
  

30 November 2018 

Dai Lloyd, AM 

National Assembly for Wales 

Cardiff Bay  

Cardiff  

CF99 1NA 

Dear Dr Lloyd 

Zholia Alemi 

I am writing to update you on the recent case of a Zholia Alemi and how we are 

responding to protect patients. We recently became aware that Alemi used a 

fraudulent qualification to join the medical register in 1995 and worked as a doctor 

until June 2017. 

We are acutely aware of the serious issues that this case has highlighted and we are 

investigating them urgently. It is clear that in this case the steps taken in the 1990s 

were inadequate and we apologise for any risk arising to patients as a result.  

The Welsh Government is taking this matter very seriously and the Chief Medical 

Officer has written to all Health Boards in Wales in relation to it so that they can 

explore any further specific patient concerns which arise from it. We have also brought 

the actions of Alemi to the attention of police and other agencies, including NHS 

organisations and the Royal College of Psychiatrists, so that they may also take any 

necessary action to support patients who may have been affected. We are working 

closely with them so that we may take any necessary action to support patients who 

may have been affected. 

I can reassure you that our processes are far stronger than they were when Alemi was 

accepted onto the medical register. We are confident that, 23 years on, our systems 

are robust and would identify any fraudulent attempt to join it. A doctor applying to 

join the register in these circumstances today would have their primary medical 

qualification verified with the relevant university overseas by an organisation called the 

Educational Commission for Foreign Medical Graduates (ECFMG) and the majority 

would sit and pass both parts of the Professional and Linguistic Assessments Board 

(PLAB) test.  

All applicants must also attend our offices for an in-person ID check where documents 

are examined in detail.  In addition, applicants are required to provide a 

comprehensive employment history and references from their most recent five years of 
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practice, and a certificate of good standing from any country in which they had 

practised during that period. 

The legislation that governed the route she used was repealed in 2003 and it is no 

longer open. But we have now initiated an immediate review of all licensed doctors 

who joined the register via this route.  

You will find attached to this letter two briefing notes about  

 Her registration and practise, including all fitness to practise complaints that were 

raised with us and the action we took. 

 An overview of how revalidation is intended to work in practice and the 

recommendations from Sir Keith Pearson’s review of 2017. This includes 

information about our call to the Department of Health and Social Services to 

implement the changes to the Responsible Officer Regulations* that Sir Keith felt 

were necessary to make the revalidation process of locum doctors more rigorous 

and that we hope the UK Government will now progress as a matter of urgency in 

consultation with the Welsh Government. 

Supporting your constituents 

Finally, it is possible that your constituents may contact you directly about the case. 

Should that happen, we suggest you refer them our helpline on 0161 923 6602 or the 

information on what they should do on our website†.  

I hope you have found this update helpful. We are committed to responding to this 

incident in a transparent and proactive fashion. If you have any questions or would like 

further information about the steps we are taking to address any patient concerns, 

please e-mail us at  or call on . 

Yours sincerely,  

 

 

Chief Executive Officer and Registrar 

Enc:  

 Briefing note on Alemi’s registration, practise and fitness to practise complaints. 

 Briefing note on how revalidation is intended to work in practice and the 

recommendations from Sir Keith Pearson’s review of 2017. 

 

* http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2010/9780111500286/contents 
† https://www.gmc-uk.org/concerns/information-for-patients/local-help-services  

http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukdsi/2010/9780111500286/contents
https://www.gmc-uk.org/concerns/information-for-patients/local-help-services
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Briefing Note: Revalidation and Locum Doctors 

1 Revalidation is a process through which doctors regularly demonstrate that they are 

up to date and fit to practise. It has been in place since 2012, and is the means by 

which doctors keep their licence to work in the UK. Revalidation should give 

confidence to patients that their doctor is being regularly checked by a senior doctor 

and by us. It helps doctors improve the care they give and to address any problems 

early. 

How does revalidation work? 

2 All doctors with a licence to practise collect supporting information from across their 

scope of work to demonstrate their practise which they discuss at an annual 

appraisal. They have to gather and demonstrate: 

 Patient feedback 
 Colleague feedback 
 Quality improvement activity (most commonly a clinical audit) 
 Continuous Professional Development activity 
 Complaints and compliments 
 Incidents and significant events 

 

3 The doctor and appraiser will also agree a personal development plan for the coming 

year that will be reviewed at the next appraisal.  Appraisers are trained through their 

local organisations and should also receive regular top-up training to ensure their 

skills remain current. 

4 Under the law, a doctor should be connected to a ‘designated body’ with a 

‘Responsible Officer’ (RO). This is normally a senior doctor or Medical Director. There 

are about 600 ROs across the UK. The RO should have systems to quality assure the 

appraisals of doctors in their designated body which can include obtaining feedback 

from doctors and appraisers about their appraisal systems and reviewing appraisal 

documentation to check content and quality.  There are several tools available to use 

for the quality assurance of appraisals.  

5 If a doctor needs extra support, or if there are concerns about their practise, the RO 

can take local action to address this straight away including local investigation, 

additional development activities or remediation.  If an RO needs more time to obtain 
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the assurance they need that a doctor remains up to date and fit to practise, they can 

defer the doctor’s revalidation to given them time to obtain the additional information 

or complete any local process. This is referred to as a ‘deferral’ in the rest of this 

note. 

6 If a doctor is not engaging with local clinical governance including appraisal, the 

responsible officer can notify the GMC that the doctor is failing to engage with 

revalidation and we can take a series of steps to encourage the doctor to engage and 

if not, remove their licence to practice. This is referred to elsewhere in this note as 

‘non-engagement’. 

7 The outputs of the appraisal are shared with the doctor’s RO who will consider all of 

the outputs from appraisals throughout a doctor’s revalidation cycle (usually 5 years) 

as well as any other clinical governance information before making a revalidation 

recommendation to the GMC.   

Training and quality assurance of locum Responsible Officers 

8 NHS England is the designated body for ROs of locum agencies in England. This 

means that it has oversight responsibility for quality assuring the governance 

processes used by the RO in these agencies.  Locum agency ROs are expected to 

complete NHSE Responsible Officer training and regularly attend NHS England 

Responsible Officer Network meetings which are also attended by the GMC employer 

liaison advisers.   

9 NHS England undertakes Higher Level Responsible Officer Quality Assurance visits of 

designated bodies including locum agencies in England to identify good practice and 

make recommendations for further development of governance systems underpinning 

revalidation. These reports are not routinely shared with the GMC although we have 

requested that they should be on a number of occasions.  

10 NHS England also completes an Annual Organisation Audit of designated bodies 

(including locum agencies) in England each year which is a self-reported 

questionnaire designed to collect information about governance systems, appraisal 

rates and other revalidation related data*.    

 

 

* The most recent Annual Organisational Audit Report is available on the NHS website (https://www.england.nhs.uk/wp-

content/uploads/2018/03/annex-c-aoa-2017-18.pdf 
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11 There are currently no locum agencies with designated body status based in 

Scotland, and two in Wales. Doctors working in locum posts in Northern Ireland are 

connected to locum agencies in England. There are currently no locum agencies with 

designated body status based in Northern Ireland. 

12 GMC employer liaison advisers routinely meet with ROs of locum agencies (and all 

other designated bodies) to discuss any Fitness to Practise and revalidation issues 

associated with doctors who work for them.  They provide advice on referral 

thresholds for fitness to practise and revalidation recommendations especially 

multiple deferral and non-engagement recommendations about doctors.  

 

Taking Revalidation Forward  

13 As part of his review into how revalidation has been delivered throughout the UK, Sir 

Keith Pearson made a number of recommendations specific to its effectiveness in 

relation to locum doctors. He noted that: 

 

 “We need to strengthen assurance around locum doctors…It is increasingly common 

for doctors to work as locums, for lifestyle or other reasons. That is not a problem in 

itself – most of these doctors are good doctors, and many healthcare providers rely on 

them and speak highly of the contribution they make…. 

[However,] I [do] have some concerns about the current position for revalidation of 

locums. There is some confusion as to where prescribed connections lie for secondary 

care locums in England, especially where the doctor is employed by a sub-contracted 

agency. This situation appears to be caused by a lack of clarity in both the RO 

Regulations and the CCS Framework Agreement.  I heard that not all locum agencies 

are properly fulfilling their responsibilities as designated bodies in terms of ensuring 

that locum doctors are up to date with appraisal and supporting them to collect and 

reflect upon the evidence required.  

I regard the lack of clarity around revalidation arrangements for locums as 

unacceptable. The public has the right to expect that governance 

arrangements are of the same high standard, regardless of the size or type of 

organisation that is responsible for a locum doctor’s revalidation;  

I would like the Departments of Health in England (in consultation with 

Scotland and Wales) and Northern Ireland to look again at the provisions in 

the RO Regulations for connecting locum doctors to a designated body to 

make sure that locum doctors have a clear connection to an organisation that 

is accountable and has robust clinical governance systems.  

I am also concerned about the potential for information about a locum’s 

revalidation and appraisal history to be lost when a doctor moves between 
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provider organisations and roles. My starting point – and one that I am sure the 

public would share and expect – is that, when a doctor moves between designated 

bodies, and between postings, information pertaining to their revalidation should move 

with them. So there needs to be a clear obligation to share information on an 

appropriate basis where this is relevant to a doctor’s revalidation. 

14 Sir Keith went on to make two associated recommendations:  

 Government health departments should review the criteria for prescribed 
connections for locums on short-term placements 

 The GMC, working with others, should address weaknesses in information sharing 
in respect of doctors who move between designated bodies 

 

The GMC’s actions to strengthen revalidation for locums following the Pearson 

report  

The GMC accepted Sir Keith’s recommendations, and has now delivered all of those that it 

is within our statutory powers to do so. Our full response to the review and the steps 

we’ve taken since its publication is available on our website*. In particular, we have: 

 Worked with partner organisations across all four countries to create UK-wide 
principles for sharing information. The principles provide clarity about what doctors 
should tell their RO and what information an RO can share about them. We have 
also asked the Government to update the RO regulations to place a legal obligation 
on ROs to share information in this way†.  
 

 Gathered intelligence from our employer liaison service to identify the kinds of 
issues doctors who work in multiple locations face with revalidation. We used this 
information to create a checklist for both ROs and designated bodies summarising 
their main responsibilities. These checklists emphasise that local systems should be 
put in place to support locums and others who work in more than one location. 
 

 Developed and published a handbook on effective clinical governance for the 
medical profession. It focuses on the development robust and effective clinical 
governance systems in designated bodies and other healthcare organisations. We 
worked with stakeholders to review and update the handbook to capture learning 
and best practice from healthcare organisations. We have also expanded the 
handbook so it covers the whole RO function. This includes appraisal, responding to 
concerns and pre-employment checks. Following RO feedback, we have also 
developed a self-assessment tool to help organisations review their governance 
arrangements. 
 

 

* https://www.gmc-uk.org/registration-and-licensing/managing-your-registration/revalidation/revalidation-

resources/monitoring-and-evaluating-revalidation 
† The Medical Profession (Responsible Officers) Regulations 2010 as amended by the Medical Medical 

Profession (responsible officers) (Amendment) Regulations 2013 
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 We worked with partners to establish a framework and accompanying ‘best 
practice’ measures to make sure we can continue to understand how revalidation is 
working in practise and whether it is achieving its aim. The framework sets out 
ways of tracking whether revalidation activities are happening and what the 
impacts are. ROs can use these measures to understand whether aspects of 
revalidation are working as expected in their designated bodies. 

 
 We have begun an analysis of decisions to defer a decision on revalidations on the 

part of ROs, as well as non-engagement with the process on the part of the doctors 
on our register. This will ensure that we can better understand the nature of these 
recommendations and the groups of doctors impacted including locums.  

 

Actions by Government agencies to strengthen revalidation for locums 

following the Pearson report  

15 NHS England have published guidance for locums and doctors in short-term 

placements along with accompanying guidance for supporting organisations engaging 

with locums and doctors in short-term placements. We are not aware of any similar 

guidance being published in the devolved nations.  

Outstanding Department for Health and Social Care actions to strengthen 

revalidation for locums following the Pearson report  

16 To deliver on Sir Keith’s recommendations, the Government would need to lay a 

negative statutory instrument before parliament. We have made a number of 

suggestions where the legislation could be amended to reinforce the responsibilities 

of ROs and make local systems more robust. They include delivery of Sir Keith’s 

recommendations in relation to locum doctors. 

17 Our understanding is that the regulations are currently under review and that 

Ministers have agreed that such changes should be publicly consulted on over the 

course of 2019, with the statutory guidance that supports the regime being revised in 

parallel.  

18 It should be noted that the GMC has raised the need for these reforms with officials 

over a period of several years. In 2016, we commissioned legal advice in relation to 

locum agency issues and shared that advice with the Government. We remain 

concerned that the UK Government have not clarified the status of locum connections 

and, specifically, the status of locum frameworks and subcontracting agencies under 

the relevant regulations 

Other ongoing initiatives  
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NHS Employers 

 

19 In early 2019, NHS Employers will update its guidance on the appointment and 

employment of NHS locum doctors. This guidance safeguards the quality of patient 

care by setting the standards for appointing and assessing NHS locum doctors. 
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Briefing Note: Zholia Alemi 

Her registration and practice 

Zholia Alemi applied to register in 1995. On the basis of her fraudulent qualification, she 

was granted a type of registration known as provisional registration. This meant that she 

could only work in supervised posts in the NHS and would need to complete a year in 

practice, under supervision, before she could be recommended for full registration. She 

completed that year’s practice in two hospitals in Northern Ireland and was granted full 

registration in 1997 following recommendations from her supervising consultants. 

We know that she worked in a range of locations, in the twenty years from that grant of 

full registration until we suspended her from the register in 2017 and that she worked as a 

locum for a significant period of time. We also know that she sat and passed the Member 

of the Royal College of Psychiatrists exam in 2003. At the time, this was a two part exam 

with both written and clinical parts. The MRCPysch, as it is known, is awarded to those 

doctors who have completed at least three years training in psychiatry and who pass the 

two part test. The College subsequently recommended her for entry to our Specialist 

Register in 2012 in psychiatry with learning disability. This meant that the College was 

satisfied that she had demonstrated the knowledge, skills and experience required to be 

appointed as a substantive consultant in the NHS. 

Her fitness to practise  

Since we confirmed Zholia Alemi gained registration fraudulently in 1995 we have been 

reviewing all fitness to practise complaints that were raised with us about her. In all we 

investigated nine complaints during the 23 years that she was on the register, and in the 

majority of these referrals we took action to address the issues raised. 

 A concern about Zholia Alemi was raised with us in 1998 when there was a 

complaint about inappropriate personal comments made by her to a patient. This 

was closed by the GMC but the matter was handled locally - restrictions and 

supervision were put in place to address the issue.  

 In 2004 we received a complaint which culminated in Alemi being given formal 

advice about the need to demonstrate sensitive communication with families.  
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 The next time that concerns were raised about Alemi was in December 2010 – this 

led to her receiving a warning in 2012. From December 2010 until the warning 

was given in July 2012 we investigated the concerns that had been raised, as well 

as some new concerns that came to light during the course of that investigation. 

Matters arising from the warning were later referred to a hearing, which took 

place in 2017 and at which she was found not impaired by a medical practitioner 

tribunal. In 2018 she was given a 12 months suspension following a further 

medical practitioner tribunal. 

A more detailed timeline, the nature of these concerns and the action we took on each 

occasion is provided at Annex A.  

Her revalidation 

Alemi was revalidated in 2013. At the time, her designated body was a locum agency 

called Pulse Healthcare Ltd. This agency later merged with some others to become 

Independent Clinical Services. They have sent us all the paperwork in relation to the 

recommendation they made to us at the time and we are currently reviewing it in detail. 

What we do know is that the doctor who appraised her work in 2013 was a psychiatrist as 

was the Responsible Officer of Pulse Healthcare at the time. 

Please refer to the separate briefing note for an overview of how revalidation is intended 

to work in practice and the recommendations from Sir Keith Pearson’s review of 2017. 

This includes information about our call to the Department of Health and Social Care to 

implement the changes to the Responsible Officer Regulations that Sir Keith felt were 

necessary to make the revalidation process of locum doctors more rigorous and that we 

hope it will now progress as a matter of urgency. 
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Annex A: Zholia Alemi’s fitness to practice 

history 

June 1998, Sperrin Lakeland Health and Social Care Trust 

Concern: Patient complaint of inappropriate personal comments by Alemi.  

Action: Allegation denied. Not sufficient to consider GMC restricting practice but local 

restrictions and supervision put in place to address alleged behaviour.  

Result: Closed February 1999.  

September 2004, Manchester Mental Health and Social 

Care Trust 

Concern: Complaint from family of a patient with learning difficulties. Allegations were 

that Alemi showed an adversarial attitude towards the patient’s family. They also 

complained about inappropriate prescribing and decisions regarding the patient’s stay in a 

residential unit.  

Action: Following a full investigation two aspects were considered – poor communication 

and inappropriate prescribing. GMC case examiners, one lay and one medical, decided 

communication issues did not meet our threshold for restricting her practice, removing her 

registration or issuing a warning. They did consider that formal advice should be given to 

Alemi about the need to demonstrate sensitive communication with families. Concerns 

were expressed that she had prescribed medication without a proper monitoring plan in 

place but noted her prompt action when concerns were raised.  

Result:  Formal Advice issued to Alemi in April 2005. 

December 2010, Rowan House (Care Principles) 

Concern: Following concerns about her practice and conduct Alemi’s contract was 

terminated and a review was undertaken by her employer. The review revealed a number 

of concerns about her behaviour towards a number of other staff members, failing to 

engage with multi-disciplinary teams and inappropriately agreeing contracts with patients 

regarding their medication.  

Action: Investigation opened. During investigation we received further information from 

other organisations relating to Alemi, including a historical conviction for careless driving 

which she had failed to declare to the GMC, misuse of work email, inappropriate 

comments and behaviour to patients and staff, misrepresenting posts on her CV, failing to 

disclose the ongoing GMC investigation to her employers and undertaking work requiring 

S12 Mental Health Act approval when she didn’t have that approval. 
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Case examiners considered all aspects individually and collectively. The case examiners 

considered that some allegations fell significantly below the standards expected. Given the 

departures from expected standards they determined she should be issued with a 

warning. 

Result: Warning issued – addressing the driving conviction, failure to inform the GMC, 

working without S12 approval, misleading details on her CV and failure to declare the GMC 

investigation. Alemi accepted this warning in July 2012 – it was to appear on her public 

medical register records for 5 years.   

September 2012  

Alemi asked for a review of the decision to issue her with a warning.  
 
Action: Alemi’s request was considered through the legal process set out in our FTP Rules 
(Rule 12). In July 2013 we re-opened the case on the basis of that parts of the original 
decision should be looked at again but also on new information received. Further evidence 
was required on some of the allegations and an investigation took place.  
 

The reopened investigation also considered: 

Concern: We received information that Alemi failed to disclose a previous speeding 

conviction. (December 2011) 

Concern: Referral from a colleague regarding bullying and unprofessional behaviour 

received in  June 2013 from Ivydene Willowhay LTD (Care Principles). We opened an 

investigation which uncovered further allegations such as failure to declare the GMC 

investigation to her employers and over-stepping boundaries with a patient.  

Concern: In January 2014 The Metropolitan Police Service notified us that Alemi had 

allegedly assaulted a police officer. Alemi had failed to disclose this to us.  

Interim Orders Tribunal: Alemi was given conditions on her practice in October 2015. 

These stayed in place until 25 January 2017 when the High Court refused an application 

by the GMC to further extend the conditions, while investigation was ongoing.  

Result: In October 2016 some of these allegations were referred to a Medical 

Practitioners Tribunal. 

A Medical Practitioners Tribunal took place between May and July 2017. The allegations 

included: rudeness, inappropriate behaviour, inaccurate declaration. 

MPTS outcome: The Tribunal found most of the facts found proven but did not make a 

finding of misconduct. 
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June 2013, St George’s Healthcare Trust 

Concern: Allegation that Alemi attempted to obtain a copy of leave form and pharmacy 

prescription card for fraudulent purposes. 

Action: Investigated. 

Result: Closed for lack of evidence in December 2013. 

June 2016, The Cumbria Partnership NHS Trust 

Concern: We received information Alemi had been arrested on a charge of theft from a 

dwelling. She was subsequently found guilty on 18 October 2018 and imprisoned on in 

relation to the following offences: 

Interim Orders Tribunal: Alemi was suspended in June 2017. This suspension stayed in 

place until she received a substantive 12 month suspension in August 2018 (see below).  

Action: Investigation had been conducted and Alemi had been referred to a Medical 

Practitioners Tribunal.  

Result: Tribunal will not take place following discovery that Alemi’s primary medical 

qualification was fraudulent. Alemi has been removed from the register for a fraudulent 

application.  

July 2017, Rotherham Doncaster and South Humber NHS 

Foundation Trust (RDaSH) 

Concern: We received information that Alemi had applied to renew her Mental Health 

approved status but had not declared she was subject to an ongoing GMC investigation.   

Action: In 2018 this was referred to a Medical Practitioners Tribunal which took place 15 

– 17 August 2018.  

Result: Alemi was suspended for 12 months.  
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