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Chief Executive Officer Report to the Board 
July 2020 
Part 1 Public session 

1. COVID-19 response 

The Strategic Leadership Team (SLT) and the Approvals Directorate have continued 
to actively monitor the level of activity and our performance with respect to the 
Coronavirus pandemic. We are still receiving new Covid-19 applications, but this 
now looks as if the numbers are starting to stabilise. At the end of June, we had 
received 590 provisional booking for fast-track approval of which 14% were for 
Clinical Trials of Investigational Medicinal Products. A total of 337 were submitted for 
some form of review by a Research Ethics Committee. 10% of these were approved 
within 24 hours with the remainder being triaged for approval within 72 hours or 2 
weeks depending on the urgency and importance of the study. The average 
turnaround for all COVID-19 applications is 7 days. 

Figure 1 below shows the total number of COVID-19 applications compared to other 
types of application. Whilst the number of non-COVID-19 applications has fallen 
significantly as was anticipated following the introduction of the prioritisation process 
across the NHS, we have not been able to process these applications as quickly as 
we would have liked to due to resource constraints. This has led to a small number 
of complaints which highlights the wider issue of staffing levels. Whilst our staff have 
all been working from home and we have benefited from time gained associated with 
travel we have also been working at a reduced capacity due to carer responsibilities. 
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We also know that many of our staff have been working extended days and weekend 
to support the fast-track system. Other staff have been redeployed to support our 
incident response. We need a more detailed understanding of all of these factors, 
including a stakeholder view, to inform the new programme of work which is outlined 
in the paper which considers opportunities arising from COVID-19 at our July Board 
meeting. 

2. Ministerial & Government Covid Response 
The HRA has been invited to participate in a number of discussions with our own 
minister and other key influencers across the research system to explore what we 
can collectively learn from the response to the pandemic. There is no doubt that the 
pandemic has helped not just the HRA but other key players to demonstrate how 
different things could look, including the rapid sharing and processing of data to 
support the urgent COVID-19 research and real clarity over what is deemed to be 
urgent and important. Our collective challenge now as part of the research sector is 
to transition some of this new knowledge into a revised operating model not just for 
the HRA but for other parts of the system. It is now much easier to see which areas 
of our service need further exploration and investment, but we need to also maintain 
and support the collective appetite for change. 

3. HRA Business Plan 
We have now published our business plan. To ensure that we have the flexibility to 
maintain our focus on COVID-19 and our exit from the EU, we have not been as 
prescriptive as we would normally be in terms of setting target dates as we need to 
be able to adapt to the pandemic and any further government guidance as we find 
new ways of living with this virus. We do expect therefore that we will have to phase 
work across not just this year but into the 2021/22 financial year as we are able to 
release our staff capacity that have been restricted by carer responsibilities back into 
the workplan. 

4. Strategic Leadership Team Development 
The HRA Strategic Leadership Team has over the last few weeks been undertaking 
some team development. This has been valuable as we recently expanded the team 
to include deputy directors. To date we have explored how we can be more effective 
as a team, agreed a set of principles in terms of the behaviours that we want to 
exhibit and agreed some changes to our governance processes so that we are clear 
where we will take corporate decisions.    

5. New Podcasts 
This last week, the HRA, National Institute for Health Research (NIHR) and 
Experimental Cancer Medicine Centres (ECMC) have released a podcast series on 
Complex Innovative Design (CID) Clinical Trials. These podcasts are aimed at 
anyone with an interest in working on or reviewing CID trials. They are presented by 
experienced researchers, patients, ethic committee chair and members of the HRA. 

6. Celebrating Inclusivity 
The HRA recently published two messages for our staff to be clear that as an 
organisation we do not tolerate racism. We also wanted to demonstrate our support 
and recognition for our black staff members affected by the on-going issues of 
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systemic racism raised by the killing of George Floyd in America. Our Equality, 
Diversity & Inclusion (EDI) work remains a priority for the organisation and work is 
continuing on activity to make the organisation more inclusive as well as developing 
an EDI strategy for staff. 

This was also the first year that we have celebrated and supported PRIDE as an 
organisation, publishing a message of support for our LGBTQ+ staff as well as 
inviting our staff to participate in virtual PRIDE, alongside short articles on our 
intranet and flying the Progress PRIDE flag virtually.  

7. Chief Digital Transformation Officer 
We recently shortlisted for this position and we are now working our way through a 
series of virtual introductions to help candidates to orientate themselves ahead of the 
interviews which are due to take place on 16 July. 

8. Staff survey and action plan 
We have recently shared the outcome of the staff survey with staff and due to the 
change to 100% virtual working, invited them to help us to prioritise the action 
planning stages of this work. Staff forum representatives have been extremely 
helpful and are working with us to ensure that we take actions that will be of most 
relevance to staff now as we transition out of lockdown and we aim to share this at 
the next Board meeting. 
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