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Leo's has seen substantial growth
since the COVID-19 pandemic
lockdown, and our provision was
needed more than ever.
Families were in crisis from shielding isolation
or being allowed a maximum of two hours a day
visiting their baby on the neonatal unit.
We saw unprecedented need for our services to fill
a huge gap in NHS and Local Authority provision,
a gap which we successfully filled with the pilot of
the Nurture Project.

Prior to COVID-19, all our support was
done face to face either on a neonatal
unit or in various community spaces
around the region.
We saw unprecedented need to support our families
with their own dedicated space, especially as they
have vulnerable children and NHS visiting restrictions
are still in place for neonatal units.

In response to the pandemic lockdown, all
our provision was moved online to Zoom,
Skype or via telephone calls.
Our families are suffering through isolation but are fearful
of entering areas which people without shielding or without
vulnerable children attend. We have seen a gap in the care
we offer, which could be filled in response to COVID-19.

In June 2020, we were awarded substantial funding
from The National Lottery, Comic Relief, The Tees
Valley Community Foundation and The County Durham
Community Foundation to launch the Nurture Project.
The Nurture Project was the first of its kind in the UK, in direct response to
COVID-19 and the concerns facing our families. The project is piloting for
6-months, however our team are continuing to source longevity funding as this
service is a lifeline for neonatal families.
The project allows us to treat PTSD, postnatal depression, anxiety, attachment
concerns, sensory processing disorder amongst many other mental health and
child development concerns.

We aim to work in line with the
National Neonatal Critical Care Review
framework as evidenced here:
“Ensuring clear pathways for
identification of mental health need
and onward referral, including to more
specialist services where necessary
(e.g. where parents are experiencing
moderate/complex – severe mental
health problems). This should include
partnerships with local specialist perinatal
mental health services and networks
where appropriate.”

For our services to resume to a safe level of
normal, our board of trustees are proposing
that Leo's launches the first ever 'Neonatal
Respite' centre in the UK.
The Nurture Centre would focus on
parent and infant mental health, and child
development of children who have a difficult
start to life.
The centre, as outlined in this document
will not only support a large community in
desperate need of mental health and child
development support, it will reduce isolation,
social isolation and continue to fill gaps the
NHS cannot fill. The centre will also support
our fundraising efforts.

Who are we?
Leo's is a charity which supports the mental
health, physical health and social well-being of
families who have had a sick or premature baby
in the North East of England. Our work spans
across five neonatal units including The James
Cook University Hospital, Darlington Memorial,
University Hospital of North Durham, The
University Hospital of North Tees and Sunderland
Royal. We work closely with the Northern Neonatal
Network, Northern Perinatal Mental Health
Network and the Local Maternity Service.

We are a parent-led charity with extensive
first-hand knowledge and experience of
neonatal care, neonatal bereavement and
paediatric care. Our board of trustees
combines neonatal parents with NHS
professionals and lay members to ensure
we offer well-rounded provisions for
families.
In 2019 we founded the world's first
awareness week dedicated to neonatal
mental health to raise awareness and
campaign for better support.
In 2020 we launched The Nurture
Project, a targeted response to
COVID-19, the provision offered was the
first of its kind in the UK.

What do we do?
• Peer support from ex neonatal parents
• Counselling with trauma specialists
• EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitisation and
Reprocessing)
• vCreate - A secure video and picture
messaging service which allows neonatal
teams to send regular updates from
the ward
• Wellbeing boxes
• Community support groups
• Neonatal yoga
• Sign language
• Occupational Therapy to help child
development
• Neonatal First Aid classes
• Bereavement support for neonatal loss
including counselling and peer support

• Baby massage
• NBO (Newborn Behavioural Observations)
• Child counselling (high intensity and low
intensity)
• Attachment support
• Advocacy
• 1:1 Occupational Therapy for child
development
• Heartbeat bears
The services provided by Leo’s give families the
tools to rebuild their life after trauma, and our
work is designed by parents for parents. Their
journey is at the heart of everything we do.

Our vision:
The Leo’s Nurture Centre would be the
first of its kind in the UK to respond not
only to neonatal mental health, but to
neonatal child development.
With babies being saved as early as 21+6 weeks, weighing
as little as 500 grams or needing life-saving treatment
which several years ago did not exist, the trauma these
families face, and the ongoing needs of these children can
last years. In some cases, a lifetime.
We are the only charity in the North East providing
this level of targeted parent-led interventions for this
community. More than 3,500 babies require neonatal
care in the North East of England. Our work covers five
neonatal units which has more than 1,500 admissions
each year.
Since the start of the Nurture Project in July 2020, 20%
of families are deemed high risk (e.g. suicidal ideation,
attempts, severe trauma etc), 60% of families are
accessing counselling, 40% are accessing peer support,

25% have siblings in need of additional provision, and 90% of
families access our groups or solo play sessions.
We fill the gaps the NHS cannot provide and
ensure a robust service is offered to every single
family which refers into our care. Our care spans
from the infant up to the grandparent and make
sure everyone featuring in the family unit can
access support.
When the COVID-19 pandemic lockdown struck
the UK in March 2020, many of our families were
shielded, and families delivering babies who needed
neonatal care were allowed 2 – 5 hours a day to
visit their children. These visiting measures are still
in place in multiple hospital trusts.

The long-term damage to these families,
if not supported quickly and in a timely
manner could be devastating.

We are already seeing an increased need in counselling support,
peer support and attachment concerns as a result of this.
Our provision pre-COVID-19 was done face to face, and all
community provision was provided in various hubs and centres
across the region. To keep families safe during COVID-19 and
centralise our work for the safety of this community, Leo’s now
needs a centre.
Having spoken to families daily during the pandemic, a key
theme which came out was the suggestion that we should have
our own place. Families want a safe space they can go to, to do
classes, access peer support and counselling, spend time with
other neonatal families, they would much rather come to a place
which is only used by us, our team and families like theirs.
This includes bereaved parents, who have said if they had
somewhere to go after a counselling session to unwind, they
would.

This centre would allow families to access provision like never before,
they could attend counselling and peer support, neonatal yoga and
baby sign language, occupational therapy drop in clinics and more,
our specialist support groups can all be in one place.
Offering this community of families respite, a safe -haven, a place
where parents / carers, siblings, grandparents and infants can get
holistic support for all of their needs is something that has never
been done before for this community in the UK.
Our families suffer from PTSD, postnatal depression, anxiety, suicidal
ideation and attempts, OCD, panic disorders and attachment issues
to name but a few. A dedicated respite centre could make the
difference to a family's life.
The children we care for can have a variation of needs such as
quadriplegic Cerebral Palsy, tracheostomy’s, genetic conditions,
Down Syndrome, respiratory conditions such as Chronic Lung
Disease, and developmental delays or autism.
We care for a community with a wide range of needs, but we can
support many, and in some cases all aspects of those needs with our
teams through a holistic approach.

Our community:
Our community is a mix of parents / carers, disabled children or children with
additional needs, their siblings who can often be young carers, grandparents,
and parents who have tragically lost a baby on a neonatal unit.
They all have a wide variety of needs which our team at Leo’s can meet.
We are members of our LMS (Local Maternity System), Northern Neonatal
Network, Northern Perinatal Mental Health Board and work closely with the
Institute of Health Visiting. These are our major stakeholders.

Impact:
As the only parent-led neonatal mental health and child development charity
based in the North East of England, we understand first-hand the impact our
work has on the community we serve. We have raised multiple initiatives which
have positively impacted the quality of lives of disabled children and saved the
lives of adults who have been suicidal as a result of neonatal trauma.
A testimonials area is later in the document.
When speaking to neonatal parents, including those who have suffered
bereavement, we asked them if they would attend a centre which was solely for
neonatal families.

Here’s what they said:

“This would be great, especially for our community
playgroups, knowing where you are, and where we are going
for all various support would be helpful. It would be excellent
for counselling.”

“As a bereaved parent, I wish you had somewhere I could
just go to allow myself to get out of the house and be around
the team. I feel safe with Leo’s and a place where I could
go a day each week, or if I felt I was struggling would be
massively beneficial”
“It would be a fantastic idea, and something we could use
as our children grow up too, not just for when we are on
maternity leave. Being able to access all the services in
one place would be much more beneficial and I would feel
more comfortable. It would also allow my mum to bring my
daughter when I’m back at work.”

“I would definitely use the centre, it would need
to have good road links and accessibility for us
with our child.”

100% of the parents we
asked agreed they would
attend the centre.

Our community reach through our vCreate service is more than 1,300
families per year, before COVID-19, we were accessed by more than 200
families each year for post discharge provision, this number is increasing
at a huge rate due to the Nurture Project. Our first month of the Nurture
Project saw 28 families refer in for care, that equates to 120 individual
family members accessing provision.
Our team cares for a wide ranging group of parents and infants with
different needs including: neonatal loss, surviving twins / triplets, multiple
families, siblings, dads’ mental health, support for children with ASD
diagnosis, children with respiratory needs, children with neurological needs,
children with gastroenterology needs and many more.
When looking at the impact this centre would have, we have split the
breakdown into four core areas including...

Child Development:
Children born preterm, or at term and needing life-saving treatment, are more
likely than children born healthy at term to have Special Educational Needs (SEN).
The earlier a child is born and the lower their birth weight, the greater the risk of
neurodevelopmental delay. Families, children and educational staff need support
to understand the impact of preterm birth on sensory, motor and cognitive
development.
Families who have experienced neonatal care have experienced trauma. Sensory
based play areas that support relationships, attention and regulation are vitally
important to each families well being and each child’s development
Siblings of babies who have spent a period of time on the NICU can also face issues
of their own which can impact on their development, behaviour and emotional
regulation.
The centre would create an inclusive environment for children of varying ages, and
abilities, ensuring the most nurturing support was given to every child entering the
Leo’s Nurture Centre.
We will have specialised sensory and developmental area with dedicated aids to
support the child’s true potential.
This area will be designed with dedicated specialist occupational therapists to
encourage child development.

Social Isolation:
Families who have had a sick or premature baby are often isolated
when they are discharged from inpatient care. Friends, unless they
have had time on a neonatal unit, can often fall away. This leaves many
families in our community extremely vulnerable to mental health
concerns, especially those impacted by the COVID-19 NHS neonatal
visiting restrictions.
Leo’s also cares for a large proportion of families who were shielded,
or continue to shield from COVID-19, Flu, RSV etc and are becoming
increasingly isolated. These families a fearful to enter the normal world,
with many citing that interaction with the public makes them feel
incredibly uneasy and scared for their child’s safety. A number of these
families have been extensively triggered by the images of adults on
ventilators which has caused PTSD symptoms for many of our families,
as their children have been placed on ventilators.

Mental Health:
The biggest priority for the team at Leo’s is mental health.
Our board members understand first-hand the trauma
of having a baby on a neonatal unit, as well as sadly losing
a baby on a neonatal unit. And, as an organisation which
supports perinatal, adult and, child infant mental health on
a daily basis, we hear regularly what a devastating impact a
neonatal stay can have on a family.
This gives us concise insight into the needs of our parents.
Since COVID-19 disrupted the UK, our teams have struggled
to get face to face support to parents, the type of the
support they are in desperate need of.
Leo’s works with a whole family approach, and ensuring
the emotional well-being of all involved, and effected by, a
neonatal stay is vital in our care to our families.
Being able to provide a safe, clean and controlled
environment which families can visit for treatment such as
counselling, EMDR or to safely socialise with other neonatal
families is what our community is crying out for.

Education:
As the NHS invests more money into mental health,
including perinatal mental health, which our families fall
under, we are in a unique position to educate local and
national NHS teams, and local authorities on the longterm implications of neonatal stays. With this in mind
we believe having our own local Neonatal Centre would
give us the opportunity to further develop our training
for professionals to access to increase their knowledge
and understanding on caring for and supporting families
on NICU effectively and appropriately.
It also allows us, with our key connections within the
neonatal and professional community to support parent
education around weaning, feeding aversions, sensory
processing concerns, mobility and more.
In summary, a place where our main care provision
can be provided in one place (with the exception of
occupational therapy, attachment and the NBO), has
never been more needed.

What can the centre offer?

(Please note these will all be compliant with NHS and LA guidelines)
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Face to face peer support
Face to face counselling
Face to face EMDR or CBT
Neonatal Yoga
Sign language
First Aid
Messy play sessions
Music sessions
Sibling support groups
Private bookable times for families who
don’t want to do socialised sessions or
drop ins
• Child counselling
• Drop-in sessions for NHS professionals
(e.g. physios / SALT / dieticians)
• Community support for 6 week midwife
check (if family is in the community), ability
for health visitors or social workers to visit if
needed

• Sensory area for solo play sessions
• NHS & Local Authority training on neonatal mental
health
• Bereavement support groups
• Support groups for dads
• Providing a base for the peer support, admin and
management team from Leo’s
• Safe and secure environment for sensitive
information
• Ability to do on-site fundraising such as raffles, sell
merchandise, donation tins
• OT drop-in sessions - it is possible for families to
access timely, age appropriate services that can help
remediate any emerging difficulty. OT would also be
able to provide education and advice to schools on
supporting optimal sensory development to enable
each child to access the school curriculum.

What will it look like?
We anticipate the centre to be split
across two floors. This will allow us to
create safe, controlled socially distanced
spaces to allow for mental health and
well-being support, child development,
nurture support and education.
The design process will include input
from the Leo’s team, dedicated
occupational therapists who specialise in
children’s sensory needs and neonatal
parents.

Room 1: Child development area
This area will have a bespoke
design to bring exciting adventures
to our children who have all
different levels of abilities. Rich in
colour and with extensive activity
designed to support the sensory
system, the child development area
will support and aid a child’s skills.

Room 2: Sensory room
Many of our children have additional
sensory needs, we will be creating a
dedicated and bespoke sensory room
to support their sensory and tactile
systems, as well as building on their
fine and gross motor skills. The room
will also provide a safe space for
parents or carers.
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Social area:
Our families have told us how much they are wanting to meet
others in similar situations, but COVID-19 is stopping this. We will
create a unique area designed around social distancing measures
which will allow families to safely socialise, eat, drink and relax.
In this area we aim to have a small café type environment which
serves outsourced food. We understand many of our children have
dietary requirements which we aim to support through the café.
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Room 3: Family room / wellbeing room
The downstairs family room / wellbeing room will be a dual use
room. This will serve as a counselling room for parents / carers /
family members who would like their counselling downstairs.
It will also be available to our partners such as NHS professionals
to run ‘drop in’ clinics for neonatal families.

Room 4: Activity room
This room will be a hive of activity, with everything from
baby and toddler yoga, to sign language, neonatal first
aid, baby massage, musical classes, messy play and more.
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First floor: front of house
Room 1: Office

A socially distanced space for our core team to work from.

Room 2: training room

As highlighted above in the document, we will be using the
centre to facilitate training to local and national NHS teams, local
authority staff to highlight the impact on neonatal families.

Wellbeing Zone
The back half of the upstairs will be our dedicated wellbeing zone,
decorated and styled completely differently and sectioned off in
its own area. This part of the centre will feature two rooms where
counselling, peer support and EMDR will take place.
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Overview
The pandemic has secured that we at Leo’s, provide a specialist
service currently like no one else in the region, and that this group
of families need on-going support which only we can provide.
With many local services not being reinstated due to the risk of local
lockdowns, this leaves our families largely unsupported. Ongoing,
and consistent support is crucial to this community.
It is safe to say that we need to continue to adapt and upgrade our
care provisions whilst the COVID-19 response grants are available
to secure the future of Leo’s.

Parent Testimonials
“Leo’s has helped my mental health by providing valuable support from a counsellor
during the pandemic. I was lucky enough to be accessing the counselling support before
COVID-19 hit, I am not sure what I would have done without someone to normalise my
fears of the virus.
We were told to shield as our son is classed as clinically extremely vulnerable to Covid-19.
This made us close our doors to friends and family and the normal life that we knew.
A lot of friends and family were supportive of our decision to shield but sadly a lot have
made us feel like we are overreacting.
The virus has made me very anxious, and the support from Leo’s around my mental health
has been crucial. The problem with the virus is there is no cure so even when shielding is
paused our future is still uncertain. I do know that Leo’s will be there to support us through
this.
Leo’s has supported us by letting us have access to neonatal yoga, occupational therapy
support and sent us wellbeing packs and kind words of support in the post when lockdown
began. Most people don't understand what it means to shield, and it has meant the world to
me to be able to speak to Lottie and other parents that understand and realise that we are
not over dramatic.
I will be forever grateful to Leo’s for all of the support I have received since we left hospital.
I honestly don’t know what we would do without this service. Life changing support that we
are lucky to have access to.”
Emma, mum to Charlie

“After struggling for over two years with the loss of my twin boys, I finally reached
out for help in March 2020. I referred myself to Leo’s which was the best decision
I have ever made. A team member rang me the next day and spoke to me,
they understood exactly how I was feeling and talked me through some of my
feelings. She got me the help I needed, every week myself and my peer supporter
still have contact, and each week I feel like a little bit more weight has been lifted off
my shoulders.
I was at a stage in my life where I no longer wanted to be here. I wanted to go join
my boys up in heaven even though I had another two children that needed me. Leo’s
have helped me see that my children living with me need me more than my boys in
heaven, they helped me talk about how I am feeling and helped get me back on the
right path to living some sort of normal life again. I could not thank Leo’s enough for
what they have done and keep doing for myself and my children. Leo’s charity goes
above and beyond for each and everyone. I owe them my life thank you.”
Chelsea Wilkinson, mum to Joe and William

“It is hard to put into words just what Leo’s have done for us as a family. Our world was turned
upside down in 2018 when we were pregnant with twins and they became very sick. One of
our boys (Alex) died in utero, and our survivor David was born at 26 weeks weighing only 854g.
We were on the NICU, stressed, anxious, bewildered, grieving for Alex and the pregnancy we
had felt robbed of. We contacted Leo's and Lottie came to speak to us - it was a huge source of
comfort and support. She didn't judge how we were feeling, listened and most importantly just
"got" all the complicated emotions we were experiencing. Little things such as Christmas gifts
and a Christmas photoshoot on the ward were so welcome - the support we got really helped us
through some dark patches on the NICU.
Since leaving NICU the support has continued, which has been even more vital as there was a
lot of fear around bringing David home away from the relative safety of the unit. David has some
additional needs but Leo's have put us in contact with Zoe's Place for respite care. They have
worked with Kalma Baby to provide specialist baby yoga sessions for neonatal babies which David
loves. There are dedicated neonatal soft play sessions which help our daughter feel like she is
doing "normal" things whilst we know everything is clean and safe for David. Most importantly,
as anxious post NICU parents, these sessions give us a chance to go and meet other parents
who again understand what it is like - often standard playgroups can feel very isolating. There is
also a bereavement group and a dedicated counsellor who we can work with about our grief and
trauma - again, it is hard for services that are not specialised in this area to understand.
Leo's have become an integral part of David's journey and part of the family. We are incredibly
grateful for everything they have done and continue to do, and to all those who support their
incredible work. I hope they realise just what an amazing thing is that they do and just how much
of a difference they have made to us.”
Kim Kenchington, mum to David, Alex and Isla

“I contacted the team at Leo's shortly after losing my son in a desperate plea for help. My
mental health was suffering, and I was struggling to cope with day to day life. My peer support
team member regularly kept in touch throughout the pandemic ensuring I was safe and not
left alone with my thoughts. She arranged counselling to help with my mental state, contacted
the GP on my behalf as I did not feel they understood my condition, assisted with filling in
forms or anything at all that I've needed.
I have also received mindfulness support items by post to keep my kind occupied whilst alone
during the day. The charity has done more for me than I could have imagined. Not to mention
all the lovely memorabilia we received whilst being on the ward which are now scattered
around the house to remind us of our son. I don’t know where I'd be without Leo's.
The support I have been receiving has been amazing and I am so grateful.”
Stacey, mum to Kingsley

“Despite the restrictions, over the last 13 weeks Leo's has overcome
barriers to ensure that we have received the same level of support as
we usually would have had the pandemic not happened. After getting in
touch with the team, we have received endless support, from being sent
books to read to our baby on the unit, providing weekly peer support
over the phone, counselling session via zoom, putting us in touch with
other parents, sending father's day gifts--their support has been endless.
This journey that we have been on would undoubtedly have been a more
scary, lonely and daunting one had it not been for the support we have
received from Leo's. It has increased our confidence, boosted our morale
provided us with a network of support that friends and family could not
possibly have provided unless they had experience this themselves.
The charity clearly has parents of sick and premature babies at the heart
of their ethos and we will be forever grateful for the support that they
have shown us during such a difficult time in our lives.
Not only have we had this current support but have been assured
that we will be supported as we make the next step in our journey and
hopefully take our baby home. Again, a daunting prospect eased with the
knowledge that Leo's endeavour to support us every step of the way.”
Laura Hurren, mum to Elijah
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