ESTONIA RESCUE BOARD VISITS ENGLAND
The Department of Health recently played host to a three day visit from two delegates, Marko Rüü and Tagne Tähe, from the Estonia Rescue Board. They came over to learn about fire safety standards in hospitals, with a view to improving legislation, standards and guidance back in Estonia. The three day visit proved challenging to organise, taking the best part of two years for a variety of reasons, but ultimately was very successful.

The Estonia Rescue Board is a Government Institution under the jurisdiction of the Ministry of the Interior that has a leading role in planning preparedness for emergencies and the operational management of Regional Rescue Centres. They input into legislation, provide guidance and investigate, amongst other things, fire incidents. Many of the problems they face in respect of fire safety in hospitals are not dissimilar to those in England. They have a number of large hospitals, but many are smaller in mansion houses, probably similar to our community hospitals. Only four of their hospitals are large enough to employ a fire safety professional.
The visit started with a series of presentations at the Department of Health’s Skipton House offices. David Whiteley, Chief Engineer at the Department welcomed the delegates to England and to the Department and wished them a successful visit, encouraging them to get as much from the visit as possible.
The first speaker was Brian Martin from the Department for Communities and Local Government (CLG). Brian explained the background to the Building Regulations and their application. He talked about the role of Local Authority and Approved Inspectors and the relationship between Approved Document B and the Firecode guidance. Next was Paul Roberts from the Department, who gave them a background into how hospitals were never legislated for under the old Fire Precautions Act, and Firecode has evolved as the way to ensure common standards of fire safety in healthcare premises. Following lunch, it was the turn of General Secretary Peter Aldridge, who explained the role of NAHFO and gave an insight into healthcare fire safety from the view of a practitioner. Peter was keen to encourage Marko and Tagne to join the Association, extolling the benefits of membership and the wealth of practical experience available from members. Next up was Andy Wapling, Emergency Planning Lead at NHS London, and author of the 5 London Hospital Fires Report. Andy took them though a summary of each of the five incidents that occurred in London between January 2008 and February 2009. Finally, Paul took them through some of the significant findings of the recent Fatal Accident Inquiry into the Rosepark Care Home fire where 14 residents lost their lives. A long day, with a lot of information to take in, not easy when English is not your first language, and you only have a limited understanding.
Day two was spent with Bob Tout of the London Fire Brigade. Bob took them to Barts and The Royal London (BLT) hospitals to give them an insight into the complexities of applying fire safety to a range of healthcare buildings from the very old to the most modern. He spent time outlining the current fire safety legislation and its applicability to healthcare premises. For anyone who knows Bob, they were certainly provided with a lot of information. The day concluded with a practical demonstration of evacuation equipment in use by the Trust demonstrated by Jonathan Harte and John Wilson from the Trust. Marko and Tagne took an active part in using the equipment, with Marko  taking Bob down stairs on a ski sheet and Tagne taking him down using an evacuation chair.
On the final day they were met at Wembley Park tube station by Phil Smith, a Strategic Estates Adviser with NHS London and Paul Roberts, who took them to the North West London NHS Trust, where arrangements had been made to meet with Simon Brett, the Trust Fire Officer. First stop was the Central Middlesex hospital, a modern PFI hospital. Simon took them around the hospital explaining the fire safety measures in the hospital and introducing them to a number of staff responsible for maintaining and managing fire safety on the site. We then moved on to Northwick Park hospital, one of those unlucky enough to feature in the 5 Fires Report, where we were met by the Deputy Chief Executive Dena Marshall, who welcomed Marko and Tagne to the Trust. In contrast to the Central Middlesex, Northwick Park is a 1960’s designed concrete structure (with a history of appearing in film and television – The Omen and Fawlty Towers, both of which were familiar to the visitors). Again a tour of the hospital took place led by Trish Winn – Head of Nursing for Clinical Quality and Innovation, with particular reference to looking at where the fire started and the extent of smoke travel which resulted in the evacuation of 123 patients. The day concluded by meeting with a number of staff that were on duty on the day of the fire, who gave an account of events from their own perspective.
The exchange visit was part of the Exchange of Experts in Civil Protection Programme coordinated by the German Federal Agency for Technical Relief (THW) in Bonn. Marko and Tagne were considering England and Sweden as places to visit to gather information. On the way back into central London, Marko said that in choosing England, they had made the right decision. They had gained far more information and insight than they ever expected. They now have a lot of information to read and consider on return to Estonia, in determining the best way forward to improve fire safety in their country’s healthcare premises.
The visit would not have been the success it was without the support of all those who gave their time, in particular – David Whiteley (DH); Brian Martin (CLG); Peter Aldridge (NAHFO/Leeds Teaching Hospitals); Andy Wapling (NHS London); Terry Marsh, Bob Tout and Gary Donald (LFB); Jonathan Harte and John Wilson (BLT); Phil Smith (NHS London); Simon Brett, Jim Creedon, Colin McDonnell and Trish Winn (NW London NHS Trust). Marko and Tagne have made a number of new friends here, and the Association has two new friends (and hopefully members) in Estonia.

More information about the exchange of experts programme can be found at www.exchangeofexperts.eu
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L-R: Simon Brett, Richard Nixon, Colin McDonnell, Jim Creedon (All NW London NHS Trust), Marko Rüü and Tagne Tähne (Estonia Rescue Board)
