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In January 2018 I travelled to Cape Town, South Africa, to start a 3 month surgical elective placement; 

to experience surgery and peri-operative care. My elective consisted of two parts, 4 weeks of Trauma 

surgery at Tygerburg Hospital followed by 4 weeks of Orthopaedic surgery at Groote Schuur Hospital.  

The 4 weeks were in the Department of General Surgery & Trauma at Tygerberg Hospital, Stellenbosch 

University. The hospital, together with Groote Schuur Hospital, serves as the referral centre for the 

Western Cape Province and sees 22500 trauma cases per year.  

The first 4 weeks primarily consisted of time spend in the “trauma front-room”, a unique experience 

of the pre-operative care of various trauma cases prior to emergency surgery. The hours were long 

and the work intense but the time spent here was one of my most valuable learning experiences to 

date. It was a unique opportunity to experience acute surgical and trauma presentations, and their 

management, in a volume and nature not seen in the UK. 

The second 4 weeks was a very difference experience, but no less valuable. I chose to be attached to 

the Hip & Knee surgeons at Groote Schuur Hospital and primarily my time was spent in outpatient 

clinics and theatres. In the 4 weeks I assisted in over 15 knee replacements, experience and exposure 

that is difficult to come by as a medical student in the UK. 

Both placements allowed me to strengthen my basic clinical and surgical skills; including suturing, 

cannulating, taking blood & ABGs and clerking patients. Such experience has undoubtedly benefited 

me now I am working as an FY1 doctor. 

Throughout my time in Cape Town I also volunteered with ‘SHAWCO’, an organisation who provide 

primary care services to townships otherwise without access to healthcare. These student-led evening 

and weekend clinics offer primary healthcare in under-resourced communities, with fully equipped 

mobile facilities (image 1). These clinics often serve as the only port-of-call for community members 

of deprived townships. This was a memorable and unique experience of healthcare delivery totally 

different to that I’ve previously known, 

 and allowed me to offer support to the community my elective was within.  

The ability to spend time in a single surgical department for 4 weeks is rare, and is often difficult to 

achieve at medical school. This elective gave me the opportunity to become more integrated within 

the surgical teams, as well as facilitated a better understanding of the day to day of a surgeon. I have 

a strong interest in Trauma & Orthopaedics and this combination of placements gave the opportunity 

to gain a real insight in the specialty to inform my future career ambitions. Beyond helping inform my 

choice of surgical specialty it was ideal preparation for surgical and A&E foundation jobs, boosting my 

confidence. Lastly, it was a once in a life time chance to live and work in the beautiful country of South 

Africa. 

I could not recommend Cape Town highly enough to any future medical students interested in surgery 

and trauma medicine, it was an experience of a life time and I am extremely grateful for the support 

offered by the Wong Choon Hee Bursary, which helped make this elective possible. 



 


