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Message from the CEO
On behalf of the team at Canberra Health Services (CHS), I am 
delighted to present our Exceptional Health Care Report for 
2020–21.
This report is our commitment to help you better understand the care we provide, 
how our health services work and how we respond to quality and safety challenges. 

The past year has been like no other. We shared many highlights together and 
experienced just as many challenges as we entered another year responding to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

I won’t sugar-coat the truth. Our team and our health system have been under 
tremendous pressure. We’ve opened surge beds across the system, our emergency 
demand has sometimes exceeded capacity, the demand for our services is 
constantly growing as our community expands, and we've had a large workforce 
deployed to support the COVID-19 response. 

As a result, I am often asked whether the organisation’s priorities will change, and 
the short answer is, no.

Our focus remains on: 

• being the safest health service in the country, delivering great quality exceptional 
health care, especially to our underserved populations

• a whole of organisation approach to timely care and patient flow 

• making this a truly great place to work

• building great digital and physical infrastructure, to make us a modern health 
service

• strengthening our relationships with our teaching partners – the Australian 
National University, the University of Canberra, and the Australian Catholic 
University.
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The resilience of our team during the past year has 
been nothing short of outstanding. As a health 
service, we have adapted to changing guidelines 
and processes and continue to find new ways of 
working as part of our response to the COVID-19 
pandemic. We have remained calm and focussed 
and put our hands up to take on different roles that 
have needed filling across the organisation. 

The support of the community has been equally 
remarkable, especially in terms of coming forward 
to get tested for, and vaccinated against, COVID-19. 
On behalf of Team CHS, thank you.

Of course, we know we can always do better. 
Listening to our patients and community allows us 
to learn, grow and improve. We do this in a variety 

of ways – including our patient surveys, consumer 
feedback and representation on our committees 
involved with making decisions about the services 
we provide.

While COVID-19 continues to create challenges 
in the way we deliver health care, we remain 
focused on our commitment to deliver exceptional 
health care to the Canberra community and our 
surrounding region. 

I hope you enjoy reading this report and thank you 
for trusting us with your health care needs. 

Dave Peffer 
Chief Executive Officer

The resilience
of our team
during the past
year has been
nothing short of
outstanding. 
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About Canberra Health Services
CHS delivers high quality, effective, person centred care.
We deliver a range of health services for patients and consumers across the Australian Capital Territory 
(ACT) and surrounding Southern New South Wales region.

These services include: 

Canberra Hospital: a modern 600-bed tertiary hospital providing trauma services and most 
major medical and surgical sub-specialty services.

University of Canberra Hospital Specialist Centre for Rehabilitation, Recovery and 
Research: a dedicated and purpose-built rehabilitation facility, with 140 inpatient beds,  
75-day places and additional outpatient services.

Mental Health, Justice Health, Alcohol and Drug Services: provide a range of health 
services from prevention and treatment through to recovery and maintenance at a number 
of locations and in varied environments for people suffering from mental health issues. 

Five Walk-in Centres: provide free treatment for non-life threatening illness and injury.

Seven community health centres: provide a range of general and specialist health services 
to people of all ages.

A range of community-based health services: including early childhood services, youth 
and women’s health, and dental health services.

CHS is a partner in teaching with the Australian National University, the University of 
Canberra and the Australian Catholic University.
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An average week across 
Canberra Health Services

Almost 1800 
people present 
to the Canberra 

Hospital emergency 
department (ED)

More than 460 
of these people arrive 

by ambulance

More than 640 
of these people are 

admitted to hospital

Approximately 

More than 23 are 
born via caesarean 

Section

There are 
more than  

There are almost  

More than 1650
people visit one of 

our Walk-in Centres

More than 370  

There are more than 

1800 
inpatient episodes 

of care

240 
emergency 

surgeries 
performed

14 000  
non-admitted  

outpatient and 
community 
occasions  
of service

63 babies 
are born

breast screens 
are performed
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We continue to find new and better 
ways to deliver exceptional health care.

A new program to reduce patients' recovery 
time after elective surgery is showing very 
positive results.
Patients who took part in the Enhanced Recovery After 
Surgery (ERAS) program went home closer to their 
predicted discharge day after surgery, without a change in 
the hospital readmission rate. 

Since starting in February 2021, the program has already 
helped 203 patients in three key surgical areas: colorectal 
surgery, elective caesarean birth, and hysterectomy.

For hysterectomy patients, the median length of stay has 
reduced by more than half a day. This represents a 30–50 
per cent reduction in the amount of time a patient stayed 
in hospital.

For colorectal patients, the length of stay reduced by 1.9 
days.

For elective caesarean births, the length of stay reduced by 
0.21 days, even though a reduction in the length of stay was 
not the main goal for this cohort.

ERAS program coordinator, Kimberly McNeice, said the 
internationally renowned program was making a difference 
and showing some promising results.

‘Ultimately ERAS helps patients recover faster from surgery 
with fewer complications,’ Kimberly said. ‘Patients feel 
better prepared, and this helps reduce their stress levels 
before and after surgery.’

The program does this by using a multi-disciplinary 
team to encourage patients to play an active role in their 
recovery through preparation for surgery – and daily goals 
to aim for, post-surgery.

‘Our team now runs a dedicated pre-admission clinic to 
screen, educate and prepare patients for their individual 
surgery,’ Kimberly said.

‘This team includes nursing staff, anaesthetists, dieticians, 
physiotherapists and other practitioners such as social 
workers, speech therapists and exercise physiologists – 
depending on the situation.

Elective  
Caesarean  
Birth

ERAS
Enhanced Recovery After Surgery

Get Fitter.  
Do Better.  
Home Sooner.

Hysterectomy

ERAS
Enhanced Recovery After Surgery

Get Fitter.  
Do Better.  
Home Sooner.

Helping patients after elective 
surgery recover faster
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‘Ultimately ERAS
helps patients
recover faster from
surgery with fewer
complications,’
Kimberly said. 

‘For example, our physiotherapists run a session 
with patients to talk about how they can reduce 
the likelihood of some of the typical post-operative 
complications that we see, and how they can 
improve their range of movement after surgery.

‘This seems to be working really well. In our 
colorectal patients alone, we’ve seen the hospital 
acquired pneumonia rate drop from five per cent to 
zero,’ Kimberly said.

ERAS also creates significant improvements in 
clinical outcomes by reducing complications, 
reducing the cost of care, and increasing patient 
satisfaction. Almost 98 per cent of those surveyed 
who had elective caesarean births rated the care 
and information they received in the program 
positively. 
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Overall, many patients involved in ERAS said they had 
felt ‘well prepared and informed’, ‘happy with the ERAS 
pre-admission process’, and ‘the surgical, midwifery and 
recovery teams were all great’.

One of the patients who went through the ERAS 
program, Rosemary, admitted to feeling nervous and a 
little apprehensive prior to surgery. 

‘My mother had the same surgery many decades ago, 
but I haven’t. So, I wasn’t too sure about it,’ Rosemary 
said.

‘I read the booklet they give you before surgery and 
spoke with the doctor and when I went in, I felt really 
positive.

‘My recovery was excellent. I was in hospital for 24 hours 
when I had expected to stay for three days. 

‘The program was just marvellous. For people who have 
never had surgery before, it’s so important to have all the 
information so you can be prepared for the surgery and 
know that there are things you can do to help with your 
recovery afterwards.’

 For hysterectomy patients:

• the median length of 
stay in hospital reduced 
by more than half a day.

For colorectal patients:

• the length of stay reduced by 1.9 
days

• the hospital acquired pneumonia 
rate dropped from 5% to 0.

For patients who had caesarian 
births:

• almost 98% of surveyed elective 
caesarean patients positively rated 
the care and information they 
received

• the median length of stay was 
2.92 days (3.5 days median for peer 
hospitals).
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The 5S principles are five practical steps to deliver 
sustainable, ongoing improvements on the 
business frontline. Typically, this system is applied 
in loading docks and warehouses, but ultimately 
its aim is to make the hospital system safer and to 
improve patient care.

CHS set-up a pilot project in two wards at Canberra 
Hospital to ensure clinical spaces were all working 
efficiently, effectively, and safely. 

5S ensures that everything has its place – and that 
we have a robust system to Sort, Set in Order, Shine 
and Check, Standardise and Sustain. It acts as a 
pillar for continuous improvement across our health 
service.

The seven-month pilot project ran in a new and an 
older hospital ward to see if the model helped to 
reduce:

• clutter which leads to an unsafe environment

• delays in timely care when patient equipment is 
not where it should be

• inefficiencies or delays when equipment is in the 
wrong place or is organised differently across 
areas.

Ward 11B was broken down into 56 individual zones. 
Before the pilot, the ward was audited and received 
a baseline score of 25 out of 280.

Paediatrics High Care Ward had 38 individual zones 
and started with a baseline score of 18 out of 190.

5 
Sustain

4
Standardise

3 
Shine

2
Set in order

1
Sort

5S

On a path to success with 5S
A recent audit of a pilot program in two clinical areas of Canberra Hospital saw a 
massive jump in compliance to keep everything in its place and maintain a neat 
and tidy ward. There is overwhelming staff endorsement for the new program.
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During the pilot:
• Paediatrics High Care Ward 5S  

audit compliance increased from 
14% to 47% 

• Ward 11B 5S audit compliance increased 
from 10% to 90% 

Workstations on wheels give medical professionals 
and hospital staff a streamlined way to provide 
patient care and medical attention. However, like 
other equipment, efficiency gains are only found if 
you can find it when you need it.

‘I found suitable areas or bays for this kind of 
equipment and spoke with everyone – from 
the doctors, nurses and other ward staff about 
what might work for them. Every member of the 
team respected this change and followed the 
requirements,’ Mercy said.

‘Simply putting things in the right place every time 
saved time, it increased our productivity and we 
felt more positive – it improved our confidence. The 
ward was decluttered, and it looked calm.

‘A neat and tidy ward is so much more welcoming 
for patients and for staff coming onto a shift. We are 
a busy, clinical area so we have to work to maintain 
it, but we have staff champions now so we can 
divide this among smaller teams which is working 
well.’

Ward 11B’s Clinical Nurse Consultant and Nurse Unit 
Manager, Mercy Lukose, said she was committed to 
making the appropriate changes from the start, but 
ultimately, the project’s success was a team effort. 
It involved everyone from the ward’s medical and 
nursing teams, cleaning staff, quality and safety, 
and facilities management.

‘For me I absolutely loved the project from the start 
– it was a dream to keep everything in its place and 
to keep a neat and tidy ward,’ Mercy said.

The project was not without its challenges, but the 
team embraced the changes when they believed 
the benefits outweighed some of the difficulties.

Results from the pilot showed that the 
teamwork involved putting 5S principles 
into practise helped improve staff 
productivity and the overall patient 
experience.

‘In leading by example and putting equipment 
back in its place, over time people could see that 
it meant that you spent less time looking for 
equipment and they would do this too,' Mercy said.

Pictured: 11B Ward staff crouching (left to right) are Suzie 
Gunning, Louise Powley, and Aleyamma Devasia. Staff standing 
(left to right) are Kate McCallum, Caitlin Tatham, Jaime Thomas, 
and Riya Chacko.
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Remarkably the 34-year-old father of two managed 
to drive his tractor to a neighbouring paddock for 
help before he was flown by helicopter to Canberra 
Hospital for emergency surgery. There, the surgical 
team had only a matter of hours to clean and 
prepare the forearm for surgery if they were to have 
any hope of re-attaching it.

In a rare and remarkable surgery that lasted over 
11 hours, a multidisciplinary team of staff, including 
plastic surgeons, anaesthetists and nurses, were 
able to reconnect the man’s forearm.

The team was led by renowned plastic and 
reconstructive surgeons Dr Rostam Farhadieh and 
Dr Krishna Rao. But the operation’s success wasn’t 
just down to their exceptional surgical skills—it 
was a perfect example of Canberra Health Services’ 
staff collaborating and cooperating to provide 
exceptional health care for patients.

We spoke with two people whose contributions 
that day made a world of difference to Adam’s 
health outcomes. They explain how and why the 
entire operation was such a success.

Saving life and limb
Farmer’s forearm reattached in 
miracle 11-hour surgery
When Ganmain-based farmer Adam Symons caught his arm in a hay baler 
October 2020, completely severing it, he didn’t anticipate that it could ever be 
reattached.
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Dr Oliver Walsh, prehospital and retrieval doctor 
Dr Walsh, who was the retrieval doctor working on 
the SouthCare helicopter at the time, says he won’t 
forget this particular retrieval any time soon.

‘We received the phone call just before 4pm. A 
farmer had lost his arm in a hay baler and given 
that Wagga Hospital could not provide suitable 
medical care for this type of accident, it was 
decided the patient would be flown to Canberra 
Hospital by helicopter,’ Dr Walsh said.

‘We knew speed was the priority if we 
wanted to salvage the limb, so we tried 
to be as rapid as possible. Thankfully, the 
weather was on our side that day or things 
could have been a lot worse.’

Dr Walsh added that due to the quick-thinking 
of another farmer on the scene, a tourniquet 
had initially been applied to Adam’s arm, which 
ultimately saved his life.

‘Our team anticipated needing to deliver a blood 
transfusion mid-flight to Adam but actually the 

medical tourniquet, which had been applied by 
local paramedics who were at the scene on our 
arrival, and Adam’s own tourniquet before that, did 
a great job at stemming the blood loss.’

Adam was sedated for the journey to Canberra 
Hospital, and as the retrieval specialist back on base 
was coordinating with surgeons and Emergency 
Department staff at Canberra Hospital, Adam’s 
detached forearm was cleaned and put on ice.

‘I was asked to keep the arm in a plastic bag, with 
a slushie-like mixture of ice and water outside the 
bag, to preserve it.’ Dr Walsh said.

‘It was an unforgettable job. A few days later, we 
received word that everything had gone well for 
Adam in surgery, and I was really pleased to hear 
that.

‘The entire operation was seamless – there were no 
delays, the surgeons were ready and waiting on our 
arrival, and thankfully the weather was fine that 
day.’
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Plastic surgeon Dr Rostam Farhadieh (left), led the surgery 
alongside fellow plastic surgeon Dr Krishna Rao (right)

‘Most surgeons would see this kind of 
catastrophic injury perhaps once in 
a lifetime, but because of the unique 
catchment area that the Canberra Hospital 
serves we have seen quite a few over the 
past decade,’ Dr Farhadieh said. ‘Canberra 
Hospital is a well-oiled machine and is set 
up for major catastrophic accidents like this.’

Adam was on the operating theatre table 
within two and a half hours of his accident. 
The efforts of retrievalists, the perioperative 
team and nursing staff ensured Adam’s 
transition to theatre was as seamless as 
possible.

‘Generally, the threshold for the amount of 
time an arm can be detached from the body 
is four hours before the muscles are beyond 
salvaging,’ explained Dr Farhadieh. ‘In those 
initial hours, it is critical to thoroughly clean, 
wash and sterilise the detached arm.

‘Our job then, as surgeons, was to reattach 
the arm. Really, we’re glorified plumbers 
and seamstresses; our role was to put him 
back together.

‘Adam is now thankfully safe, his hand has 
been preserved, but it will be a long journey 
to recovery with another 18 – 24 months of 
additional surgeries ahead of him.’

Adam has had at least four skin graft 
operations at Canberra Hospital since the 
accident. Both he and his wife Amanda say 
they cannot thank the staff enough.

[The successful reattachment of the arm] 
‘is a testament to the organisation’s ability 
to manage this kind of trauma, as well as all 
other manner of complex clinical scenarios,’ 
Dr Farhadieh said.

‘A total shout out to the theatre 
staff who make the mechanics 
of this possible every time, the 
anaesthetists who support all of us 
every day, the ED staff, the ward 
nurses, our amazing hand physios 
and OTs.

‘We can proudly claim that there are not 
too many institutions in the country and 
indeed the world that can come together 
for such crises successfully and on multiple 
occasions.’

Canberra Health Services Exceptional Health Care Report 2020–2021 16



Safe and sound
Improving staff safety and the 
patient experience through 
design
A new ward uses smart design choices 
to improve staff and patient safety and 
support positive patient experiences.
A contemporary and homely new Mental Health 
Low Dependency Ward (12B) has special design 
features to keep staff and patients safe. It was 
made possible by frontline health care workers, 
Work Health Safety (WHS), the project team and 
other stakeholders working together to create 
exceptional health care.

‘12B is an excellent example of getting it right 
during design through good consultation and 
always thinking of patient experience and staff 
safety,' according to WHS Senior Director, Daniel 
Guthrie.

An important factor in the design of 12B was 
supporting the development of ‘relational security’ 
using design features and enhancements. 
Relational security refers to the way patients 
and staff work together, and the way that this 
relationship helps to maintain safety throughout 
the patient’s stay.

‘Relational security is about building an empathetic 
and professional relationship between patients 
and team members by getting to know each other 
as people, not just as patients and staff,’ Acting 
Assistant Director of Nursing, Adult Acute Mental 
Health Services, Shaun Bayliss, explained.

‘This personal connection helps to reduce negative 
behaviours including occupational violence. 
Essentially people are less likely to injure someone 
they have a connection with.’

In 12B, relational security is supported by having an 
open-plan nurses’ station on the main floor. There 
is seating available opposite staff to encourage 
consumers to sit and have a chat with team 
members if they have a question. A secure space 
for staff to retreat to directly behind the staff 
station gives team members the confidence to 
use the station, without fear of being vulnerable to 
occasions of occupational violence (OV).

12B also has a welcoming and homely feel. It has 
features such as a lounge room style common area, 
and access to external green space. These design 
features, along with the sensory modulation room, 
were identified as important early in the planning 
stage.

‘Staff contributed excellent ideas, 
including an accessible sensory 
modulation suite. Patients can use this 
area to experience different sensations to 
help soothe their emotions,’ Shaun said. 

‘This includes being able to listen to music, dim 
or change the colour of the lights, use a weighted 
blanket, watch relaxing images, and use hand items 
such as squeeze balls.’

CHS is committed to providing a safe and healthy 
working environment for our staff, patients, and 
visitors. The work undertaken to open the 12B ward 
supports our goals under the CHS WHS strategy, 
the Nurses and Midwives: Towards a Safer Culture 
project, and the Occupational Violence Strategy.

In 2020–21, our OV incident and 
response reporting improved. During 
this period, our goal was to reduce 
lost time to OV incidents by 5 per 
cent. We achieved a 26 per cent reduction.
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Responding to the 
COVID-19 pandemic 
In the space of a few hectic weeks in early 2021, clinicians and 
support staff were deployed across a series of new CHS sites as 
our rapid and effective response to the coronavirus pandemic 
entered its second year.
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'I feel that the pandemic
has really highlighted
the important work that
everyone does in the
community,' Regina 
Ginich, Assistant Director
of Nursing of COVID-19
services said.
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World-leading mass vaccination program rolls out

In early 2021, as COVID-19 continued to spread 
across the world, new vaccinations to fight the 
virus were approved by the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration (TGA) for use in Australia. A staged 
rollout of both the Pfizer and AstraZeneca vaccines 
occurred very shortly after this and CHS, in 
collaboration with ACT Health Directorate, delivered 
a world-leading COVID-19 mass vaccination 
program on behalf of the ACT Government.

Following the arrival of the first supplies of 
AstraZeneca vaccine in Australia, the COVID-19 
Surge Centre on Garran Oval was transformed from 
a key COVID-19 testing site to a vaccination hub 
offering both the Pfizer and AstraZeneca vaccines 
in a phased rollout from early March.

Staff were rapidly deployed to the Garran site to 
start vaccinating Canberra’s frontline health care 
workers, including those working across the ACT’s 
emergency services, and hotel quarantine workers.

As a health service our staff were on the 
frontline when COVID-19 first reached 
Australia - treating very sick patients and 
preparing for the possibility we could 
be inundated with members of our own 
community requiring intensive care. 

We set up testing facilities and have tested many 
thousands of Canberrans, and then we were able 
to administer the vaccine - firstly to those workers 
on the frontline who have so often put their own 
personal safety behind that of the community they 
serve. 

Now as a health service, we could deliver the 
COVID-19 vaccine to our community - our family, 
neighbours, and friends.

Over the course of the next few months, much of 
the COVID-19 response across CHS was focused 
on rolling out new vaccination hubs and COVID-19 
testing sites as the demand for both grew. 
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Regina Ginich, Assistant 
Director of Nursing of 
COVID-19 services

By the third week of the COVID-19 vaccine program 
in the ACT, more than 5,000 appointments were 
booked through our vaccination hubs and we 
administered close to 3,000 vaccinations. By the 
beginning of June, we reached 50,000 COVID-19 
vaccines administered at ACT Government run 
clinics. Demand continued to grow during the 
phased rollout as more than 18,000 Canberrans 
booked in for their COVID-19 vaccination at one of 
our clinics in the seven days to 9 June.

In early May, the Calvary Public Hospital COVID-19 
vaccination clinic opened in Bruce to provide the 
AstraZeneca vaccine to people aged 50 and over, 

while the Garran clinic continued to expand its 
operations to other groups in the phased rollout. 
Between these two clinics, our staff were able 
to vaccinate more than 8,000 people per week, 
depending on vaccine supply. 

By the time the Brindabella Park COVID-19 
vaccination clinic at the Canberra Airport 
precinct opened in late June, Canberrans had 
already booked tens of thousands of vaccination 
appointments. 
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Working together to keep our community safe

Assistant Director of Nursing of COVID-19 services, 
Regina Ginich, helps manage our COVID-19 testing 
centres, vaccination program and nursing services 
for the medihotel and hotel quarantine programs. 
She is proud of how health and emergency services 
have worked together over the last year to keep 
people in the community as safe as possible.

'We have been innovative with our service 
delivery and workforce solutions and 
have really come together in a team spirit 
to deliver solutions in incredibly short 
timeframes,' Regina said.

‘These last few months have been challenging 
with the various outbreaks over the holidays and 
opening up new vaccination centres with short 
notice. 

'Not everyone might realise how much work goes 
into doubling our staffing whenever there is a 
lockdown situation, but how this also needs to 
be balanced so as not to take nurses away from 
our hospitals.‘I have a great team of nurses who 
often come in to work on their days off to help test 
Canberrans. When the number of tests in a day 

essentially triples with short notice, it is all hands-
on deck!,' Regina said.

‘I feel that the pandemic has really highlighted 
the important work that everyone does in 
the community and how much people give 
of themselves above and beyond their job 
description.'

In the months ahead, the ACT’s COVID-19 
vaccination program will continue to evolve to 
meet the needs of the community. 

In 2020–21:
• There were 16 000 presentations 

for COVID-19 testing at CHS-run 
testing clinics

• ACT Pathology performed 200 855 
COVID-19 tests, with more than 
90% of test results reported within 
24 hours

• CHS-run COVID-19 vaccination 
clinics administered 85 105 doses
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Behind the scenes – in the lab

Chris Burton is the acting manager of our Central Specimen 
Reception in Pathology. His team works behind the scenes to 
manually sort and register all the COVID-19 swabs that come into 
our labs – which at times has been up to about 5,000 per day.

The team’s current workload is unprecedented, with testing 
surges due to the COVID-19 outbreak adding more pressure to the 
workload. 

‘The pressure is incredible as each day is a surprise,’ 
Chris said. The current outbreak has tested our limits as 
we have never seen such sustained testing numbers, 
though we are grateful that the community are doing 
the right thing and getting tested as needed.’

‘We have to balance the COVID-19 workload with the other pathology 
samples that arrive too. But we are still happily working hard 24/7 as 
we know the importance of the work we do and the responsibility we have to the community.’

Chris Burton, Acting Manager Central 
Specimen Reception, ACT Pathology.
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How we work with you to 
improve the quality and 
safety of our services
We are committed to improving our services and creating 
exceptional health care together. This includes ensuring 
consumers are involved in decisions about their own care, as 
well as in the design, planning, and evaluation of our services.
This is underpinned by the National Safety and Quality in Health Service Standards 
– Partnering with Consumers. We are committed to the Australian Health Care 
Rights of access, safety, respect, partnership, information, privacy, and the right to 
give feedback.

Speaking to the right people to make improvements

‘You need to ask the obvious people the 
obvious questions.’

Terri is one of Canberra Health Services’ 
consumer representatives and helps us create 
a health system that reflect the needs of the 
community.

‘I’ve been a consumer representative since 
2014 (trained and supported by the ACT Mental 
Health Consumer Network) but I’ve been a 
consumer advocate for a lot longer than that. 
The very first time I was in a position to say “you 
need to ask the obvious people the obvious 
questions” was when I was 19. I was a speaker at 
a youth health forum. I listened to a lot of very 
important people say very important things 
about young people. Then I got up and said, 
“that’s all very interesting, but have you actually 
thought to ask us why?” You’re not going to 
address the problem if you don’t ask us the 
basic questions.’

Terri started accessing mental health services 
as a teen and later, adult mental health services, 
both here and interstate. She said she noticed 
lots of areas that could be improved; things she 
should have been told and things that could 
have been done better. Being a consumer 
representative is an opportunity for her to make 
positive changes.

Many of the 
improvements 
we’ve made 
at CHS have 
been the result 
of the work of 
our consumer 
representatives, 
like Terri.

Terri says ‘there have 
been lots of little wins 
and it’s nice to be part 
of that.'

'For example, I’ve helped to ensure that 
inclusive language is used [on patient 
information flyers]. The larger wins can be 
challenging in that they take time.’

Terri’s advice to people who want to improve 
our health system is to start with formal 
feedback. ‘There are mechanisms to ensure 
the right person at CHS will at least read your 
concerns. If you think you’re seeing a systemic 
issue, get involved with consumer advocacy 
organisations. A collective and organised voice 
will be stronger than one person.’

CHS consumer representative, 
Terri, is supported by the ACT 
Mental Health Consumer 
Network.
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Health Care Consumers' Association 
designing the consumer journey

When it comes to major construction projects 
like the Canberra Hospital Expansion, design 
and structure, spaces and functionality 
are not just the domain of engineers and 
architects. That expertise also sits with the 
consumer voice and a key contributor has 
been the Health Care Consumers’ Association 
(HCCA).

Kate Gorman, the HCCA’s Deputy Director has 
been intimately involved in the Canberra Hospital 
Expansion Project from the outset and more so as 
the Chair of the Consumer Reference Group.

“I love design and I love the way good design 
improves people’s lives,’ Kate said.

‘In terms of health infrastructure, good design 
means that people can get to and around health 
services, they can use them with ease and 
confidence, and patients, their families and carers 
have their needs met in a holistic way when they 
are getting health care. Good design makes a 
difference to whether people are able to seek 
health care and it makes a difference to their ability 
to self manage their health.'

‘At HCCA we often hear from people who find it 
difficult to access care for themselves or others 
and the challenges they face when ill or managing 
physical problems that limit their mobility.

‘Long walks from car 
parks, navigating the 
labyrinth that a hospital 
campus can be and 
following confusing 
signage, adds stress and 
strain to people’s health 
care experience. Design 
of inpatient rooms, 
green spaces and visitor 
facilities make a lot of 
difference to patients 
and families.

‘And so, our voice is 
injecting some consumer 
perspective into the future design and consumer 
requirements for the Critical Services Building. 

Kate says the HCCA partnership with CHS has been 
constructive and instructive and she has been 
pleased by the recognition of consumer needs.

‘We have had a really long-standing 
relationship with CHS through multiple 
projects in many different areas of health 
care, and those relationships have served 
us well for the Critical Services Building.

HCCA's Deputy Director, 
Kate Gorman
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‘In this work, we share in a conversation with 
clinicians and while there are challenges, we all get 
to hear each other’s needs and work together to 
design spaces which meet them. It’s complex and 
interesting, Kate said.

‘Having that consumer voice is important because 
it’s one thing to work in a hospital setting, it’s 
completely different to be a receiver of health care 
services in that hospital. 

‘Being in the position of a patient, or a family 
member or carer gives you a deep and different 
understanding of what is working well and what is 
needed. 

‘Clinicians want consumers to have a good 
experience and for the services to work 
well for them, but there are blind spots 
and the only way to see them is to involve 
the people who use the services.’ 

Kate is excited about the Canberra Hospital 
Expansion and is really pleased about the way 
patients, families and carers will be supported in 
it. When asked about her favourite aspect, Kate 
couldn’t go past the family and carer lounge that 
will be located on level four. 

‘Being in the position of a
patient, or a family member
or carer gives you a deep and
different understanding of what
is working well and what is
needed,' Kate said. 

‘We hope that space will be what people need who 
are waiting under great stress while a loved one is 
receiving critical care.

‘The carer beds which will enable a loved one to 
stay the night in some patient’s rooms are also a 
highlight.’

‘People will use this building at some of the 
most stressful times of their lives. I hope the ACT 
community will be welcomed into a well-designed 
health building where they feel comfortable and 
reassured, and find it easy to navigate, move around 
and get what they need from health care.’
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Future heart of Canberra Hospital campus

Canberra Hospital is undergoing a major 
transformation as a new all electric building 
becomes the heart of the hospital campus – 
housing a new emergency department, operating 
theatres, inpatient beds and an intensive care unit.

The 40,000sqm footprint for the new Critical Services 
Building is taking shape as the project moves towards 
the construction phase. 

This state-of-the-art health facility is the centrepiece 
of the Canberra Hospital Expansion Project, which has 
already delivered:

• a refurbished Child at Risk Health Unit;

• teaching and training spaces;

• a new administration building;

• more car parking for staff and visitors; and

• a new Building 8 – housing the Canberra Sexual Health 
Centre, Staff Development Unit, and a new Surgical 
Training Centre.

Construction of the new building is due to commence 
2022 and will be completed in 2024. 

Your feedback has 
shaped this project

The design has been under 
development for the past year and 
has included extensive consultation 
with hospital staff, ACT Emergency 
Services, consumer and clinical 
reference groups, and the broader 
community. This feedback has been 
incorporated into the latest plans 
which include several dedicated 
indoor and outdoor spaces, and design 
elements that will benefit patients, 
carers, visitors, and staff alike.

If you would like to know more about 
the new building visit:  
www.hospitalexpansion.act.gov.au  
for the latest construction updates.
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Partnering with 
consumers
Some of the ways you can be involved include:

Consumer representation on committees

We have approximately 85 consumer representatives who are 
members of committees and involved in decision making. If you 
are interested in becoming a consumer representative, contact the 
Health Care Consumers' Association (HCCA) for more information 
by calling 02 6230 7800 or emailing info@hcca.org.au

Patient surveys

We coordinate surveys that provide patients with an opportunity 
to contribute their thoughts about our services and their care. 

Our discharged patient experience survey is sent weekly to a 
randomised selection of people who have been discharged 
from hospital (including Canberra Hospital, Centenary Hospital 
for Women and Children and University of Canberra Hospital) 
and is used to celebrate positive results and identify areas for 
improvement.

In this past year we received 830 survey responses, a response rate 
of 21.5 per cent. From this survey, 87.1 per cent of respondents rated 
their overall care as good or very good, and 92.2 per cent would 
recommend Canberra Health Services inpatient services to family 
and friends. 

We have expanded this important feedback mechanism by 
developing a survey for consumers of our outpatient and 
community based services. We are also planning to implement 
specific surveys for paediatric patients and patients with mental 
health illnesses.

Consumer feedback (compliments, comments, and 
complaints)

We encourage our consumers to provide feedback about our 
services. This can be done by emailing HealthFeedback@act.gov.
au or calling 5124 5932. We take feedback seriously and investigate 
all concerns. 

The Consumer Feedback and Engagement Team (CFET) receives 
107 pieces of formal feedback on average per week (this is up 
from 95 in the period 2019 to 2020). Of these 50.5 per cent are 
compliments, 46.2 per cent are complaints and 3.3 per cent are 
comments.

We are increasingly receiving informal feedback via our 
social media channels. Our social media team works closely 
with CFET to ensure feedback is escalated if desired by the 
consumer. We are currently active on Facebook (facebook.com/ 
CanberraHealthServices/) and LinkedIn (linkedin.com/company/ 
canberra-health-services).

We have 

consumer 
representatives

survey responses

pieces of formal 
feedback per week

are compliments

would recommend 
Canberra Health 

Services inpatient 
services

85

830

107

92.2%

50.5%
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You said, we did… 

You said We did

I couldn’t have a meal after my surgery  
after hours We introduced 24-hour access to meals for patients

I couldn’t call my wife as I didn’t have a mobile 
phone charger, and my battery was flat

We bought a cordless phone for ward patients to 
contact their loved ones

I couldn’t find a carpark in time for my 
appointment

We reviewed the car parking at Canberra Hospital 
to free up more carparks for patients and visitors

I couldn’t access the blue consumer feedback box 
to provide my feedback about my appointment.

We reviewed the location of more than 200 
feedback boxes and re-located them to more 
accessible locations.

Together, Forward

We are committed to improving health services for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in the 
ACT and surrounding region. Over the past year the CHS Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Steering 
Committee completed an Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Needs Assessment – ‘Together, Forward’.  
The needs assessment looked at health service and Territory-wide data to inform our action plan.  

In developing this work we have heard from Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities through:

• ACT Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Agreement consultation processes

• Elected Body Hearings and health forums

• Hospital inpatient survey responses

• Consumer feedback responses. 

Better health and access to health care for Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander peoples in the Canberra region

Together, Forward
We worked with the CHS Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Consumer 
Reference Group to develop a community version of Together, Forward that is 
easy to read and contains information the community want to know. Artwork 
featured in Together, Forward, created by a local Aboriginal artist, Natalie 
Bateman, depicts comfort, reassurance, guidance, and spiritual strength. 
See page 34 of this report to read more about the work we are doing to help 
improve the health of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander community and 
making our health services more welcoming and culturally appropriate.
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Improving care for cancer 
patients at Canberra Hospital
More Canberra Hospital cancer patients will receive care in completely 
refurbished surroundings following the opening of the second stage of the 
hospital’s cancer ward upgrades.

The latest refurbishment opened in April next to 
the Canberra Region Cancer Centre and provides 
28 beds for oncology patients, and four additional 
bed bays. The bed bays will be used to provide 
additional capacity for the hospital’s Cancer Clinical 
Trials program.

With the help of patients, staff, and former 
consumers like John (pictured centre), we hope 
that the new family-friendly inpatient space will 
make our patients’ stay in the ward as pleasant as 
possible under often difficult circumstances.

John has been involved in the planning process for 
the upgraded ward for three years, after he lost his 
wife Lea to cancer in 2016.

‘If you’re sitting next to someone who is very unwell, 
you get a different perspective of a room,’ John said.

‘For me, while my wife was a patient, having light in 
the space was really important – as well as having 

somewhere to sit for really long hours, the ability to 
have my sons come up and visit, having somewhere 
to eat afterwards.

‘I’m happy to say that as I walked into the 
room today, the space reflects the original 
plans we made together – staff really 
listened to what we had to say.’

The design and refurbishment includes the 
addition of the patient/family dining area and 
therapy gym space to enhance the holistic care 
provided to oncology patients and their families.

Staff are now working with the Canberra Hospital 
Foundation to fund the refurbishment of the 
courtyard space.

The refurbishment of Ward 14B is the second stage 
of a $22.4 million project that also included the 
refurbished Ward 14A, which opened in 2019.

Inset (pictured left to right): Katherine Wakefield, CHS 
Director of Nursing, Cancer and Ambulatory Support, John 
Chapuis, and Melissa O’Brien, CHS Assistant Director of 
Nursing, Cancer and Ambulatory Support.
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Mothers and families of 
early pregnancy loss to get a 
dedicated healing space
Women with complications relating 
to early pregnancy will soon be able 
to access care in a new dedicated 
Early Pregnancy Assessment Unit at 
Centenary Hospital for Women and 
Children.
The unit will provide a therapeutic and healing 
environment for more than 500 women who visit 
CHS each year due to complications relating to 
early pregnancy, including early pregnancy loss.

Feedback received from consumers and staff 
inspired the addition of this new facility.

Karen Schlage worked closely with our clinicians 
and design team to develop the concept, after 
losing her son Charlie in 2018. Charlie was delivered 
on a surgical ward after Karen laboured in an 
emergency department. In 2019, she and her 
husband also lost a daughter, Sophia, at Centenary 
Hospital. Sophia was stillborn at just under 17 
weeks.

Karen Schlage helped 
design what the new 
Early Pregnancy Unit 
would be.

Karen's input has played a 
pivotal role to ensure that 
women experiencing early 
pregnancy loss receive the 
emotional support and 
clinical care they need in the 
future. By being a part of the 
project, Karen has created 
a legacy for Charlie and 
Sophia. 

'What we went through 
when we lost Charlie showed 
us what needed to change 

in the system, but our experience losing Sophia 
showed us what was possible and the sort of care 
that I hope that all women losing a baby will be 
able to experience,' Karen said.

'I'm really sorry that women and families will need 
to use this new Early Pregnancy Unit, but at the 
same time I am so grateful that they will be able to.' 

The Early Pregnancy Unit is expected to be 
completed in 2023.

Investing an 
hour for patient 
safety
At CHS, we pride ourselves on 
delivering safe, high quality health 
care to our patients. Part of this 
includes effective communication with 
patients, their carers and their families 
and importantly, between team 
members.
Our patients and their families depend on us to 
deliver quality outcomes, and we’re committed 
to preventing potential accidents. That’s why, in 
early 2021, we introduced the ‘Speaking up for 
Safety’ (SUFS) program, developed by the Cognitive 
Institute.  

SUFS training supports our goal of making CHS 
a great place to work and delivering quality care. 
It teaches our staff how to raise safety concerns 
in a respectful, yet clear manner. Regardless of 
roles, everyone has a right to safety, and everyone 
is encouraged to confidently speak up if they are 
worried. SUFS training provides staff with a simple 
process to inject into real-world scenarios.

Executive Director for Cancer and Ambulatory 
Support Services, Sarah Mogford, said that SUFS 
training was a critical aspect of achieving a safe and 
reliable culture. 

'SUFS training has been vital in giving staff, patients 
and visitors a safe space to bring up concern 
about patient care and help us reduce instances of 
unintended patient harm,' Sarah said.

We’re only human, and people make mistakes 
– but in a high-risk setting such as ours simple 
mistakes can have devastating consequences. By 
implementing this program, we know our staff 
will feel more empowered and supported to say 
something to their colleagues when they see 
something, all in the name of safety.
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99.5% 
(n*=194)

How we measure ourselves
We use clinical audits to find out if the health care we are providing is in line with National Quality 
and Safety standards. The CHS Clinical Audit Program includes a schedule of routine audits and a 
Comprehensive Bedside Audit twice a year.

Here is 2020-21 snapshot of our results. We aim to be above at least 80% for all audits.

Clinical Handover

Your care relies on hospital staff 
sharing information with each 
other. A clinical handover is the 
passing of information between 
members of your treating team. 
We routinely observe clinical handover to make 
sure that patients and their carer or family are 
invited to participate.

Our checks found the key elements of clinical 
handover were present 93.1% of the time.

Vital Signs in Patientrack 

When you are in hospital, we 
monitor your condition by 
checking your vital signs (for 
example, your temperature, 
heart rate, and blood pressure) 
regularly and recording them in a program called 
Patientrack. 

Our checks found this had been done 97.7% of the 
time.

Aseptic Technique

Aseptic Technique relates to the 
procedures we undertake (for 
example, taking blood) to reduce 
the risk of infection while people 
are in our care.

This includes doing the procedure in a clean 
environment that is free from air movement, using 
a clean surface for equipment, performing hand 
hygiene, donning gloves (if required), protecting 
equipment from contamination, cleaning the 
surgical/insertion site (e.g. alcohol swab), and safe 
disposal of equipment. 

Our checks found the key elements of aseptic 
technique were performed 99.5% of the time.

Transmission Based 
Precautions 

This is a broad way to describe 
what we do to help stop infections 
being transmitted to someone else 
in our care. 

Our checks found this had been done 98.6% of the 
time.

Surgical Safety

Extra care is taken when 
undertaking surgery to keep you 
safe. We check if the patient’s 
identity was confirmed to ensure 
the correct procedure is performed 
on the right person, and that consent for surgery 
has been given. We also ensure the surgical site/
side is marked, and that the patient’s allergies have 
been discussed.

Our checks found this had been done 94.7% of the 
time.

93.1% 
(n*=697)

97.7% 
(n*=44)

98.6% 
(n*=44)

94.7% 
(n*=192)

*n= the total number of audits conducted. 

How we measure the quality and 
safety of our care
At CHS we aim to be the safest health service in the nation. There are a number 
of ways we monitor the quality and safety of our care. This helps us understand 
what we are doing well and identify areas that need improvement. This is a 
continuous process.
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How we compare to our peers
We measure our care against a range of key performance indicators and are continuously striving to 
improve the safety and quality of the care you receive.

In delivering health care, there are sometimes unintended complications that occur. These figures 
demonstrate the occurance of these complications compared to our peers. 

Hospital-Acquired Complications Summary April 2020 to March 2021

of admitted episodes had 
a major hospital acquired 
complication.

of admitted patients 
experienced a major 
hospital acquired 
complication.

of bed days were 
occupied by a patient 
who experienced a 
major hospital acquired 
complication.

2.2%

Peer Hospitals

2.4%

Canberra Health Services

3.3% 3.6%

12% 15%
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A healing place for all 
Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander peoples
CHS has delivered several initiatives this year targeting improved 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander health outcomes in our 
community. Here are a few highlights as we strive to provide a more 
culturally safe environment for our Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander patients and their families.

We will soon use Aboriginal art to help provide a 
culturally welcoming environment for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander peoples. The initial design 
by Aboriginal artist, Natalie Bateman, has been 
selected to be used through our public health 
facilities in Canberra.

Natalie said the colour choice gives the 
artwork a natural, earthy feel that will 
invoke positivity, welcome, engage and 
lead the way to healing and rehabilitation. 

The design tells a story and signals that our hospital 
and our health services are safe places.

‘The Monga Waratah is a rare flower and it’s from 
Braidwood which is close to here. It’s a healing 
flower and I thought that this would be good for 
people who come to the service, to see something 
from the area,’ Natalie said.

The artwork is one of the first of many steps that 
we are taking to make Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islanders feel safe. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander peoples often have negative associations 
with hospitals - making them very uncomfortable 
places to spend time.
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‘Hospitals are foreign places to us, as Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islanders – we don’t typically associate 
with them as places of healing,’ explained Joyce, 
manager of our Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Liaison Service.

We have improved access to Ear, Nose and Throat 
(ENT) surgery for Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander children.

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander children are 
three times more likely to suffer permanent hearing 
loss compared to non-Indigenous children. This has 
a huge impact on a child’s ability to engage socially, 
learn to speak, listen, and learn at school.

As part of the additional ACT Government funding 
to reboot health services affected by the COVID-19 
pandemic, we tackled the hearing difficulties in 
young Aboriginal children in Canberra and the 
surrounding region. This resulted in all overdue 
paediatric patients receiving their ear, nose, and 
throat (ENT) surgery.

We established the Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander Consumer Reference Group, which was set 
up to offer consumer insight into our health care 
services.

We partnered with our Consumer Reference Group 
to develop Together, Forward – which documents 
how we will improve access to services and health 
outcomes for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples in Canberra and the surrounding 
region.

‘I’m proud of the impact we’ve made and the 
responsiveness of Canberra Health Services in 
addressing the issues we’ve raised. Between our 
First Nations Menu and the Together Forward 
document which we’ve codesigned with CHS, we’re 
making progress,’ Group Chair, Diane Collins said.

‘We hope our experiences will continue to influence 
positive changes over the next 12 months. We want 
better health outcomes for our people – we don’t 
want to be just another statistic.’

Natalie Bateman, Monga Waratah 2021, acrylic on canvas, 100 x 145cm. Photograph by RLDI. Supported by community generosity 
through the Canberra Hospital Foundation. Canberra Health Services 2021 collection.

The design tells a story and
signals that our hospital and our
health services are safe places.
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What’s next - improving services and health outcomes for 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

Look at ways of getting more information about Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples experience of care and health outcomes so we know what we need 
to work on.

Improve information available to community about what services we provide and 
how we can help get people the care they need.

Ensure Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples feel welcome on committees 
and working groups so community members have a voice at CHS.

Train staff to be better at talking with and caring for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait 
Islander peoples by learning about experiences and culture. 

Make our spaces more welcoming to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples. 

Reduce harm to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples from alcohol and 
drugs and improve mental health support. 

Provide health care with cultural support for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples in detention. 

Work with Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander mothers to improve care while 
they are pregnant and increase the number of babies born with a healthy birth 
weight. 

Improve access to care and treatment for Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander 
peoples with ear, nose, and throat problems. If surgery is needed, we will work on 
making that happen quicker than in 2020. 

Improve care and cultural support to Aboriginal and/or Torres Strait Islander peoples 
with cancer.
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Alyce (pictured 
left) is one of our 
physiotherapists 
with the Falls 
Prevention Program 
and holds classes, 
home visits and 
clinics at community 

health centres to help reduce the risk 
of falls in older people.
‘Through the program, I’m able to look very closely 
at each of my clients’ risk of falls,’ Alyce said.

‘From there, I can then teach then different ways 
to reduce this level of risk, so they can stay as 

independent as possible and keep doing the things 
they love to do.

‘One of my favourite aspects of the program is that 
we get to do a detailed assessment of every person 
we see. We’re then able to provide a much more 
tailored program that suits their needs.

‘As physiotherapists, we work closely with strength, 
balance and mobility to try and reduce the risk of 
falls. We also have nurses and dietitians available 
who can provide more info on how medications 
and nutrition affect our falls risk.’

If you want to get involved, you can sign up 
for the program by contacting Central Health 
Intake on 5124 9977.

Staying on your feet – reducing 
the risk of falls in older adults
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Mental health 
facility supports 
Canberra's 
southside
In 2021 CHS opened a new Southside 
Community Step Up Step Down 
(SUSD) facility in Garran. The six-
bedroom facility provides specialist 
care to those with mental health 
issues. 
The facility provides support for up to six adults 
at any one time in a residential setting, with 
psychosocial support available onsite 24 hours a 
day. Clinical support is available seven days a week.

People stay for up to two weeks, either ‘stepping 
up’ from their usual living arrangement to receive 
extra mental health support, or ‘stepping down’ 
from a hospital setting to continue their recovery 
and transition back to community life.

This new facility adds another element to our 
mental health system. It is the first adult Step Up 
Step Down facility on the Southside of Canberra, 
reducing the need for people in Canberra’s south to 
travel.

The new facility also uses a model of care with a 
shorter length of stay than traditional Step Up Step 
Down units. This provides for short, targeted stays 
and supported discharge back home sooner.

If you, or someone you know is struggling 
with mental health issues, find out where you 
can get help at: health.act.gov.au/services-
and-programs/mental-health/getting-help 

Canberra Health Services Exceptional Health Care Report 2020–2021 38

https://health.act.gov.au/services-and-programs/mental-health/getting-help
https://health.act.gov.au/services-and-programs/mental-health/getting-help


Accessibility (how to get this information in other ways)    

If you want to receive this information:

• in larger print 
• or hear it on audio   

please telephone (02) 5124 0000.

If you need the translating and interpreting service  
– please telephone 131 450.

National Relay Service phone 133 677 then ask for 133 427.

For further accessibility information, visit: www.health.act.gov.au/accessibility

The ACT Government is committed to making its information, services, events and venues, 
accessible to as many people as possible.
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