesthetic), 44 maternity beds (including beds in two
community hospitals) and 13 critical care beds (not including the
Emergency Department). In addition it provides radiotherapy and
oncology services.

Special Measures
In November 2013 the hospital was placed in ‘special measures’ based
on feedback from national regulators the Care Quality Commission
(CQC). Discrepancies were found between the hospital's cancer
waiting time records and the information contained in patients'
individual medical records. 22 out of 61 records showed people had
been put "at risk of receiving care that was unsafe or not effective, due
to delays in receiving appointments or treatment”.
Multiple management changes between 2013 and 2016 failed to
deliver improvement with the hospital remaining in ‘special measures’
longer than any NHS organisation.

A new approach
In 2016 the author of this report was asked to take over management of Colchester
Hospital. As Chief Executive of both Colchester Hospital and neighbouring Ipswich
Hospital he and his management team led a dramatic transformation in the quality of
care and performance at Colchester Hospital over a period of less than 2 years.
Key to this transformation were the following:







Apologising to the public on behalf of the organisation and giving some ‘tough love’
to the staff about the need to change;
Refocusing the organisation back on the delivery of high quality patient care and
away from simply responding to the growing demands of the regulators;
Gradually replacing a deeply embedded culture of learned helplessness, fear and
blame with a culture of accountability, growth and success;
Reviewing some key systems and processes;
Rebuilding relationships between the hospital and key local stakeholders;
A long term partnership and then progress towards merger with neighbouring
Ipswich Hospital.

Outcomes

Moving Forward
In November 2017 the Care Quality Commission
(CQC) finally removed Colchester Hospital from
’special measures’ rating the majority of
departments good. British Health Secretary
Jeremy Hunt described the “extraordinary
turnaround” in quality and performance at
Colchester Hospital as a “fantastic
achievement”.

The hospital continues to deliver
improvements in quality and performance.
These improvements have been brought
about not only by changing systems, but by
changing hearts and minds.
East Suffolk and North Essex NHS
Foundation Trust was formed on 1 July
2018 by the merger of Colchester Hospital
and Ipswich Hospital. The trust now runs
both hospitals as well as several smaller
community hospitals in the surrounding area. The new
Trust has attracted a significant investment of £69 million from the British
Government which will enable the development of new facilities across both hospitals.

