
 

 

Acorns Children’s Hospice Covid-19 Emergency Response Plan 
 
At any time, our purpose at Acorns Children’s Hospice is to support some of the most vulnerable 
children and families across our region.  
 
At a time of unprecedented national emergency, we are drawing up emergency plans that will allow 
us at Acorns to continue to prioritise children’s hospice care for the most vulnerable, whilst directly 
or indirectly supporting the wider emergency response of our NHS and social care system. 
 
Obviously, we are having to develop this plan amidst a high level of uncertainty in precisely how the 
pandemic will spread, and for whom, how, where and for how long the health impacts will be felt.  
 
We also need to develop a plan with the best chance of being deliverable despite what we 
anticipate will be higher than average levels of sickness absence in our own team, at all levels. 
 

The contribution we want to make  
 
We plan to prioritise the following critical children’s hospice services: 
 

 End of life care for any child or young person that needs it 
 

 Providing a safe and secure environment for any child with a life limiting or life threatening 
illness or condition, who cannot be looked after at home 

 

 Providing a safe and secure environment for any child with a life limiting or life threatening 
illness or condition who local hospitals may need to transfer to our care, so that our NHS 
hospital partners can maximise their intensive care capability to respond to new Covid-19 
patients 

 

 Friendship, emotional and practical support to the 600 families of children normally cared for at 
Acorns, and who are almost all now self-isolating at home in very difficult conditions 

 
As the great majority of parents of children we already serve at Acorns have been advised to keep 
themselves and their children isolated at home, and in order to better provide our emergency 
service, we will no longer be able to offer parents of life limited children their standard entitlement of: 
 

 Respite stays or short breaks for their children, unless circumstances as outlined above are met 

 Day care or stay and play facilities 

 Outreach clinical support visits to family homes 



 
 
 

 

Key assumptions 
 
Our plan is published with the following key assumptions: 
 

 Acorns will continue to work extremely closely with our NHS partners, with maximum flexibility 
on all sides to do the best we can to support some of our region’s most vulnerable children and 
families through the duration of this emergency 
 

 Acorns nurses, health care assistants and other front-line care staff will shortly receive sufficient 
quantities of high quality PPE (personal protective equipment)  

 

 We will be supported financially by the NHS and/or by other emergency Government support to 
charities/hospices, so that we can continue to provide these emergency children’s hospice 
services at a time when our traditional sources of income have been very seriously impacted  

 

Rationale for delivering our emergency care services from two hospices 
 
It is the recommendation of Emma Aspinall, Director of Care at Acorns that this emergency plan is 
based on our operating from two hospices instead of three. This is in line with measures being 
taken by all other children’s hospices in the UK who normally operate from more than one site.  
 
The most important thing we can try to offer families and our NHS partners is a plan that we have 
the best chance of being able to implement in the most difficult operating environment our staff and 
partners have ever faced.  
 
In particular, we have to assume we may continue to see far higher levels of sickness absence than 
we are used to having at Acorns.  
 

Why are we making this decision now? 
 
As of 24 March, we had a total of 33 clinical posts (Nurses and Healthcare Assistants or HCAs) not 
available to us at Acorns. This is broadly the clinical establishment that we would have available to 
staff a single hospice. 
 
While many of those staff are following existing Government guidelines for self-isolation, and will 
shortly be resuming their duties, it is obviously sensible for us to assume this level of absence will 
continue, at least until there is a transformed antigen and/or antibody testing regime in place. 
 
In addition, to comply with Government guidelines, we have: 
 

 13 nurses in self-isolation for 14 days 

 4 nurses in self-isolation for 12 weeks 

 2 HCAs in self-isolation for 14 days 

 3 HCAs in self-isolation for 12 weeks 

 11 vacancies (which we cannot recruit to during the current emergency) 

 
This is a total of 33 clinical posts (not all full time) unavailable. This is broadly the clinical staffing 
establishment for one hospice. 



 
 
 
 

 

Which Acorns children’s hospices will deliver this emergency plan during the crisis?  
 
We plan to operate our emergency children’s hospice service from Acorns for the Three Counties, 
based in Worcester, and Acorns in the Black Country, based in Walsall. We will therefore 
temporarily cease to provide services from Acorns in Birmingham, based in Selly Oak, until further 
notice. 
 
With regard to the three services in our emergency plan: 
 

 Both our hospices in Worcester and Walsall would expect to be able to offer end of life care for 
any child or young person that needs it 
 

 We expect to use our hospice in Worcester primarily to provide a safe and secure environment 
for any child with a life limiting or life threatening illness or condition, who cannot be looked after 
at home 

 

 We expect to use our hospice in Walsall primarily to provide a safe and secure environment for 
any child with a life limiting or life threatening illness or condition who local hospitals may need 
to transfer to our care, so that our NHS hospital partners can maximise their intensive care 
capability to respond to new Covid-19 patients. We are in advanced and positive discussions 
with hospitals and NHS Clinical Commissioning Groups about Acorns moving several children 
currently in nearby hospitals, and we expect these transfers to start in the coming days.  

 

What will happen to the hospice in Birmingham? 
 
Our Birmingham based hospice will temporarily cease to offer services to children and families. This 
decision will be kept under constant review. In common with other healthcare providers and 
hospices, this plan is being developed with significant gaps in our knowledge about the length, 
intensity and duration of the pandemic’s impact. 
 
This hospice is centrally located, close to University Hospitals Birmingham, Birmingham Women’s 
Hospital, Birmingham St Mary’s adult hospice and Birmingham Children’s Hospital. Acute trusts may 
want to consider accessing or taking over the building for Covid-19 patients, of any age, and we will 
obviously be making that offer to them formally. We may also want to use the hospice for other 
purposes. 
 
In the interim the hospice will be deep cleaned and secured with all clinical staff moving off site and 
a security firm appointed to ensure the site is protected overnight and at the weekends. 
 

How will we make this plan work? 
 
All Acorns employees are being asked to work with maximum flexibility with immediate effect, for the 
sake of the children and families we hope to support. Until further notice, all our clinical team from 
Birmingham will be rostered on to shifts at our hospices in Worcester or Walsall based on: 
 

 Geographical distance from home to hospice 
 

 Staffing requirements for each hospice 
 
Remaining staff will be utilised according to need. Staff may be asked to undertake different roles to 
the ones they would ordinarily have. We are in extraordinary times and all our staff are glad to do 
whatever it takes for us to be able to continue to support the children and families who need our 
services, and to support the NHS. We are willing and able to work as flexibly as we need to. 
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When will this happen? 
 
We need this to happen in a planned but efficient way. We know there is urgency from our NHS 
partners to discharge children to Acorns as soon as is practically safe and possible, and we will 
accept them as soon as we have ensured that our equipment and care staff competencies are 
ready to receive many poorly children who require intensive care, and will likely involve complicated 
equipment. 
 

Will the hospices in Worcester and Walsall care for Covid-19 children? 
 
We may have children who develop Covid-19 symptoms over the coming weeks. If this happens 
before we have the recommended PPE for our care staff, we will seek to transfer any Covid-19 
positive child back to an acute setting. Once we have the recommended PPE, we will care for 
symptomatic Covid-19 children and provide end-of-life care on site if this is part of their individual 
plan.   
 

How will Acorns support the 600 children and families it cares for who are currently 
isolating at home? 
 
Acorns Family Team Workers and volunteers are in regular contact with the families, coordinating 
help and prioritising those who need ongoing support through this really frightening time. We are 
adapting to ensure we can support families in any way we can during this time, including delivering 
essentials such as food and toiletries to those unable to get to the shops.  

 
What are the possible future uses of Acorns hospices during the Covid-19 epidemic? 
 
The use of the hospices and our service delivery across Acorns is continually being reviewed. As 
the past few weeks have shown, this is an extremely fast-moving emergency, and we anticipate in 
making this plan that we will need to show great flexibility in delivering it.  
 
Acorns is proud to have the opportunity at this time of national emergency to continue to provide our 
highly specialised children’s hospice care to some of the region’s most vulnerable children and 
families, and to support our NHS partners. Our priority, as always, is to do whatever we can to 
support children and families requiring our services. 
 
Toby Porter 
Chief Executive 
26th March 2020 


