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Un-shielding for transplant patients  

Q&A with Dr Mike Stephens 

Consultant Transplant Surgeon, University Hospital of Wales 
 

Kidney Wales Facebook Community 

25 August 2020 

Key messages 

• Regular hand washing and careful social distancing remain the most important factors to prevent 

the spread of infection, until there is a vaccine or an effective treatment.  

• You are advised to wear a mask when you are out of the house and in any area where a social 

distance cannot be maintained.  Request your mask from Kidney Wales here!   

• Use the risk assessment tool produced by the British Renal Society to assess your own risk of 

undertaking certain activities.  Choose lower risk options where you can and consider alternatives. 

• Take measures to minimise the risk of infection posed by children returning to school by following 

the guidelines from the Renal Association and British Renal Society.   

• Encourage children to follow the advice to remain in their bubble for their year group; when 

children return from school, take uniform off straight away, get changed and wash hands; journey 

to school – minimise contact with other adults.   

• Employers have a legal obligation to ensure that work places are COVID safe.  If your employer 

can’t demonstrate that, you are advised not to return to work.  Work from home if you can.   

• It is safe to have close contact with your own and immediate family but be sensible about how far 

you widen your social group. 

• Going away in the UK, or anywhere you have control over the environment e.g. self catering, is 

reasonably safe.  Staying in a hotel is a slightly higher risk.  Going overseas, presents unpredicta-

ble problems – we don’t know as much about infection rates.  If you still want to travel abroad, pick 

somewhere where the infection rates are low or falling, which have a decent health care system 

and check you have the correct insurance cover in place. 

• There are lots of vaccines in development or under trial.  The majority are not live vaccines.  Very 

likely any vaccine will be safe for transplant patients and it is expected that transplant patients will 

be in a high priority group for the vaccine. 

 

Links to further information: 

• Renal Association and British Renal Society risk assessment tool 

• Coronavirus guidance for people with kidney disease, produced by Kidney Care UK. 

• Kidney Wales’ ‘top tips’ for un-shielding 

• Welsh Government Guidance for people extremely vulnerable to COVID-19 who have been 

shielding 

 

 

 

 

https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/06/10/face-coverings-kidney-patients/
https://renal.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Which-kidney-patients-are-at-greater-risk-from-COVID-19.pdf
https://renal.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Which-kidney-patients-are-at-greater-risk-from-COVID-19.pdf
file:///C:/Users/mi091283/Downloads/•%09https:/renal.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/08/Which-kidney-patients-are-at-greater-risk-from-COVID-19.pdf
https://www.kidneycareuk.org/news-and-campaigns/coronavirus-advice/
https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/08/17/top-tips-un-shielding/
https://gov.wales/guidance-people-extremely-vulnerable-covid-19-who-have-been-shielding
https://gov.wales/guidance-people-extremely-vulnerable-covid-19-who-have-been-shielding
https://gov.wales/guidance-people-extremely-vulnerable-covid-19-who-have-been-shielding
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Introduction 

On 25 August 2020 Dr Mike Stephens, Consultant Transplant Surgeon at the University Hospital of Wales, 

hosted a question and answer (Q&A) session on the Kidney Wales Community Facebook Group to provide 

the latest information ‘un-shielding’, primarily for transplant patients but the principles apply to anyone in 

the high risk groups.   

 

Questions were submitted in advance by 13 patients and 80 people joined the live session.  Key issues 

were: 

 

• What is the latest guidance for transplant patients, and those live on the waiting list? 

• Practically, what are the measures patients should take to keep safe? 

• Is it safe for me to return to work? 

• Is it safe for my children to return to school? 

• What is the latest up-date on the development of a vaccine? 

 

This is generalised guidance; please speak to your healthcare team to obtain advice appropriate to your 

individual circumstances. 

 

The recording of the session can be viewed here 

 

Where are we now? 

We are five months into the pandemic in the UK.  Things are much quieter on the ground than they have 

been and things are settling down for hospitals, which are starting to work towards getting back to nor-

mality.  Most transplant centres across the UK are back up and running but there are restrictions in place 

in terms of the patients they can see. 

 

The aim of this session is to help patients understand risks and be able to make positive and active deci-

sions about lifestyle choices.  By providing information about risk, patients can make informed decisions 

and remain in control as far as possible. 

 

What has happened to the transplant population? 

The virus is still new, there are lots of things we do not know.  But reasonably good data is available for 

what has happened to transplant patients in the UK.  This shows that for the general population, the risk to 

Coronavirus increases with age and the same is true for kidney patients.  If you are age < 40, most of the 

time, people manage reasonably well.  People over 60 or 70, the outcomes are not good.  The latest figures 

show that 2% of the kidney transplant population in the UK have had COVID 19 confirmed ie it’s a tiny pro-

portion of our population and is a reflection of good shielding measures.  The proportion of patients wait-

ing for a transplant who have had COVID-19 is closer to 4%, this reflects the fact that patients weren’t 

shielding as carefully as those who had transplants. 

 

Having a transplant changes how patients deal with the virus.  There have been 618 cases of kidney 

transplant recipients with COVID 19, of which 166 have died = 27% mortality rate.  Prevention is key as the 

outcomes are poor and vary with age.  There haven’t been any deaths of < 40 year olds with kidney  

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-BCpBwYq-P4
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transplants – the younger age group are not getting the virus as frequently and not as serious an illness.  

For over 70’s, almost 50% of patients have not survived.   

 

This virus is not good if you are a transplant patient, especially for older age groups.  Good news is that 

there is now less of the virus in our communities.  There has been a bit of a rise in some areas eg Cardiff, 

but over all there are lower levels.  This is the reason why the UK and Welsh Governments have paused 

the shielding advice.  That has caused mixed feelings from patients; some are positive, it’s an opportunity 

to do more; others are really apprehensive about it.  From speaking with patients, there are a few key are-

as worrying people: work, school and general social interaction. 

 

There are some great resources available for people who have been on the shielding list: 

 

• Kidney Care UK website: https://www.kidneycareuk.org/news-and-campaigns/coronavirus-advice/ 

• Renal Association and British Renal Society – useful infographics to assess levels of risk for  

different groups for different activities: https://renal.org/covid-19/ra-resources-renal-
professionals/covid-19-risk-stratification-resources-clinicians/infographics-help-patients-understand-
covid-19-risk/ 

 

There is often a lower risk option available for a variety of activities eg exercising outside alone or with 

your family is very low risk and good for your physical and mental well being.  Outdoor exercise is lower 

risk than going back to the gym.   Eating outdoors at a café is lower risk than eating at a restaurant in 

doors.    You are encouraged to do activities you feel confident to do, and think about the environments 

you are in and keep them in your control as far as possible.  Use the information available to make your 

own judgements and where possible, choose the lower risk options.   

 

The benefits of spending time outdoors and with other people are strong, but you need to be confident 

with how you approach it.  Build your confidence over time.  It’s likely we will see virus increases over au-

tumn and winter, when there are likely to be localised outbreaks.   

 

Wearing a mask wherever possible makes sense.  The data to support masks is not robust but what we 

are learning is that masks have a definite role, including encouraging people around you to wear them.   

 

Disposable gloves are not helpful outside of a hospital environment, and in fact may prevent good hand 

washing, which is much more important. 

 

Kidney Wales received questions from 13 patients in advance of the session.  The responses to each 

question provide generalised information and guidance.  Please speak to your healthcare team to discuss 

advice that is specific to you and your personal circumstances.   

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.kidneycareuk.org/news-and-campaigns/coronavirus-advice/
https://renal.org/covid-19/ra-resources-renal-professionals/covid-19-risk-stratification-resources-clinicians/infographics-help-patients-understand-covid-19-risk/
https://renal.org/covid-19/ra-resources-renal-professionals/covid-19-risk-stratification-resources-clinicians/infographics-help-patients-understand-covid-19-risk/
https://renal.org/covid-19/ra-resources-renal-professionals/covid-19-risk-stratification-resources-clinicians/infographics-help-patients-understand-covid-19-risk/
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1. I am currently live on the transplant list and was due to go back to work after 12 months off due to 

numerous hospital admissions last year in April. Due to pandemic and shielding this wasn’t possible. 

Now shielding paused I am keen to go back part time as I am on haemodialysis 3 times a week. My 

employers are fully supportive and are working to ensure it is COVID secure as my role was not one I 

could do from home. My question is due to the BBC news article regarding those on list and 3mth 

post transplant, is the advice from consultants and hospital likely to change to continue shielding 

and will letters confirming what we should be doing be issued? 

For most people, it is safe to return to work providing the place of work is COVID safe.  That is the legal 

responsibility of the employer to prove the environment is COVID safe.  If your employer can’t do that, don’t 

return to work.  Work from home if you can.  Some work environments are not possible to make COVID 

safe and it would not be sensible to return to that work place. 

 

2. I am now 60 years of age and have been on the transplant list for nearly two years as I did not have a 

live donor, now suspended because of COVID.  Please could you tell me when the over sixties will be 

allowed back on the transplant list? 

All UK transplant centres started transplanting in a cautious way.  For Welsh patients in Cardiff or Liver-

pool, there are some restrictions relating to age because the outcomes are poorer.  The centres want to 

show they can transplant safely, and to trial new processes in the patient group who are lower risk.  Car-

diff has had a busy few months, the environment is a lot different, much stricter about who can enter the 

ward.  Screening with COVID test before people are allowed on the ward – both for patients and staff.  The 

out patient department has changed, with patients moved quickly through the process.   

 

Cardiff will look to extend the transplant option to some of the older patients over 6, hopefully within the 

next month.  This has to be your individual decision.  The chances of getting the virus so far has been low 

due to shielding.  If shielding is relaxed and the infection rate increases, you must assess the risk factors 

as regards re-activiation on the list.  Please speak to your transplant team. 

 

3. If you have had Coronavirus as a transplant patient, are you still at higher risk?  

We still don’t know the answer to this.  We are following the national advice, if you have had COVID 19 and 

are fully recovered, you will be assessed and if you’re fully recovered, you could go back on to the list. 

 

4. My husband has IGA Nephropathy and is 7 years post transplant. Our 9 and 5 year old are due to 

return to school in the next few weeks. Do you have any advice about this?  

If you’re a transplant recipient who has children, it has to be an individual decision and you must weigh up 

the risks and benefits.   It’s so important for children to be back in education, medically we would not  
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suggest keeping children off school.   But what we don’t know yet is how easy it is for children to pass the 

virus to adults.  Coronavirus is not the same as influenza, which spreads easily amongst children and 

adults.  Find any way you can to get the children back to school, encourage them to follow the advice to 

remain in their bubble for their year group; when children return from school, take uniform off straight 

away, get changed and wash hands; journey to school – minimise contact with other adults.  Be sensible, I 

wouldn’t be excessively anxious about this, based on what we know at the moment. 

 

5. I work as a teaching assistant in a school with young children. Is it safe for me to return to work as a 

2m distance is unlikely to be possible? 

If you work in a school environment, apply the same risk assessment to ensure the work place is COVID 

safe.  It is difficult to see if you are actively working with children, if you could safely return to work. 
 

6. Is it safe to cuddle younger relatives or have them over for a sleepover? 

Keep your social group to a small a group as possible, keep close social interactions with them only.  The 

guidance in Wales s for children under 11 to not maintain a social distance.  Suggest caution with inter-

acting with a wider social group.  Safe to have close contact with your own and immediate family but be 

sensible a bout how far you widen your social group. 

 

7. I’ve been shielding and have received the letter with details of the lifting protocols. I read there that I 

can go shopping for food. Is it ok for us to visit the hairdressers, beauty salons etc? I haven’t found 

any specific information in any guidance. 

There has been some news coverage about transplant patients being advised to shield.  Shielding is only 

something that can be done with the help of Government eg free deliveries, furlough etc.  The 

Governments have paused shielding.  Without government support, we are talking about self-isolation.   

Data shows that the highest risk of serious disease is that in the first few months after transplant – for two 

reasons: your immune system will be at its lowest after the surgery; and patients are travelling to and from 

hospitals regularly.  What most transplant centres are advising, including UHW, is for patients to self 

isolate for three months after the transplant – no working, minimal contact outside of family and only go 

out to visit hospital.   

When it comes to the waiting list patients it is more tricky as you do not know how long the wait will be so 

we need to be more pragmatic.  The advice won’t be the same for each patient eg the younger the patient, 

the less strict the advice.  Regular antigen testing takes place for patients on the list in Cardiff, to minimise 

the risk of patients having the virus present when they are called for a transplant.  This is designed to 

make sure patients can have a less restrictive life while on the list.  Be as strict as you can with social 

distancing, work from home if possible and only consider going to work if the environment is COVID safe, 

but you don’t need to self isolate for the whole time they are on the waiting list.  Please have a good 

discussion with your kidney team to assess individualised risk.  We’re not suggesting all patients on the 

waiting list should self isolate. 

The official guidance is for those who were shielding to follow the same rules as the general population, 

but I would advise more caution for transplant patients.  If there’s a way for a friend/family/neighbour to do 

your shopping, that would be best or pick a quiet time yourself.   
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For the beauty salon – take a look at the risk assessment infographic.  Having a hair cut is reasonable if 

you are content with the measures in place.  Anything involving closer contact e.g. a facial, I would urge 

caution. 

 

8. I am trying to find out about guidance after shielding stops.  We will of course continue to do what 

we can to stay safe.  We don’t as such have an extended family bubble but my son and family who 

live in England want to stay with us next week  for 2 weeks Are people who attend dialysis allowed 

this to have visitors. My husband who is on dialysis has his own disabled bathroom. What are the 

guidelines? 

Entertaining people in your own house is higher risk activity.  If your family have been careful with isola-

tion for two weeks before they visit you, that would minimise the risk. 

 

9. Is it safe to go away on holiday within the UK or abroad?  

Going away in the UK, or anywhere you have control over the environment eg self catering, is reasonably 

safe.  Staying in a hotel is a slightly higher risk.  Going overseas, presents unpredictable problems – we 

don’t know as much about infection rates.  I would advise you to be careful with overseas travel, can you 

think of an alternative within the UK?  If you still want to travel abroad, pick somewhere where the infec-

tion rates are low or falling, which have a decent health care system and check you have the correct in-

surance cover in place. 

 

10. Is it safe to go swimming? 

Swimming is one of the safer in door activities, reasonable thing to do.  Check the systems and processes 

in place, especially in changing areas.  The pool itself is relatively low risk.  One of the better indoor activi-

ties to pick. 

 

11. As I'm under 40 I understand that my risk of death from COVID is relatively low, but what is the risk of 

longer-term effects? I am mainly worried about issues related to my kidney (rejection, loss of 

function) shortening the road back to dialysis (which terrifies me), but I also keep hearing about 

fibrosis of the lungs. 

One of the risks for a transplant patient during the pandemic is that they change their own medication 

without discussing with their transplant team because they are worried about COVID-19, or avoid follow-

up appointments, and either of these things can result in damage to the transplant kidney. It is important 

for transplant patients to continue their medication unless advised to change by their transplant team, and 

also to attend follow-up appointments as advised. If you get COVID19, a proportion of patients develop a 

problem with their kidneys, usually only if you get a bad episode of the virus i.e. requiring ITU admission. If 

you have had a mild infection, it is unlikely to affect kidney function long term.  With lung fibrosis, again 

risk is likely to be higher for patients who have had a severe episode of COVID 19.  The best thing is to 

avoid getting it! 
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12. In terms of any possible vaccines, those with a transplant cannot have "live" vaccines. I know the 

Oxford one is not "live" but does he know if any of the others in development are "live" or not please? 

Is it anticipated that the vaccine (a bit like the flu vaccine) just reduces symptoms rather than stops 

you getting Covid 19? 

There are lots of vaccines in development or under trial.  The majority are not live vaccines.  Very likely 

any vaccine will be safe for transplant patients.  Things are progressing with vaccination trials, ironically 

progress has been delayed as there is so little virus around to test the vaccine!  We have been asked at 

UHW by Welsh Government for numbers of patients, so we expect transplant patients will be a priority 

group.   

 

13. In the light of the shielding advice being lifted and the reluctance of the vast majority of the public to 

wear masks in supermarkets or shopping malls, could solid organ transplant recipients should be 

afforded access to N95 masks. 

The N95 masks are medical masks that are worn in hospitals when we know a patient has COVID.  It pre-

vents virus from passing through the mask (95% effective).  The normal surgical masks/face coverings, 

won’t stop the virus completely.   There are difficulties with these N95 and other masks, they are single 

use and have to be very carefully fitted – individually fitted, with a careful process for putting it on and tak-

ing it off.  On balance, it is probably correct that these masks should be used for medical staff in hospital 

environments.   

 

We don’t have evidence that face masks work in terms of preventing transmission in the community.  The 

First Minister has not yet advised that masks must be used.  Whereas in England, you have to wear a mask 

in a hospital environments.  Likely to see more evidence coming forward.  But wearing a mask does sug-

gest keeping a distance, as well as the Distance Aware badges and lanyards.  If you’re wearing a mask 

and you have had contact with some one COVID positive, if you are contacted through test and trace, you 

then don’t need to self isolate. 

 

14. Are live donors going to be added to vaccine numbers as a priority? 

May not be included in the first round because they aren’t at higher risk, but don’t know the answer for 

certain. 

 

15. Now that shielding has been paused, is there something that we are told we can now do where you 

would say "IF I WERE YOU, I WOULDN'T........." ??? 

Not one thing.  Try to understand the risks that are personal to you.  COVID 19 in transplant patients is bad 

news, so anything you can do to reduce risk is worth doing.  I don’t think this will be forever – I think we 

will find better ways of managing the situation.  But right now, be as sensible as possible and remember 

the benefits of exercise, children returning to school and returning to work.   

 

I wouldn’t go to a pub or indoor environment, and there is usually an alterative option that is lower risk eg 

eat/drink outside.   
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Be informed and take control of the situation as best you can.  Your kidney team can provide individualised 

advice, but you have to reach your own decisions about what is right for you. 

 

For reference 

• Distance Aware badges – available in clinic and from Kidney Wales (e-mail 

team@kidneywales.cymru). 

• Face masks – available from Kidney Wales, free of charge for any CKD patients under hospital 

care in Wales: https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/06/10/face-coverings-kidney-patients/  

Quote from a proud face mask wearer: “the kidney wales masks are really good - the best fitting 

ones I have had as they have adjustable bits on the elastic.” 

• Kidney Wales, in collaboration with Kidney Care and Paul Popham Fund are hosting a kidney pa-

tient conference at 5-6pm on 2 September online, with information and discussion about the ‘new 

norm’: https://www.kidneywales.cymru/get-involved/find-an-event/kidney-patient-conference-wales/ 

 

What you said about the Q&A session 
 

“I’d like to thank Dr Mike , Beth and all at Kidney Wales for taking the time to do these talks. I’m in 

an SPK FB group and we are the only group of patients that have had this opportunity.” 

 

“Thank you, was very informative. Helped me with my concerns and what is high risk.” 

 

“Thanks Mike and the team for another excellent Q&A session. It helps me keep up to date with any 

areas of concern.” 

 

“Thanks Mike and Kidney Wales! Always reassuring hearing from you. Looking forward to the 

conference.” 

 

“Thanks again Mike, really appreciate this Q&A again, it really helps settle the nerves a little. Cheers, 

keep safe ” 

 

 

 

mailto:team@kidneywales.cymru
https://www.kidneywales.cymru/news/2020/06/10/face-coverings-kidney-patients/
https://www.kidneywales.cymru/get-involved/find-an-event/kidney-patient-conference-wales/

