
Nomination for Victoria Eaton, Director of Public Health, Leeds City Council  

I am nominating Victoria Eaton in recognition of her outstanding leadership in the most challenging of 
circumstances as Director of Public Health (DPH) in Leeds, particularly for the way she has led the 
Covid-19 pandemic response and her continuing excellent work as a system leader working with the 
widest possible range of partners to reduce health inequalities.  

Victoria was appointed to the DPH role in Leeds in February 2020, literally just as the World Health 
Organisation declared a global public health emergency, and as Leeds had its first confirmed case of 
Covid-19. This is her first DPH role, so a significant test that she has risen to brilliantly. Victoria was 
appointed because of her clear leadership ability to operate at that level, combined with a very strong 
track record as a chief officer in public health and evidence of delivering excellent work in line with 
the city’s ambitions and values. One example of her innovative work that has made a difference is her 
leadership on mental health in recent years. Through her leadership of the public health team, she 
worked with all partners to put in place clear and wide-ranging strategies in place to cover all ages and 
focus on mental health being a universal issue rather than just requiring acute interventions. She put 
in place close monitoring of impact and careful consideration of evidence and good practice to 
influence local delivery and commissioning. Examples of innovative developments in this area 
included:  

- excellent web-based guidance for self help and support through Mindwell for adults and 
Mindmate for children and young people. 

- work with employers through the Mindful Employer framework; community mental health 
developments such as Your Space and Mentally Healthy Leeds. 

- a clear programme of suicide prevention and innovative grassroots grants programmes 
including Synergi in collaboration with Leeds Community Foundation.  

 
Since being appointed as DPH, Victoria has provided brave, strong, clear, consistent and 
compassionate leadership to help protect the lives of citizens in Leeds from Covid, in addition to the 
other threats to public health. She played a pivotal role across the council, NHS and with other 
partners, leading an exceptional public health team that provided expertise and drive to deliver a first 
class local outbreak management plan as the foundation of our response. More broadly, she played a 
central role in the strategic coordinating arrangements for the city, delivering the wider response and 
recovery plan covering health, economy, community, infrastructure, organisational issues, and 
communication issues – with a particular focus on inequalities and protecting the most vulnerable.  

Victoria quickly became our Leeds “Chris Witty”, providing the most up to date information about 
Covid-19 as the scientific community learnt about this new disease at pace, covering areas such as 
infection rates, disease progression, infection prevention and control, vaccination, outbreak 
management, and the disproportionate impact of the disease on some communities.  She played a 
crucial role to advise councillors, MPs, staff, partners, the media, and the public directly with up to 
date and reliable advice and information. She did this very confidently and calmly despite the very 
complex, dynamic, pressured and uncertain situation.  

Victoria’s expert technical and scientific understanding and training in communicable disease control 
and pandemic preparation meant she had the skills and understanding to translate this knowledge in 
a fast moving and unique situation into easily understandable and accessible intelligence that leaders 
could use to inform strategy and action to drive behaviour to protect the public. Her longstanding and 
determined commitment to inequalities and protecting the most vulnerable meant that this was a 
continuous thread coming through her advice and leadership, including providing evidence of the case 
for that being crucial. Specific examples of what this meant in practice included:   



- the proactive approach to investing in additional infection prevention and control capacity 
and working with Adult Social Care colleagues to deploy this to its deployment to support care 
homes well before national guidance on this emerged.  

-  her early work to establish and resource a vaccine inequality programme to reach into 
disadvantaged communities and engaging with those communities about what would work 
best in terms of reach.  
 

Victoria has an inclusive and collaborative leadership style and despite being the expert she never 
came across as arrogant or heroic, but rather worked with colleagues across the partners to support 
them to build our Covid-19 response by enhancing existing structures rather than starting from scratch 
and duplicating.  Victoria helped leaders in each council directorate and more broadly across partners 
shape their response to play a role in minimising the impact of Covid-19 on residents in Leeds. 
Examples of this included work with care homes, universities, schools and businesses.  

In addition to translating the latest scientific and technical advice, Victoria provided early leadership 
to help understand the disproportionate impact of Covid-19 on exacerbating existing health 
inequalities.  Some examples of her work in this area included:  

- ensuring information on Covid-19 was available in community languages.   
- providing targeted information and support to people at higher risk of contracting Covid-19 

e.g. people living in houses of multiple occupation.  
- ensuring equitable access to PCR testing by influencing the national model of mobile testing 

units to one of local test sites that didn’t require a car 
- promoting equitable access to vaccination for particular geographies or particular cohorts at 

risk by using the best approach to delivery for each specific circumstance 
- working with universities to deal with the specifics of the very large student population in 

Leeds 
- influencing the approach to community testing for a new variant as an opportunity to 

influence vaccination take up.  
 

Victoria and her team provided regular and timely information throughout the pandemic which was 
used as part of the reporting and communications with councillors, meaning that they could keep their 
constituents informed and provide advice to communities on how to reduce risks and keep safe.  

Victoria’s calm, measured, well informed, confident, and consistent approach has created great 
confidence in her leadership throughout a unique and pressured period. Despite the pressure, she has 
acted in an exemplary way throughout and everyone has valued professional expertise. She is 
exceptionally well regarded by all politicians, officers and partners, including key regional and national 
partners. Through her knowledge and professional networks (including regular calls with the Chief 
Medical Officer and specialists at the UK Health Security Agency), Victoria supported colleagues and 
partners with clear advice about handling every phase of the pandemic including:  

- handling the first case in Leeds, dealing with outbreaks in a range of settings.  
- handling rapidly rising rates in the city.  
- advising about the implications of the tiered  system 
- handling new variants including extensive community testing programmes 
- through to the more recent gradual reduction in restrictions despite rates still being high.  
 

Throughout this period, there was no panic and her leadership helped galvanise a coordinated, 
considered and highly effective response.   



Over the past two years, Victoria has given total commitment to her role as Director of Public Health. 
I believe that lives have been saved in Leeds as a result of Victoria’s professional leadership, leading 
work with colleagues and partners to develop a clear strategy to protect residents and colleagues from 
harm to their health, especially those most at risk from Covid-19.  Victoria has shown incredible 
stamina and resilience working at great speed, responding to multiple unforeseen challenges 
throughout the pandemic, whilst at the same time creating time to build relationships and check 
colleagues are OK. Victoria combines the highest levels of professionalism with her personal qualities 
of compassion, empathy, openness and transparency and a genuine commitment to do all she can to 
prevent harm, improve health and reduce health inequalities across all our communities. 

Victoria has provided excellent leadership to the pandemic response in Leeds, including providing 
strong support for her own team to ensure their resilience and continued professional development 
despite the challenges, ensuring colleagues had regular breaks and were well supported.   

Victoria has held a clear long term strategic vision for public health in Leeds and has taken action to 
use the spotlight on public health during Covid-19  to promote a renewed focus on reducing health 
inequalities which have sadly grown in Leeds, as with other areas of the UK, accelerated by the 
disproportionate impact of Covid-19.  Victoria and her team have worked with key partners and 
elected members to secure agreement for Leeds to become “A Marmot City”, inviting experts from 
the Marmot team at University College London to work with colleagues in Leeds to go further faster 
in reducing health inequalities in the city. This is a great platform to use the pandemic, which has been 
tragic with so many lives lost, as a platform for positive change. This will take the learning from Covid-
19 and the broadening and deepening of relationships and work with communities, and see further 
new approaches developed to deliver the city’s ambitions. More broadly, Victoria plays a key role as 
part of the corporate leadership team, ensuring the public health is genuinely integral to the council 
and the city’s approach.  

I’ve been delighted with Victoria’s appointment as the city’s DPH and look forward to this next phase 
of making the most of the capacity and expertise of the public health function.  

 


