Flintoff’s airlift plea revives push for more hospital helipads after crash survival
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Andrew “Freddie” Flintoff has thrown his weight behind a campaign to increase the number of hospital helipads in the UK, saying his own survival after a high‑speed crash underlines how rapidly an airlift can change an outcome. Speaking to The Irish News while endorsing the Helicopter Emergency Landing Pads (HELP) Appeal’s drive, Flintoff said: “When I was airlifted, that helipad wasn’t just a safe spot to land on the hospital roof, it was a vital step in giving me a second chance… As every cricket pitch has a wicket, every hospital that needs one should have a helipad.” His appeal has refocused attention on the role of on‑site landing facilities in major trauma care. (Sources: The Irish News, HELP Appeal)
Flintoff’s comments are rooted in his own experience: he was seriously injured in December 2022 while filming at Dunsfold Aerodrome and was flown to St George’s Hospital in Tooting, a designated major trauma centre. St George’s rooftop helipad — the first of its kind in south London — was part‑funded by the HELP Appeal, which donated about £1 million to a project the trust estimates cost roughly £4 million. The trust says the on‑site helipad shortens transfer times for critically ill patients and improves access to specialist teams. (Sources: The Irish News, St George’s University Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust)
The HELP Appeal says its fundraising has supported dozens of NHS helipads and upgrades. Different public communications from the charity give slightly different milestones: the charity’s own materials report somewhere in the region of 25,000–30,000 landings on HELP Appeal‑funded hospital helipads, and refer to more than 30 sites and multiple major upgrades. The organisation has publicly stated an ambition to fund 40 new or upgraded helipads; it also stresses that its work is supported by voluntary donations rather than direct government funding. The HELP Appeal’s chief executive, Robert Bertram, said the charity is “incredibly grateful” for high‑profile backing because stories such as Flintoff’s demonstrate why rapid access to specialist emergency care matters. (Sources: The Irish News, HELP Appeal website, HELP Appeal milestone release)
Clinicians and academics who work with trauma networks underline the clinical logic behind on‑site helipads. Sir Keith Porter, emeritus professor of clinical traumatology at the University of Birmingham, told reporters that helicopter emergency medical services can deliver critical care teams to a patient’s side and then transport them directly to the most appropriate hospital — often a major trauma centre — where a trolley‑push from the landing site brings the patient straight into the emergency department. “Minutes count,” he said, particularly for patients with life‑threatening bleeding where additional road transfer time can make the difference between life and death. Hospital trusts and the HELP Appeal both point to faster handover times and reduced need for secondary road transfers as key benefits. (Sources: The Irish News, St George’s NHS information, HELP Appeal)
Accounts of Flintoff’s accident and immediate care are stark. The BBC reported that the crash occurred on 13 December 2022 at Dunsfold Park, that Flintoff was dragged face‑down for around 50 metres under a vehicle, and that he waited approximately 30–40 minutes before an air ambulance arrived to transfer him to hospital. Surgeons later described his facial and jaw injuries as complex; his recovery and return to activity have been followed in an on‑screen documentary. (Source: BBC)
Since his release from hospital, Flintoff has made public visits to the NHS teams who treated him and has repeatedly praised the staff who cared for him. The Independent reported that he described clinicians’ “expertise, love and compassion” as life‑changing and called NHS workers “superheroes”, while admitting the aftermath of the crash represented “the lowest I’ve ever been”. The former England all‑rounder’s testimony has been used by campaigners to humanise what might otherwise be a dry infrastructure debate. (Sources: The Independent, The Irish News)
Campaigners and clinicians alike argue that the HELP Appeal’s fundraising fills a practical gap — but the proposition is not simply technical. The charity bills itself as the only UK charity devoted to hospital helipads and highlights innovations such as integrated rooftop firefighting systems and other safety measures that enable safe, routine use of rooftop decks. While the HELP Appeal’s figures and ambitions are clear in its public materials, those seeking policy change are likely to press for corroboration in regional trauma plans and long‑term NHS capital funding strategies so that helipad provision is matched to clinical need rather than charitable priorities alone. (Sources: HELP Appeal website, HELP Appeal milestone release, St George’s NHS)
Flintoff’s endorsement has therefore done more than amplify an appeal for donations: it has rekindled a practical policy conversation about how best to ensure rapid specialist access for the critically injured. As the HELP Appeal continues to press for new and upgraded sites, clinicians maintain that every minute saved at the point of transfer can be decisive — and high‑profile stories like Flintoff’s bring that point home in the most immediate terms. (Sources: The Irish News, HELP Appeal, clinical commentators)
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