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The four week placement that I undertook at Viet Duc Hospital over the summer holidays was a greatly enriching experience.  I was attached to the Department of Plastic and Reconstructive Surgery along with two other second year students.  The placement offered innumerable opportunities for learning, not only about plastic surgery and the Vietnamese hospital system but also about the Vietnamese culture and way of life.  

During the placement I gained insight into the scope of plastic surgery practiced in Vietnam.  Arriving at 8am each morning, we were able to sit in on daily clinics and observe patient consultations.  We were exposed to many different diseases that we had not seen before, including benign symmetric lipomatosis, neurofibromatosis, vascular malformations and advanced tumours of the head and neck region.  With the assistance of the surgeons who translated for us, we were able to take histories and examine patients in clinics and on the ward and in doing so gained a good understanding of the presenting signs and symptoms and natural history of these diseases.  We also learnt to distinguish between different types of head and neck tumours on examination, for example the features which clinically differentiate benign and malignant tumours and the different types of vascular malformations.  

Reconstructive surgery for trauma of the head and neck constitutes a major portion of the workload at the Plastic Surgery Department at Viet Duc Hospital.  We were exposed to serious head and neck trauma on a daily basis during ward rounds.   The registrars and consultants took time to explain to us the mechanism of injury (usually road accidents or work-related injuries) and discuss the management.  We had much practice reading CT scans and were taught how to approach them systematically.  The surgeons ran surgical tutorials for us, covering such topics as general principles of examining the trauma patient, classifying facial fractures, replanting severed fingers and approaches to repairing a damaged facial nerve or parotid duct.  We spent the afternoons in the operating theatre, gaining hands-on experience in suturing, drilling and inserting and removing plates and screws.  By the end of the four weeks, I was much more confident with assisting in the operating theatre.  

During my time at Viet Duc Hospital, two overseas plastic surgeons visited the department.  The first was a surgeon from Taiwan who had come to Hanoi to assist Dr Ha, Head of the Plastics Department, perform the hepatic artery anastamosis in the first live donor liver transplant to be performed in Vietnam.  The second was a French surgeon who came to the department to give a lecture on bariatric plastic surgery (a very foreign concept to the Vietnamese!).  I was struck by how keen the Vietnamese surgeons were to learn from these overseas visitors.  

The placement gave me the opportunity to experience a completely foreign healthcare system and hospital environment.  There were several aspects which made an impression on me in this regard.  I found that the doctors were very resourceful when there were any equipment shortages.  For example, the fingers of sterile gloves were used as drains and catheters were cut up to provide elastic bands for intermaxillary fixation of facial fractures.  Documentation of patients was remarkably thorough, with all patients having pre-operative and post-operative photos that were stored on the department computer.  I also observed that there was a strong emphasis placed on research within the department.  The surgeons have recognised that the large volume of trauma cases provides a great opportunity for research into trauma management.  We were able to assist in correcting the English version of two papers, one which proposes a new classification system for major soft tissue injuries of the face and another reporting early results of management of facial nerve and parotid duct damage at Viet Duc Hospital.  

There were some aspects of the hospital which were very different to the hospital environment that I have experienced in Australia.  Infection precautions were generally very good from what I observed in the clinics, with the surgeons changing gloves and washing hands between patients.  However, in the operating theatre there are few precautions taken to protect the surgeons against blood-borne infections.  Eye protection is rarely worn and blood splattering in the surgeon’s eyes is a regular occurrence.  I also found it interesting to hear that all surgical patients are screened for hepatitis and HIV without the need for consent.  Perhaps this leads to some complacency about blood-borne infection when patients have returned negative results on screening.  

The other major difference related to patient expectations of privacy and confidentiality.  Patient consultations in the clinic took place at a large oval table in the middle of the ward, often with several patients being seen concurrently.  Patients did not appear to have the same expectations of privacy as they do in Australia.  

I was struck by how closely all members of the department worked together.  There was a strong sense of friendship amongst the nurses and doctors within the department and we were warmly welcomed to join them for breakfasts, shared meals and karaoke afternoons.  This also allowed us time to engage in a cultural exchange with the members of the department who were all keen to learn about Australia and practice their English.  

During my stay in Hanoi I also had the chance to meet up with some past Hoc Mai fellows who had spent time at Royal North Shore Hospital earlier last year.  I look forward to being able to maintain the contacts that I have made through the Hoc Mai Foundation exchange program.    Overall, the hugely welcoming nature, willingness to teach and great sense of humour of all members of the Plastics Department made for a thoroughly positive experience.  I feel that I have benefited greatly not only from the wealth of medical knowledge that the Vietnamese surgeons shared with us but also from their enthusiasm in introducing us to Vietnamese culture and way of life. 

I would like to thank the Hoc Mai Foundation for such a wonderful experience.  



