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SPEECH BY PRESIDENT C V DEVAN NAIR AT THE OPENING CEREMONY OF
THE SILVER JUBILEE MEETING OF THE ACADEMY OF MEDICINE
INCORPORATING THE 16TH SINGAPORE-MALAYSIA CONGRESS OF MEDICINE
AT THE DYNASTY HOTEL BALLROOM, ON MONDAY, 19 JULY '82 AT 6,00 PM

When I agreed to bscome the Patron of the Academy of
Medicine, Singapore, I was humbled by thae thought that, unlike my
distinguished predecessor in office, an cminent obstetrician and
gynaccologist, my only claim to distinction in matters medical,
is that I am merely a falrly wsll-known patient, at the recelving
énd of the ministrations of doctors. And like most patisnts, I
am somztimes fearful that dentists might occasionally pull out
the wrong teeth, or surgeons excise the wrong part and, equally
deplorab;e, excise what need not be excised.

I recall the story about the patirnt who, on recovering
consciousness after the amputation of his leg, was told by his
surgeon: "I have got both good news and bad news for you. I
will begin with the bad news. I am sorry, but we have made an
srror. We have amputated your good legh,

“And what is the good news," enquired the patient. "The
good news," replied the surgeon, "is that your bad leg is
recovering®,

By now you will have appreciated that I am only qualified
to be a spokesman of my fellow patients in the Republic. The
magnificent triumphs of madical sclence in the modern age over-
awe us, and lie quite beyond my provinecs. I can, therefors, only
attempt to give expression to the non-medical public's expectations
of the men and women of medicine,

Before I do this, however, I might give you the results
of the homework I had to do before preparing this nddress.

EXCtLY eeees /2.




Exactly 25 years ago, to this very day, 19 July 1955,
20 specialists met to form the Academy cf Mudicine, Singapors,
Their far-sightedness is amply borme out by the size and stature
" of the Academy of Medicine todey, a budy of medicnl spcecizlists
dedicated to tho maintenance of the highest standerds of medical
practice and profwugsicnal othics. Tha Acodomy is © be
congratulzetced on its achicvement during the ast 25 y:ors.

The pivot of its activitios is coﬁbinuing mcdical education
and in this area, it has achieved considerable sucesss in the
large rumbers of continuing medical cducation lectures, symposia,
Chapter annual'meetings and the biasnnial Singepors-Mojayzia
qgngrassas of Medicineg; that it orgariscs olbernntcly wich the
Academy of Mudicine, Malaysia. It is clonrly nct pessible for a '
doctor un his owm to kecp abrezst of the numcrous dcvelopments in
the several fizlds of medicine. I am awars that the porsonal
ability and skill of mawy of Singapors's specialists are compar-
able Lo the besﬁ in the worldd., Honetholess, it is vory noccessary
and crucial to "tap" the bpains of your collcagucs in other
ccuntrizs at such meatings as this,

Bogides the wide rangs of local activitics, ths Academy
has also embarked on a scries of exchunge progrommas with the
United Kingdom and currently, it alsc offcrs scholérships for
doctors tc train in Singapore.

Historically, the Singapore-Maloysin Congresses wepe
initiated as local m2ctings to nllow doctors from Singapore and
the thern Mnlayan Statzss to get togsthur to share wxpericnces and
lsarn from each othar. They were pursly loesl offeirs, But over

. tha years, the mo:ting has grown, as it should, 2nd I can s¢e now
that it is no longor a merely local mawting, but more regional,
if not international, in scopo.

Over 16 countrics are represcntcd here today and thers are

sver 600 delegates attending{ Th: topics that will be discussed

cover a widce range and I can sce you have spar.d no efforts in
bringing toguther what is current in your field.

A topic that ig of graat interest must bs th: lecturs on
Genutic Engincoring®. The potential in this field is vast -
indoucd almost mind-boggling. But thors is pecbably no need to
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caution you that it can also be horrific. One recalls Aldous '
Huxley's classic "Brave New World", which many rogards as a sober
warning to mankind by an exceptionally fine eruditc and perceptive.
mind. ' ‘

Tha Academykhas achieved its aim to bocome the represent-
ative post-gréduate madical body in Singapore; It is czrtainly a
proud occasicn for the Academy to se¢ ben Presid.nts of Royal
Colleges here in the same room at the opening of its Silvocr
Jubile= meeting. Tha Academy deserves congratulations for pulling
_off such a “coup".

As Sinéébore becomas more sophisticated, the Academy and
doctors in general must deal with the obvious probleom of quality
control. We have just heard that the raits of growth of medical
knowlcedge is not just exponential but asbronomical. How then
can we assure the public that our doctors ar: competent and up-to-
“date? This is vital since doctors, unlike other profaessions,
denl with people's lives, and one mistak. can be the last mistake,
~ for the patient that is. This is somcthing that ths profession
has to think very hard about, and the Academy bcing the poste-
graduzte madical body should be actively concsrnad with the main-
tenance of high standards in the profiossion. The leaders in the
profession should come together and formulaite a plan Lo cnsure
that our doctors satisfy minimum standards of compatencs, and
that they should be conversant with now development in the various
fiulds. The prasence of a large numbor of cxpsrts and Presidents
of Royal Colleges hore in Singapore will mak. it possible to learn
from their wide experience in these matbers.

It is clearly «f vital importazucs to inculcate in our
doctors, in the course of thair trainiag, the nezed to be safe and
compstent. The drive for competencs, if not sxcesllence, should
be something that is evoked from within, rathir thon .nforced by
cusreion. This'drive must be a self-genirating one throughout a
doctor's carcer, 1If the Acadenmy, in canjunction'With ths Post-
graduate Medical School and the Medical Faculty of the National
University of Singapore car: ach%eve this, we would have come 2
lung way. In various areas in §ingapor; the curront talk is
zbout quality circles and work improvewrnt teams. Those are.
dirscted ot maximising the capabilities znd uscfulnass of the

individual, ceses /4,




e .

individual. These are concepts which arc of wquol relevancs in
the fisld of medicino.

The Acadgmy is the only body iu Singzporc that is currently
maintaining a register of specialisté. Is there o definition of a
medical specialist and if so, dogs it imply that once a specialist,

srever 2 spacizlist? These qusstions should be closely examined
by 2ll concernad, bearing the public interusst in mind,

The public intersst also requircs Lhat thinking con this
subject should embrace the total doctor population, general
practitionars includad.

It would be clzaarly unjust to indulgze in a blanket
‘ ’ dununciation of what is essemtially 2 noble profossion, merely
bscause of a minority o7 black shecp. Nonethcliess, some plain

speaking is necessary if shoddy ethics a.d wrong motivations are

to be curbed and eliminated, and high stendards of compotence and

zthics arz to be maintained.

Fezaedbacks from a few patients suggost that somge specialisté
cnbor inte practice with the idea that thay must carn a definitive
sum of money every month, and the treatment of patients is
secondary. This goes againct the grain of professional othics.
Ductors subscribs to the oath that tha propar treabment of patients
must be primary. Earnings must be subordinat: to thié principle.

W scmstimes hcar of cxhorbitant'chnrges. The preblem is
. compounded by paticnts who fail to cnquire into the cost of
surgical and medical faes before they subjoct themselves to
speecialist managom=nt.

I am distressed by isolated cesus where a sincars
practitioner or specialist would see & potlent ard advise that
surgary is contra-indicated, To his horror hs would see fhe same
patient a few days later in another hospital‘alruady sperated

upon by ancther surgeon. It would zppary that nonctary consider-

ations are allowed to prevail over th. propur éthics of practice.
Fortunately such cases are few.

Another distressing exemplc. A pabtiont consulés a
spucialist or practitioner for vague symphoms. Carcful and
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thorough physical examination doss not suggost any condition that
rbquires Lreatment, particularly surglicnl managemen®. - Bub we have
dissatisfisd doctor~hopping patients, who doctor-hop until they
nd up with a surgeon who iz willing to opirate. Although
diffurences of opinion are possible and legitimate, the question
that needs to b ask:d is whether decisions v operatc ought to
be taken without a sscond medical opinion. There is a neud for
an in&astmﬂnt in sducating the public on the folly of doctor-
hopping and thc wisdom of getting a socond opinion., T am told
that in the Unitaed States there is a trend whors insurance
companies will not pay for surgical oxpensces unloss thure is a
suocond surgson's opinion confirming tho nocd for aurgery
recomnended by the first surgoeon.

The Government and people of Siangapere have token pains to
sbrive for the maintenance and enhancoment of high standards in
21l figlds of public and profissional lif: in the Ropublic. Great
vigilancs is thersfore exerciscd to identify =nd plug loophcles
in ocur laws, rules and regulations, to provept the subversion and
arogion of standards by persons with lussor aims and cubiocus
credentials.

The Singapore Modical Council is 2 body that locks into
disciplinary matters when misdemcanours are commitbed. The public
therefore has a right to expact that this bedy, as would be
cxpucted of the governing councils in othor profsséianal disciplines,
should consist of responsible seniors in the proftssion with un-

blemishod recurds.

It would bc uhthinkable for ths Singaporc Madical Council
to ndmit witch doctors as Council members. It cusht Lo become
cqually unthinkable for the Council to tulorzbe tho =lection into
the Council of puorscns who have blotted their professional copy-
bocks.

I was therefore pleased to learn that zoendments to the
Medical Rugistration Act are being cunsidsred, in order to ensurc
that those who scek to sit on the Singapore Medic2l Council ars
pursons of unquestionable charact.r and-integrity, and «f proven

compstenice.




The organising committz2e of this mecting has certéinly put
together a stimulating programme. One can envisage that delegates
who attend all the sessions will find themselves busily shuttling
from one point to another over ‘the next four days, I am relieved
to know, however, that there is ample provision for rclaxation in
the form of social events. This aspect is equally importént, as
the objective of the meeting is exchzngs of knowledge, experience
and information, that can take place Just as well in the relaxed
informal atmosphere of a social avent, as it cam at lcctures,

I hope that the events of the neﬁ:t few days will mect with the
cxpcctations of the many forcign delegates who have come from as

far away as the United States and Canada, and I am sure the
organising committee willl spare no efforts to help you in every
way possible.

I have now great pleasure in dc.clnr:mg thc. Silver Jubilee
neating of the Academy of Madicins, Singapore, open.
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