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• intern orientation blueprint • going rural • managing fatigue
• call to boost training capacity in NSW hospitals

Hospital theatre, Ethiopian style

The social cost of elective surgery waiting lists
Not drowning, waving…  
improving emergency response
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• elective surgery is necessary surgery
• Reform pillar – Bureau of Health Information established
• AMA ‘report card’ highlights hospital failings

Overcoming iodine deficiency in Tibet
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Australian doctor 
saving lives in Ethiopia
AMA (NSW) Director, Policy & Communications, Sim Mead reports on  
his visit to Bahir Dar in Ethiopia in December 2009

It may be that Felege Hiwot Hospital 
in Bahir Dar in north-western Ethiopia 
is about as far away as it is possible 
to get from Sydney both in terms of 
distance and culture but the health 
system issues at first glance are 
uncannily similar. There is a medical 
student ‘tsunami’ at the same time 
as a medical workforce shortage, too 
many patients and not enough beds, 
difficulty in attracting doctors to work 
in rural areas and more.

These superficial similarities very 
quickly disappear when the reality of 
the desperate need for basic medical 
services becomes apparent. Felege 
Hiwot Hospital has 200 beds, five 
specialist doctors and is the referral 
hospital for 20 million people, more 
than a quarter of the population of 
Ethiopia. To put this in some sort 
of perspective and without any 
exaggeration, this is similar to Mt 
Druitt Hospital being the only hospital 
servicing the population of NSW and 
the referral hospital for the entire 

population of Australia – except that 
Mt Druitt hospital has better  
staffing levels. 

One person who is very familiar with 
the inequality between the Australian 
and Ethiopian health systems is Dr 
Andrew Browning. An Australian 
obstetrician trained at St George 
and Royal North Shore Hospitals 
Dr Browning has worked with the 
Hamlin Fistula Hospital in Ethiopia 
since 2001 including the last four 
years in Bahir Dar running the Fistula 
Hospital’s first regional centre. Many 
AMA (NSW) members will be familiar 
with the Addis Ababa Fistula Hospital 
established 50 years ago by two NSW 
obstetricians, Drs Reg and Catherine 
Hamlin, see www.fistulatrust.org for 
details.

The Bahir Dar Fistula Centre is 
located on the campus of Felege Hiwot 
Hospital, on land donated for the 
purpose by the Ethiopian Government. 
There are 35 beds and normally (in 
another echo of the NSW hospital 

system) more than 100 per cent 
occupancy.

Felege Hiwot Hospital is a teaching 
hospital of Bahir Dar University which 
has a large, pleasant and modern 
campus (reminiscent of Macquarie 
University), fifteen thousand students, 
a new medical school and (unlike 
Macquarie), hippotamuses in nearby 
Lake Tana and monkeys playing in the 
trees. The medical school is now into 
its third year and has approximately 
eighty students per year. There is a 
desperate need for qualified teachers 
to the extent that the medical students 
recently boycotted classes in protest 
at the lack of adequate teaching. The 
failure of a medical school with the 
potential to graduate eighty doctors 
per year in a country where people die 
every day because of the lack of basic 
medical care is a tragedy too big to 
contemplate. Dr Browning, in addition 
to his demanding work at the Fistula 
Centre, is currently in discussions 
with local health and medical school 

•  Capital of Amhara region, north 
- west Ethiopia

• Population 167,000
• Hospital: Felege Hiwot
• Referral population: 20 million
• Beds: 200
•  Specialist medical staff: two 

surgeons, two obstetricians,  
one paediatrician

Bahir Dar facts

feature

officials with a view to establishing 
a link between Bahir Dar and a NSW 
teaching hospital. 

Dr Browning told The NSW Doctor 
that “If things go well it may be 
possible for NSW specialists to provide 
teaching expertise in short blocks of 
two to three weeks. If enough NSW 
specialists are interested in this 
proposal it could solve the problem 
and make a massive contribution to 
the medical workforce in Ethiopia. 
Given that Australia has been 
poaching doctors from developing 
countries for many years such a 
program would make a small dent 
in the medical workforce ‘balance of 
payments’.”

According to Dr Browning the 
other critical need in the region is 
emergency obstetric care. At Mota 
Hospital, a two hour drive from Bahir 
Dar, there is a relatively well-equipped 
operating theatre but staff do not 
have the skills to perform caesarean 
sections. There is no free transport 

to Bahir Dar, the local population 
cannot generally afford to pay for 
transport, equivalent to a month’s 
wage, and in any event the two-hour 
travelling time rules it out as an 
option for emergency care. As a result 
the hospital is under-utilised and the 
mortality rate is distressingly high. Dr 
Browning is looking for obstretricians, 
anaesthetists and midwives to 
volunteer to undertake a three-month 
placement at Mota to do this life-
saving work. 

If you are interested in finding out 
more about Dr Andrew Browning’s 
work and the opportunities for 
teaching and/or providing medical 
services in northern Ethiopia, visit 
http://webcasts.prous.com/ics2007/
WebProg.asp?SID=2,5,7 to hear 
Andrew describing his fistula work 
at a 2007 international conference 
or email Sim Mead at AMA (NSW) at 
sim@amansw.com.au.    
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