Nottingham University Hospitals faces unprecedented corporate manslaughter probe over maternity care failings
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A significant investigation into the Nottingham University Hospitals NHS Trust has been launched, centring on allegations of corporate manslaughter. The probe, formally initiated by Nottinghamshire Police, comes on the heels of a shocking history of neonatal deaths and serious injuries connected to the trust’s maternity services, which encompass the Queen's Medical Centre and City Hospital. 
The trust has been under scrutiny due to what many are calling one of the largest maternity reviews in NHS history, led by independent midwife Donna Ockenden. This comprehensive examination is reviewing approximately 2,500 cases of neonatal deaths, stillbirths, and serious harm to mothers and their babies. The allegations surrounding these cases depict a distressing pattern of avoidable tragedies that have taken place over several years.
Detective Superintendent Matthew Croome, who is spearheading the investigation known as Operation Perth, stated that the inquiry is focused on whether the trust exhibited gross negligence in managing its maternal care. "We are assessing if the overall responsibility lies with the organisation rather than specific individuals,” he noted during a press briefing. The ambition is to establish whether the management's failings directly contributed to the loss of life. Importantly, this investigation has uncovered more than 200 family cases thus far, with expectations to examine as many as 2,500 in total, indicating the extensive scale of the issues involved.
The complexity of the investigation is underscored by the fact that, just four months prior, the trust was fined £1.6 million for avoidable failings linked to the deaths of three babies in 2021. Details from these cases revealed a series of systemic failures, including inadequate care escalation and poor communication, exposing mothers and infants to undue risk. The admissions made by the trust highlight a pervasive culture of negligence; while efforts to improve staffing and training have been put in place, campaigners contend that accountability measures for individuals remain insufficient. As noted by the Nottingham Families Maternity Group, despite two years of ongoing inquiries, no staff members have been disciplined or dismissed for their roles in these tragic outcomes.
In a poignant statement, Dr Jack and Sarah Hawkins, whose daughter Harriet was stillborn under the trust's care, expressed their mixed feelings regarding the ongoing investigation. "This investigation is just one piece of the jigsaw towards accountability," they asserted, underscoring the broader necessity for individual accountability alongside institutional measures. Their sentiments resonate with many families who have suffered similar losses, highlighting the deep emotional scars left by what they describe as systemic failures.
The mounting pressure for accountability reflects a growing frustration among families who believe that their concerns over maternity safety have consistently been ignored. “Had our concerns been listened to and acted upon, lives could have been saved,” remarked a representative for affected families, affirming the urgent need for systemic change within the trust to prevent future tragedies.
Compounding these issues, it has come to light that crucial records related to the scandal were mysteriously deleted, prompting internal investigations that failed to determine the cause of this loss. While these files have since been digitally recovered and passed to the police, questions about the trust's operational integrity remain paramount.
Amidst this backdrop, the trust's leaders issued a statement acknowledging their responsibility and expressing sorrow for the pain inflicted on families. "We are deeply sorry for the pain and suffering caused. We know that for many families this harm and suffering will be lifelong," they conveyed, reaffirming their commitment to the ongoing police investigation and the independent review led by Ockenden, albeit with the recognition that systemic changes take time and require unwavering dedication.
As the inquiry unfolds, it stands as a crucial juncture for accountability within the NHS, wherein the hope is for meaningful change that prioritises patient safety and respects the dignity of those affected by such harrowing experiences.
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