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Review of top jobs in 
NHS urged after fraud
JEMMA CREW AND RYAN HOOPER 
Press Association

THE case of a convicted fraud-
ster who rose from the ranks of 
nurse to chief executive has 

been highlighted by a watchdog as 
cause to review how NHS trusts are 
employing “fit and proper” directors.

Paula Vasco-Knight was given a 
suspended prison sentence at Exeter 
Crown Court in 2017 after she admit-
ted abusing her position to pay her 
husband, Stephen Vasco-Knight, just 
over £11,000 from her budget for a 
leadership improvements document 
which was never completed.

Vasco-Knight, from Liverpool, had 
been in charge of South Devon NHS 
Foundation Trust and was the 
national lead for equalities and 
diversity for NHS England in 2013 
when the fraud was committed. Her 
husband also received a suspended 
jail term for his role.

A Parliamentary and Health Ser-
vice Ombudsman report has found 
the Care Quality Commission (CQC) 
must review how it ensures trusts are 
not making errors when recruiting to 
top positions.

The report came after whistle-
blower Clare Sardari complained 
that the CQC – which itself regulates 
health and social care services in 
England – failed to adequately over-
see the re-employment of Vasco-
Knight following a separate serious 
misconduct accusation.

Ms Sardari raised a “genuine con-

cern” in 2014 that Vasco-Knight 
arranged for the appointment of a 
relative’s partner into a post at the 
South Devon NHS Foundation Trust 
and failed to disclose her knowledge 
of the candidate.

Vasco-Knight resigned after an 
employment tribunal found the 

whistleblower had been prevented 
from returning to work while she 
persisted with her complaint.

The following year she was 

h bl d ffemployed at a new trust where she 
was later promoted to “interim chief 
executive”.

Ms Sardari complained about the 
CQC’s regulation of the Fit and Prop-
er Persons Requirement (FPPR), 
which requires NHS trusts to make 
sure their directors are “fit and prop-
er” to carry out their duties.

One of its aims is preventing direc-
tors who have committed miscon-
duct from moving around the NHS.

She complained that, if the CQC 

had better handled the situation, the 
chief executive would not have been 
able to get another job in a different 
NHS trust.

An investigation launched by the 
Ombudsman found the CQC’s han-
dling of the FPPR “was not transpar-
ent, fair or proportionate and it 
amounted to maladministration”.

The regulator was criticised for its 
poor record-keeping, and was found 
to have dismissed tribunal criticisms 
of Vasco-Knight, while giving her 
apology and references undue 
prominence.

The CQC’s decision to close the 
case was “flawed”, it found, adding 
that the seriousness of the failings 
“raises the possibility that the fail-
ings go beyond this case”.

Rob Behrens, the Parliamentary 
and Health Service Ombudsman, 
said: “This case shows that CQC’s 
approach to making sure NHS trusts 
are employing the right people at 
director-level needs reviewing.

“The public and NHS staff must 
have confidence that NHS leaders 
are fit and proper to do the job and 
that whistleblowers will not be 

penalised for raising concerns.
“We need fair, transparent and 

proportionate oversight that stops 
leaders who have committed serious 
misconduct from moving around the 
NHS, and makes them accountable 
for their actions.”

The Ombudsman partly upheld 
Ms Sardari’s complaint, recom-
mending that the CQC apologise and 
offer her £500 “in recognition of the 
injustice caused to her”.

It must also report improvements 

it has made within eight weeks.  
But the report said it would be  
“speculative” to consider what 
would have happened had the CQC 
robustly considered the trust’s 
actions.

The public and NHS staff 
must have confidence 

that NHS leaders are fit 
and proper to do the job 

 ROB BEHRENS
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 >Paula Vasco-Knight, who 
was chief executive at  South 

Devon NHS Foundation Trust, 
received a suspended jail 

term for fraud in 2017
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