
The UCL Institute of Immunity and Transplantation 
(IIT) will be one of five leading centres of its kind 
across the globe, bringing scientists and clinicians 
together to research revolutionary new treatments.

The unique co-location of NHS care and university 
research means that patients, nurses, clinicians and 
scientists can easily work together to accelerate the 
development of new therapies for patients. 

Now that Camden Council has approved 
the ‘detailed basement construction plan’ for 
the Pears Building, the work on this pioneering 
and exciting project can start. See overleaf for 
more information.

In this newsletter we also highlight research into 
rare inherited metabolic conditions such as Fabry 
disease, and how a new treatment developed at the 
IIT is enabling a patient with Fabry to enormously 
improve his quality of life.
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We’re delighted that 
Camden Council has 
given the green light to 
start construction work 
on the Pears Building, 
home of the UCL 
Institute of Immunity 
and Transplantation. 
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Q&A with patient Tony Haymes

Pears project gets 

the green light

IIT research into inherited 

metabolic conditions 



 

Update on 
the building 
project
At the end of January, Camden Council approved the 
final elements of the section 106 agreement which 
controls how we can construct the Pears Building. 
This now means the Royal Free Charity, will be 
starting work in the next few weeks on securing the 
site and starting work.

Camden appointed an independent assessor to 
judge the plans we have set out. Their unanimous 
recommendation is that construction can begin, as 
we have proven that we will not bring harm to the 
hospital or other local buildings. The safety measures 
put in place include:

•  over 150 monitors of water levels and vibration

• an acoustic barrier to prevent noise transfer

•  plans to monitor road congestion and ensure 
construction vehicles stick to agreed routes 

•  a robust monitoring action plan to safeguard 
local buildings. 

With work to secure the site likely to begin shortly, 
the first noticeable activity will be the closure of the 
link road adjacent to the decommissioned car park. 
Traffic personnel will be on site to help drivers and 
pedestrians. Over the spring and summer, the car 
park will be demolished and the new Pears Building 
structure will start to take shape. We have established 
a construction working group to allow us to respond 
quickly to any issues raised by the local community. 

We welcome an open dialogue with residents. 

Do you have any 
feedback on this 
newsletter?
Please contact the communications 
team at: rf.communications@nhs.net,  
we would love to hear from you.

To read earlier issues, visit 
https://www.royalfree.nhs.uk/about-us/
investing-in-our-future/pears-building/ 

If you have any questions or 
comments on the construction process, 

please contact: 
Pearsbuilding.community@willmottdixon.co.uk

The Pears Building will be the home for the UCL 

Institute of Immunity and Transplantation (IIT) and 

function as a world-class medical research centre. It 

will bring together patients, doctors and scientists, 

enabling researchers to better understand the 

treatments that might benefit patients. 

More than 200 scientists and doctors will be based 

in the Pears Building to study how the immune 

system can cause diseases such as cancer, type 1 

diabetes and chronic infection. A major goal is the 

development of new biological therapies that take 

advantage of the patients’ own immune system to 

fight disease. Please turn over for more information 

about research at the IIT.

This project is a collaboration between the Royal 

Free London NHS Foundation Trust (RFL), the Royal 

Free Charity and University College London (UCL) 

and many local residents and organisations have 

supported us. Among these have been The Pears 

Foundation, which donated £5 million towards  

this project.

Work is due to start on the build before the end  

of the year.
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Why is the Royal Free Charity involved  

in this project?

The trustees of the Royal Free Charity were keen 

to fundraise and build a new facility which will 

advance medical research into immunity and 

transplantation for which UCL and the Royal Free 

London are acknowledged as world leaders.

The charity has agreed to fundraise, fund and build 

the Pears Building which is being designed by the 

renowned Sir Michael Hopkins and Partners.

What do you think will make the new 

building so special?

The Pears Building is a modern take on the old 

Hampstead Home Hospital and Nursing Institute 

which was founded in 1882 and in scope and size it 

matches it as closely as it possibly can. The trustees 

wanted a building which was architecturally 

significant which is why they appointed a leading 

architect to design a facility in keeping with the 

unique architecture of Hampstead.  The building 

will create a wonderful inclusive space for residents, 

patients and staff. I think when built it will amaze 

anyone coming up Haverstock Hill at how modern 

architecture can be so well integrated into the local 

character of the area.

How will the building project be managed?

As local residents themselves, the trustees 

understand the importance of delivering the 

building with the minimum of disruption. It’s not 

just about minimising disruption for local residents, 

clearly we have to be mindful of the hospital with 

its patients, and the fact that there is an active busy 

A&E department. In addition we will be building in 

the proximity of two local schools. However, when 

the trustees reviewed the possible locations for 

the Pears Building it was clear that from a medical 

point of view, building next to existing research 

labs and with access to operating theatres next 

door, this was the right place to be.

What’s the significance of this building?

There are currently 8,000 people in the UK waiting 

for a liver transplant and sadly a third will not 

receive one. Of those lucky enough to have a 

transplant, they will spend the rest of their lives on 

drugs to suppress their immune system to prevent 

organ rejection. On average the new liver will only 

last 12 years before they have to start the whole 

process again. To have a facility that looks into the 

reliance on drugs as well as how we use our own 

DNA to improve organ transplantation means this 

is a facility that stretches beyond the Royal Free 

Hospital into a national and international arena.

Explain how the partnership will work.

The Royal Free Charity is leading on the project 

and will own the building. The Pears Building will 

be unique in that we have brought together the 

NHS and a university and a charity to design and 

build a new world class facility for immunity and 

transplantation. It will be the most important 

research centre of its type outside North America 

and one of five leading global research centres 

into research into immunity and transplantation. 

This will hopefully allow patients at the Royal Free 

London to receive new cutting edge treatments 

before anyone else.

What do you say to critics of the build?

The Royal Free Charity trustees are fully committed 

to this project and unwavering in their support for 

this development. They see the real benefit it will 

give both to Royal Free London patients, who will 

benefit from the medical advances being made, 

and to the local landscape. Behind the scenes we 

are working incredibly hard with the proposed 

contractors to ensure that disruption will be kept  

to a minimum for the two year build.
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Welcome to the second 

edition of our newsletter, 

which will keep you up  

to date with progress  

on the Pears Building.
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The main occupant of the Pears Building will be the 

UCL Institute of Immunity and Transplantation (IIT), 

a world-class research facility. 

The IIT is currently located in the Royal Free 

Hospital, where scientists and clinicians are 

researching revolutionary new treatments for 

conditions including leukaemia and diabetes. 

When the Pears Building opens, the IIT will strengthen 

links between patients, doctors and some of the 

world’s leading scientists, supporting research and 

developing new treatments at a greater pace.

The IIT will be the most important research 

centre of its type outside North America and one 

of five leading global research centres in immunity 

and transplantation. 
Please turn over for more information about 

the project. In this edition, we also highlight current research 

into type 1 diabetes at the IIT and how researchers 

are working with local patients.
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What is your role in the IIT? 

I work in the Royal Free Hospital’s diabetes 

clinic, where part of my role is to give the local 

population the opportunity to take part in research 

that helps us to understand why people develop 

type 1 diabetes. Visitors to our clinic are mainly from the Camden 

and Barnet areas, and around 230 people so far 

have happily agreed to help the IIT’s research.

How does your work help people with 

type 1 diabetes?Among other things, our clinic offers a specialist 

insulin pump service for adults with type 1 diabetes. 

This type of therapy is particularly helpful for 

those who have severe recurrent hypoglycaemic 

unawareness as a result of insulin therapy. An insulin 

pump is a pager-size electronic device that provides 

the wearer with a tailor-made slow release of 

insulin, so they do not need multiple daily injections. 

The aim of the therapy is to offer improved control 

without ‘hypos’ (hypoglycemia), aiming to mimic 

better a normal pancreas’s insulin production. This 

means users suffer fewer negative effects and are 

able to get on with their lives more easily. We are 

able to treat many of our patients with these pumps, 

so about 30% of people in the local area with this 

type of diabetes use them, compared with just 1–2% 

of the general UK population.

The clinic also offers a pancreatic islet 

transplantation service. This is when healthy parts 

of a pancreas are taken from a deceased donor and 

put into a person with type 1 diabetes, enabling 

the recipient’s body to produce some of its own 

insulin. It is only a very small service at present, as 

it is quite an invasive treatment, but it is another 

way for people to deal with their severe recurrent 

hypoglycaemic unawareness and improve the way 

they live their lives. 

It is certainly an ideal model for the possible 

direction of stem cell research in the future.

How does your work help the researchers?

I recruit people with type 1 diabetes to help the 

research done in the IIT – the first time that this 

kind of opportunity has been available to residents 

in North London. People who sign up provide up to 

five blood samples over three years. These samples 

are a vital part of the research, enabling researchers 

to look at the stability of biomarkers over time and 

investigate the immunological characteristics that 

are shared. 
How do you think the IIT will improve the 

treatment of people with type 1 diabetes?

Our ultimate goal is to be able to develop and offer 

new trials and treatments. Our current research 

is the start of a journey that we hope will make 

future treatments for type 1 diabetes available 

faster for people living locally. 

The IIT in the Pears Building will be perfectly placed 

to do this, as it will bring scientists, doctors and 

patients together in one site – the only immunology 

research centre outside the USA to do so. 
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Welcome to the 
fourth edition of our 

newsletter, keeping 

the local community up 

to date with progress 

on the Pears Building 

and the UCL Institute 

of Immunity and 
Transplantation.
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Q&Awith Dr Miranda Rosenthal,

Consultant at the Royal Free Hospital 

and lead clinician on diabetes

Q&A with 
Miranda Rosenthal 

Type 1 diabetes

Construction update

Professor Lucy Walker with 

Research Associate Dr Frank Heuts

Patients who have had immune defects from birth 
or go on to develop them later in life will benefit 
from the ground-breaking work which will take 
place at the Pears Building, home to the UCL 
Institute of Immunity and Transplantation (IIT).What will make the IIT so unique is that doctors, 

nurses, patients and researchers will all be under 
one roof. This will ensure that treatment is totally 
integrated, instead of clinical and research teams 
working separately. 

This approach is absolutely vital if we want to see 
better treatments available for patients. At the 
moment it takes an average of 17 years for research 
to lead to potential new treatments for patients 
and we think that’s just too long.
Bringing researchers together with patients and the 
people who treat them will help us develop much 
swifter treatments that can benefit patients.Practically that means us coming together for 

meetings, sharing equipment, receiving training 
together and building personal interactions to 
achieve common goals. This ‘bench to bedside’ 
approach will be game-changing for patients.
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Why do you attend the Royal Free Hospital?I have what’s known as a primary immunodeficiency 

and every three weeks I have to come to the 
hospital from my home in Hertfordshire to have a 
life-saving infusion of antibodies, as essentially I 
have no immune system. Without this treatment I’d 
be in a very bad state; in fact, most likely I wouldn’t 
be here. I am convinced my mother had the same 
condition as me as she had many of the same 
symptoms and this condition is largely inherited. 
Sadly, she was never diagnosed and died aged 
just 53. So you can see this treatment is absolutely 
essential for me and my fellow patients. 
How does your condition affect your life?My job involves a lot of travel around the world 

as I’m chairperson of the International Patient 
Organisation for Primary Immunodeficiencies (IPOPI), 
but I have to schedule my diary so that every three 
weeks I can come back to the Royal Free and receive 
my infusion of immunoglobulin, which is a human 
plasma derived product containing antibodies. If I 
try and push it to four weeks I can tell my body isn’t 
happy and I’m slowing down. The treatment itself 
takes about two and a half hours and I just tend to 
work while I’m hooked up to a drip for my infusion. 
Before I was diagnosed nearly 30 years ago I had 
years of ill health including bouts of diarrhoea, 
bad skin problems and persistent coughing. I really 
couldn’t function properly. Getting the diagnosis and 
treatment enabled me to start living my life and I’ve 
grasped it with both hands. 
Why are you passionate about the Pears Building?

I run the patient group for primary immunodeficiency at the Royal Free and obviously 
it’s of huge importance for us patients. But we are 
also talking about research that will have wider 
benefits for people with all sorts of autoimmune 

conditions such as arthritis and Type 1 diabetes. 
One in three people are predicted to get cancer, 
but by understanding how the immune system can 
cause this disease we could see scientists develop 
new ways to successfully fight it. The research 
done in this building could be life-saving and life-
changing for so many people.
Do you understand why people might have reservations about the building?

I think Hampstead has such a unique reputation 
for literature and artists and I think it would be 
wonderful to have this world class centre for 
scientists. This institute will make such a difference 
to so many people’s lives. I know that it will be set 
within a thriving and busy community and I do 
understand residents’ concerns about the disruption 
the two year build will bring, but I strongly believe 
the results will be worth it and it will be a real 
source of pride for the area.
What are your hopes for the future? The immune system plays such a huge part in so 

many diseases from rarer conditions that perhaps 
haven’t even got a name, right through to cancer.  
I’m excited to be a part of the whole immunity 
community and I want to see the Pears Building up 
and running as soon as possible so that the work 
going on at the Royal Free Hospital can develop 
and grow. When I first started my treatment all 
those years ago I received my treatment in a hair 
dressing salon in the basement, which was allocated 
for two days of the week to treat patients. So much 
has changed since then for the better and there is a 
much greater understanding of the immune system 
and its importance. But there is still so much for 
scientists to discover and I think that by giving them 
a dedicated building where researchers, clinicians 
and patients are all under one roof, we can look 
forward to many scientific breakthroughs that will 
transform people’s lives. 
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Welcome to the third edition of our newsletter, keeping you up to date with progress on the Pears Building
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Q&A
with Jose Drabwell, a patient at the IIT

Q&A with patient Jose Drabwell 
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Jose meeting Prince Andrew at the opening of the Institute in 2013
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Focus on IIT research into 
lysosomal storage disorders

In this issue we hear about the work 
of Dr Derralynn Hughes, senior 
lecturer in haematology at UCL and 
clinical director of haematology, 
oncology and palliative care at the 
Royal Free Hospital.  

Derralynn’s IIT research work at the Lysosomal 
Storage Disorders Unit has changed the lives of 
hundreds of people with rare inherited metabolic 
conditions, such as Fabry disease. Derralynn 
examines the efficacy of enzyme replacement 
therapy and other new therapies in the treatment 
of these disorders. 

What is Fabry disease?

Fabry is caused by the deficiency of a particular 
enzyme. Symptoms typically first appear in early 
childhood, but they can be so variable and difficult 
to understand that sometimes doctors fail to make 
the right diagnosis. Children with Fabry disease 
can have intermittent pain in their hands and 
feet during an illness and in hot or cold weather, 
and have reduced sweating. They may also have 
diarrhoea alternating with constipation, vomiting 
and bloating. 

In adulthood it can lead to life-limiting effects such 
as kidney complications, strokes, bowel problems, 
an enlarged heart, hearing impairment and an 
inability to regulate sweating.

The road to success

The unit is a national designated specialist centre. 
People from across the UK come here for diagnosis 
and treatment, and Derralynn’s team has brought 
about some fantastic outcomes for patients. 

Original clinical trials at the IIT, approved in Europe 
in 2000, meant that patients could have enzyme 
replacement therapy for Fabry disease, which 
replaces the missing enzyme with intravenous 
infusions every two weeks. However, these 
injections take time and sometimes there can be 
difficulty with access to veins, so there has been a 
real desire for an oral treatment. 

Determined to give patients a better quality of life, 
Derralynn and her group took up the challenge 
and started to research a better option. They did 
the original laboratory screening work for phase 2 
studies here and, working closely with the sponsors 
and trial pharmacy teams, got approval for use 
of an oral treatment in the UK in April 2017. 
This treatment is really life-changing for patients 
because no injections are necessary and they are 
not dependent on being in a certain place at 
certain times to have them. 

Patient involvement

With its outstanding team of nurses and 
researchers, the unit looks after 400–500 patients 
with rare disorders, and has an exceptional 
international reputation with both patients and 
drug companies. Everyone attending the unit is 
offered the opportunity to participate in clinical 
trials or new treatments where appropriate, or 
join in basic science and observational studies 
that contribute to our understanding of the 
mechanisms and clinical features of these 
rare disorders. It also hosts and participates in 
numerous national patient meetings.

Dr Derralynn Hughes

The Institute 
in focus
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Tell us a little about yourself

I’m 55 years old and I’m married with two grown-
up sons. We’ve lived in Bedfordshire for 25 years 
and I work as a company director selling pumping 
equipment. I really enjoy keeping fit, especially 
running. Over the years I’ve entered many races, 
including quite a few marathons. 

Why do you attend the IIT?

It all started about three years ago, when out of 
the blue I had a serious heart complaint. I was 
rushed to the Lister Hospital in Stevenage, where 
the doctors suspected I had blocked arteries. At 
the Royal Brompton Hospital I was fitted with an 
implantable cardioverter defibrillator (ICD), a type 
of pacemaker. They believed I had hypertrophic 
cardiomyopathy, when the heart muscle cells 
enlarge and blood flow is blocked. Then after 
two years and incredible genetic testing, they 
discovered I had Fabry disease. I was lucky enough 
to be referred to the IIT at the Royal Free Hospital, 
where I met Dr Derralynn Hughes. She started me 
on enzyme replacement therapy in September 2016 
and since then my energy levels have increased.

What effect did this have on your life?

It was obviously a big shock to learn that I had a 
heart problem and then discover I had such a rare 
condition. I’d always been very fit and had no 
symptoms – even when running. Having the ICD 
meant that I could have a near-normal lifestyle, 
but I had to be careful in some situations and near 
certain machines or equipment. 

When I then got the Fabry diagnosis and started 
receiving enzyme replacement therapy, it certainly 
gave me a better outlook on life in terms of the 
illness. But the treatment affected my whole 
routine. Luckily I was able to have the enzyme 
replacement therapy at home, but this meant that 

every second Wednesday I had to be in a certain 
place at a certain time for 90 minutes, while a 
specialist nurse gave me the infusion. I had to plan 
my work, family life and any holidays around this 
fortnightly routine. 

What does 2018 hold for you?

Dr Hughes and the IIT team are about to start me 
on Migalastat, a new oral treatment that is better 
suited to my condition as it increases levels of my 
own enzyme. Best of all, it comes in a pill format. 
So I will simply have to take one pill every other 
day, rather than lengthy fortnightly infusions. This 
is a real game-changer! 

My life will be so much easier to plan – I now 
know I can travel when I want, work when I have 
to, and just have a normal routine without having 
to worry. It’s also really boosted my enthusiasm and 
general wellbeing.

What have your experiences been of the 
NHS and the IIT?

I really am very, very thankful to the NHS for the 
treatment I’ve had and the care I’ve received. 
Everyone I’ve encountered at the Lister, Royal 
Brompton and Royal Free hospitals has been so 
professional, kind and caring – and my treatment at 
the IIT has made a complete change to my life!
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Q&A
with Tony Haymes,
an IIT patient with Fabry disease

Tony and his family

Tony Haymes


