
the Virtual Doctors Registered Office: Sussex Innovation Centre University of Sussex, Falmer, Brighton, BN1 9SB. Registered 

Charity No:  1129924.  The Virtual Doctors Registered Company Number 06848059 (England and Wales).  

Administrative Office: Hanger 4, Cecil Pashley Way, Shoreham Airport, Shoreham-by-Sea, West Sussex, BN43 5FF. Tel: 

01273 454755 

1 
 

 
 
The Virtual Doctors  
Winter 2018 Report  
Insight & Update for our donors and supporters 

 

In our last update we reported that the first six months of 2018 were challenging, albeit exciting 
for the organisation.   The second half of the year has also tested us, and those many challenges 
still prevail, not least in securing the resourcing we needed to keep pace with our expansion 
strategy whilst paying the bills!  We are so grateful to our loyal supporters who, once again, 
continue to show a tremendous interest in our work; to those past donors who have helped us to 
grow and to also give welcome and update to new donors who have made contribution to our 
funding both in the form of traditional grant giving or through other active and creative ways. 

We hope you will find the detail in this report encouraging. 
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Update on Operations  
As of November 2018, we had 75 clinical officers using the service in 62 sites, making the Virtual 
Doctors available to a population catchment of 1.6million Zambians. Our strategy was to have 80 
trained users by the end of 2018 and at the time of writing this report some new sites have just been 
set up in Rufunsa district in Lusaka Province and Shibuyunji district in Central Province.  The clinical 
officers there received their training in early December,as shown in the photo below. 

 

 

Our clinical officers have mostly very positive feedback on advice they receive when using the app:1 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 Data as of November 2018 
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Given the remoteness of some 
of our sites, the significant 
reduction in hospital referrals is 
particularly heartening. Some of 
the sites we support in the 
districts of Kalomo and Zimba 
are huge distances from 
hospitals and complex cases 
would mean arduous and 
expensive journeys for the 
patients and their families. Our 
service enables patients to 
avoid these. 

We receive a lot of enquiries about our service and potential for partnerships.  For example, we have 
been approached by one of Africa’s leading Agri-investment funds.  The company has two farms in 
Zambia’s Central Province, in Kapiri Mposhi and Serenje. They are keen to sponsor local clinics 
offering the Virtual Doctors’ service.   Our Zambian team are exploring potential expansion into the 
relevant districts.   

We dealt with our 2,000th patient case in August of this year and are fast approaching 2,500.   The 
charts below show figures up until October 2018. This autumn’s downturn in the number of cases was 
disappointing and is due to several factors.  The most significant is the need to technologically update 
our App.  Although providing a lifeline, we have found increasingly that our App needs development 
and refining.  We are currently researching funding avenues for the £40,000 required to upgrade our 
technology so that we can provide an even more productive and targeted service. 

 

 

 

 

Working closely with the Zambian Ministry of Health, we now have the added benefit of being able to 
piggy back on their transport logistics and make use of their Ministry vehicles/personnel to transport 
mobile phones to rural and remote clinics in all the districts we operate.  This is a useful and welcome 
development which will help to reduce some of our costs related to trouble-shooting technical issues 
where we may have to retrieve or deliver a handset and assist with our training as we expand.  
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Clinical officers (COs) are using the App in increasing numbers and their feedback, as shown in the bar 
chart on p.2, is overwhelmingly favourable; an impression reinforced by their positive comments (see 
below) not only concerning the advice they receive, but also its educational value.  Improving learning 
is another of our core objectives.  We believe that this enhanced learning will help motivate and 
support the Clinical Officers and by improving their education, it will aid capacity-building, and help 
the Ministry of Health in Zambia strengthen their health care delivery in rural areas.     

In addition to the pre-approved general medical 
information element of our site, a forum has been 
set up to provide medical tips and encourage cross 
fertilisation of knowledge among CO peer to peer.  
Our UK volunteer Medical Team also produce  bi-
monthly topical podcasts recorded by two long 
serving medical volunteers, Fran Fieldhouse and 
Minnie LaCamp.  

This is a highly interactive initiative with Fran and Minnie tailoring their podcasts to medical subjects 
that are particularly relevant to the COs’ cases.   Recent topics include the valued skill of taking a 
comprehensive patient history, community-acquired pneumonia and conducting a respiratory 
examination.   The COs also use their WhatsApp group to share their experiences, and their increased 
engagement can help us further refine our service.  

What Clinical Officers say 

Recent comments highlight a desire to constantly increase their own knowledge and ability to provide 
improved healthcare to their communities: 

• “Virtual Doctors has been very helpful and useful, they are cases that we have limited 
knowledge about and with the help of the Virtual Doctors we handle those cases with 
confidence” Josias Phiri  

• “Thank you to the Virtual Doctors for increasing your response time. Keep it up” Godwell 
Siame 

• “Thank you very much for the above information. Learning is taking place” Jonathan Tapalu 
 

Our work depends on the invaluable resource of our volunteer doctors, who are based predominantly 
in the UK but with small but growing numbers based in urban centres of Zambia. We now have 100 
approved volunteer doctors on our register, covering more than 20 medical specialties. Given that our 
cases call regularly on the expertise of paediatrics, orthopaedics and dermatology among others, the 
diversity of specialisms is particularly welcome.  In the past month, we have also called on the 
expertise of a burns specialist and an ophthalmologist on two occasions. 

 

A comment from one of our volunteer “Virtual Doctors”  

“It’s incredible to sit in my kitchen giving advice to a clinician on the other side of the world that will 
help them given potentially life changing treatment to their patient.  So simple and effective”. 

 

https://www.virtualdoctors.org/fran-minnies-podcast-page/
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In the Field: Case Studies 
 

In recent months we have had a number of cases where the knowledge-sharing of the Virtual Doctors 
has helped save lives.  In October a 2-year old boy was brought to Chongwe District Hospital having 
drunk some insecticide.  He was unconscious, unresponsive and with dilated pupils.  Although the 
family lived close to a hospital, the CO who called on a volunteer doctor admitted that, while he is 
“based at a hospital setting, unfortunately the doctors are overwhelmed”.  The volunteer doctor’s 
advice - including intravenous drips, maintenance of open airways, and counteracting the toxicity of 
the poison - contributed, much against the odds as the doctor himself acknowledged, to the child’s 
life being saved. 

Earlier this year, a woman in considerable pain was treated for a swollen stomach. The attending CO 
in Sichitema Mission Hospital sought advice from one of our volunteer doctors. Their exchanges ruled 
out many possibilities and it was concluded that the patient had a bowel obstruction and required 
urgent treatment. The woman was subsequently referred to the hospital and had an immediate very 
necessary laparotomy to remove the obstruction. 
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Malawi Trial 
 

Logistical and technological challenges delayed our expansion into Malawi, but we have now 
overcome these, and are delighted to announce that our trial in 6 clinics in and around Lilongwe is 

underway. Our Zambia team have been in Malawi to 
train the first users of the App there. We have had an 
immediate positive response from one of our new COs, 
James, in Nsaru, who said on his first day, “The app is 
just cool, very useful and easy to use!”  

We have the backing of the Malawi government and of 
the country’s leading mobile telephone provider. We 
are very grateful to our donors for making this 
expansion possible. 

Other Activities 
 

Income Generation 

The end of our financial year is fast-approaching and early indications are that we have hit an all -
time high for our income levels in the Virtual Doctors track record of fundraising.  Our budget was 
ambitious, and we knew it would be tough so despite this optimism disappointingly we didn’t quite 
manage to achieve our full target.  Our Executive Director and the Trustees have had to make some 
difficult decisions over the past few months, seeking to make cost savings wherever we can.    These 
contingency steps have enabled us to sustain our service and stay on track to expand. We must 
maintain our best efforts to secure new income streams so if you know someone who you think 
might be interested, like you, in helping us, please spread the word. 

We could not do what we do without the wonderful support of our donors and we are very grateful 
to the general public and the organisations who have generously supported us this year.   Some of 
you are old friends and others are newcomers.  Amongst our many donations, more than £90,000 
has been donated by Trusts and Foundations, and a team of 16 runners raised over £11,000 by 
taking part in the Royal Parks Half Marathon including a team from Landmark Information Group 
(and associated companies). We’ve seen a slight upturn in monthly giving and some of our volunteer 
Doctors have set themselves fundraising challenges too. We’ve enjoyed the ongoing support of the 
congregation of the United Church Dorchester and have been chosen as the benefitting charity for a 
Christmas Appeal by the St Marks Overseas Aid Trust in Reigate. 

Twinning Scheme  

Our latest funding initiative is a clinic twinning scheme.  We are challenging UK surgeries (as well as 
hospital wards and outpatient clinics) and the communities they serve, to raise a minimum of £1,000.   
The UK facility supporting the scheme will ultimately be twinned with a Zambian clinic and the funds 
raised will help fund the Virtual Doctors’ service, improving the lives of many.  

Uptake of the twinning scheme has already proved popular.   Our Medical Team are championing the 
scheme and are encouraging their own surgeries to get involved.  Leading the way is Fran 
Fieldhouse’s Abingdon Surgery who have almost reached their target.  They have been joined by 
another central Oxford medical practice as well as the surgery of another Medical Team member,  
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Simon Gazeley in Bingley.   We are now seeking to promote the scheme in the South East.  We are 
very much hoping we can roll this programme out further, as it increases awareness of our work and 
raises precious funds for the clinics and their patients in Zambia.  

Welcome to our new Zambian Team 

Virtual Doctors (Zambia) Ltd is now up and running with some of the previous NGO Office Bearers 
being appointed as Directors  

Having this legal entity in country gives us some flexibility around employing contractors as well as 
strengthening local relationships and offering local insight.  We are delighted to welcome Consider 
Mudenda who, as our new Project Manager, joins Stellah Chilembo in our Lusaka office.   

 

Stellah Chilembo   Consider Mudenda 

What we say to you…  
On behalf of all those patients who have recovered as a direct result 
of your support, we would like to extend a heartfelt THANK YOU. Your 
ongoing support is making a considerable difference and we could 
not do what we do without your support.   
 
Finally,   
 

“Season’s Greetings” from all the Virtual Doctors team. 

 
 

 

  

Huw Jones - Executive Director 

 

Ian Kerr Chairman of Board of Trustees 

 
 
Congratulations to Jonathan Tapalu who submitted the winning photograph in our Clinical Officers competition “the best of 
Zambia”.  Our preferred option is ”Purple Cabbages”.  Cabbage is actually listed as one of the world’s healthiest foods too – 
so a hidden bonus!  

For more information go to www.virtualdoctors.org 
 

December 2018/HJ-JN 

https://www.virtualdoctors.org/the-team/
http://www.virtualdoctors.org/

