Medical Diplomacy Takes Root in Malawi
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Dr. Si-shan Fan volunteered to practice
medicine in Malawi out of a desire for fresh
challenges. Through trial and error and despite
numerous failures, he persisted. Operating
with makeshift equipment, he performed all
sizes of surgeries with speed, precision, and
efficiency, often racing against time to control
bleeding.

In Taiwan, being a doctor became
monotonous as | performed the same tasks
daily. | wanted to challenge my medical skills,
so | volunteered to work in Malawi, where
every day felt like an action movie," said Dr. Si-
shan Fan from Pingtung Christian Hospital,
recounting his  transformative  journey
practicing medicine in Malawi, which is
fascinating.

A Passion for Medicine: From Reluctance to
Mastery

After being admitted to Jianguo High
School, Si-shan Fan did not study seriously
during his first 2 years. His teachers once
advised him to transfer to the social sciences
track, but he refused to give up. With his smart
mind and indomitable spirit, he got into
medical school. As he studied medicine, his
interest grew, and he became more proficient.
This year, 52-year-old Si-shan Fan said that,
more than 10 years after graduating from
school, he found it dull to treat the same
diseases facing heart disease patients every
day. Thus, he felt a desire for a new challenge.
At that time, Pingtung Christian Hospital
accepted a commission from the International

Cooperation and Development Fund to
manage the Taiwan medical team stationed in
Malawi. He then gave up his position and life
as chief of cardiac surgery to work long-term at
the Mzuzu Central Hospital in Malawi, serving
the local patients. “Medicine in Africa deals
with tropical diseases, which are quite
different from the diseases found in Taiwan,
which is in a subtropical region. At first, | was
really worried that what | had learned wouldn't
be useful, but worrying didn't help. | had to
come up with various ways to adapt,” said Si-
shan Fan.

Embracing New Surgical Challenges Beyond
Cardiac Surgeries

Dr. Fan found that while routine surgeries
in Africa were not particularly challenging, the
variety of diseases, unfamiliar to him in Taiwan,
posed significant challenges. So, he spent six
months adapting to the environment, learning
from failures, and starting over with simple
cases of malaria, tropical diseases, and
infectious diseases. "Because all the surgeries |
encountered were 'outside the heart,' these
daily challenges were really exhilarating," he
said.

Overcoming Equipment Shortages with Swift
Surgical Skills

He said that the local residents, when
faced with ilness, often first consult traditional
healers, which delays their condition. By the
time they consider going to the central
hospital, their condition is usually very serious



and requires emergency surgery. However, the
operating rooms in Malawi used outdated
surgical equipment, with only one type of
suture, no electrocautery tools, and a lack of
medications. Despite these challenges, he
always managed to overcome the difficulties,
which earned him the reputation of being a
"quick surgeon." During his time in Malawi, he
often encountered shortages of equipment in
the operating rooms and situations where
medical personnel took their own leave,
causing delays. Therefore, whenever he could
find time, he would perform surgeries as much
as possible, resulting in an average of more
than ten surgeries awaiting him each day. After
finding great satisfaction in his medical
practice in Malawi, Si-shan Fan stayed for 5
years, until 2008, when Taiwan severed
diplomatic ties with Malawi. His initial
intention had been to stay for only six months.

Over 1800 Surgeries in 5 Years

Dr. Fan performed over 1,800 surgeries
and overseeing more than 4,000 in 5 years.
Surgery is a race against blood loss, Si-shan Fan
stated. On average, a surgical procedure
should not take longer than 40 to 50 minutes.
In order to halt the bleeding, it needs to be
swift, violent, and precise, like in an action film.

Continuously exploring, each surgery is a
challenge," he said. "Operating on patients in
Malawi, every procedure is a challenge, and |
learn from each experience. Of course, there
are failures, but | still try because there, I'm the
only one who can operate."

Gaining More from Learning Through Patient
Care Than Giving

"I have learned more than | have
contributed" is how Si-shan Fan described his
experiences in Malawi over the years. "With

faith, | have learned to be tolerant,
compassionate, and humble, and | have a full
sense of accomplishment at any time," he said,
summarizing the biggest change in his life. A
Sudden Inspiration Turns Intubation into
Feeding Tube The smoked food preferences of
the Malawians lead to a high number of
esophageal cancer cases. However, they
frequently are not even able to swallow water
due to the condition's protracted treatment.
To prevent the patient from starving to death,
Si-shan Fan came up with the idea of
converting the emergency intubation—which
was initially stored in the warehouse due to
the tube's excessive thickness—into a feeding
tube. This allowed the patient to be given
porridge, effectively addressing the issue of
starvation. This April, Si-shan Fan took
advantage of a week's vacation and returned
to Malawi. He discovered that the local
surgeons were using his surgical techniques,
which he found incredible.

Fearless of AIDS, No Special Precautions
Taken

In Malawi, the average age of the
population is only 37 years old, and 20% of
them have AIDS. Si-shan Fan said that while
diagnosing and performing surgeries, he only
wore a single layer of gloves and took no
special protective measures. He was pricked by
needles over 30 times, but it did not bother
him. He said, "Only the ignorant are afraid of
AIDS. It's not as terrifying as people think.
Don't stigmatize it."

Inventory Shortage Leads to Surgery and
Blood Donation



Due to the insufficient blood supply in
Malawi's blood banks, patients typically bring
5 or 6 friends or family members to donate
blood before surgery. However, often the
blood types don't match or the donors have
infections such as syphilis or hepatitis B,
leaving only one person eligible to donate
blood. This results in a constant shortage of
blood. As a result, the Taiwanese medical
team’s doctors, nurses, or young men working
abroad in lieu of military service would donate
blood when necessary. There was even an
instance when Si-shan Fan personally
transfused blood to a patient during surgery.
Promoting Blood Donation Successfully
Attracts Crowds "One day, a nurse suddenly
fainted while donating blood, making me
realize that this was not a sustainable
solution," said Si-shan Fan. As a result, he and
the medical team began organizing blood
donation awareness meetings everywhere.
Later, they discovered that local high school
students were the largest source of blood
donations. "The main reason is that the
infection rate of AIDS among teenagers is very
low, resulting in a high success rate of blood
donations. By holding blood donation activities
at local high schools, they could collect over 80

bags of blood in two hours, which is more

efficient than in Taiwan."

To encourage local people to participate
in blood donation activities, the medical team
provided incentives such as milk, bread, and
soda, successfully attracting crowds to donate
blood and alleviating the blood shortage
problem. "Even the elders in the village were
curious about what kind of event could cause
such a commotion in the whole village."

Faith in Christianity Brings a Sense of
Fulfillment

Africa offers very little in the way of
material pleasure, but plenty in the way of
spiritual rewards. Si-shan Fan claimed that the
greatest shift in his life occurred when he
accepted Christianity after moving to Malawi.
He had an extremely happy life and a great
sense of accomplishment every day.

Encouraging the Pursuit of Dreams: Be Bold
and Committed

Si-shan Fan encourages young people to
pursue their dreams and not just focus on
making money. He said, "In any profession,
move forward courageously. When you have
that sense of irreplaceability, it's worth doing
it seriously."




