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Foreword

Personal reflections

It has been a privilege to be able to research and write this strategy for the training of Prosthetist Orthotists in SE Asia.  

Representatives of the Nippon Foundation first raised the concept of developing such a strategy during a visit to the Cambodia School of Prosthetics and Orthotics (CSPO) in December 1999.  Over dinner, an informal brainstorming session began, and as we reviewed the situation in each country in the region, we realized that mobility disability across the region was not being addressed in a meaningful way. As we talked about the effect of mobility disability on the individual, the family and the community, we realized that there existed a significant group of people in SE Asia who were excluded from mainstream society, simply because they could not walk.   Of the 542 million people in the region, there could be approximately 2.7 to 4.3 million people in need of assistance.

Shocked by the dimensions of the problem, we discussed ways in which assistance could be best directed and how Prosthetic & Orthotics services could be developed to restore these individuals to independent living.  While the CSPO was already active in providing training in Prosthetics and Orthotics to students from across the region it was quickly concluded that it did not have the capacity to make an immediate or significant impact on this enormous problem.

As a result of that initial informal discussion, the Cambodia Trust decided to develop a project where the expertise developed in Prosthetic & Orthotic training in Cambodia could be adapted and transferred to other countries in the region.  This plan would facilitate the development and improvement of services to the disabled by training Prosthetic & Orthotic practitioners able to supply modern well fitted limbs and braces to the disabled population.  

The Plan evolves

Six months later a proposal was written and submitted to the Nippon Foundation.  The proposal was subsequently approved thus allowing the Cambodia Trust the rare privilege of spending time on development of a plan for provision of Prosthetic & Orthotic training in SE Asia. 

The development of this strategic plan represents the next step in the development of a project, already established, already successful and already acknowledged as providing  a regional model. 

The Cambodia School of Prosthetic & Orthotic provides the foundations for the following proposal.  The establishment of the CSPO is based on sound principles, international conventions and accredited processes.  It is also embraces a team of highly motivated, humanitarian, professional people who are keen to share the lessons learned in Cambodia with the rest of the region.

As the author of this document, the journey has been a personal one.  A journey of exploration, testing the limits, building on past experience and rediscovering the value of a road less traveled.  The journey of project development and the journey of personal discovery have been inextricably linked.  

Having been the first Principal of the Cambodian School of Prosthetics and Orthotics CSPO, watching it grow and growing with it.  I have now been given the opportunity to take the project to the next phase – that of making a regional impact. 

This strategic planning document is, by necessity, technical and detailed.  While it is essential to plan and develop relationships with government departments, institutions, and hospitals, it is absolutely critical that we do not forget that the primary focus remains the people with disabilities in South East Asia.

The Cambodia Trust was started and developed by people with a heart for people.  They recognised the struggle, the isolation and the disempowerment of the Cambodian disabled, and set out to do something about it.  The same people are still motivated by the same goals more than ten years later, and are now inspired by the prospect of making a difference in the lives of countless individuals in the region.

Last year, graduates of the CSPO now working in clinics all over Cambodia, were involved with the rehabilitation of more than 17,000 people.  From a relatively small input a significant result has been achieved.

The “People” Factor

As the research for the project moved forward, as relationships built with the local institutions in the Philippines, Sri Lanka, and Indonesia, I was reminded of the human side of the disability issue.  

During a trip to the Philippines in March 2001, my contact and colleague Dr Betty Mancau persuaded me to make a short visit to the island of Mindanao.  The objective was to get a better idea of the situation on the ground by visiting a small local NGO involved in the provision of Prosthetic & Orthotic devices.

The following thoughts were written on the return journey.

         ​​​​​​​​​​​​​_________________________________________________________

Mindanao, Philippines – March 2001

On the trip to Mindanao, I visited a small, hard working but terribly under resourced NGO called the Philippines Service of Mercy Foundation.  While there, I was presented with a stream of patients (they have 800 on their books), all with problems in the fitting of their devices.

The staff (all disabled people) were enthusiastic, motivated and very caring, but with only the very basic knowledge of how a prosthesis or orthosis should fit.  The standard was shocking.

For the first time in six months, I found myself moved – no, shaken - by the plight of a middle aged woman and a 24 year old girl.  The older woman, a Below Knee amputee, was in pain and doing very poorly on her prosthesis.  The 24 year old (amputated above the knee) was walking on an above knee prosthesis, but not at all well.

Everyone was assuming the old woman was in pain because she was wearing a prosthesis and it was supposed to hurt.  The young woman could not ever be expected to walk well or comfortably with a trans femoral prosthesis.

The acceptance of these standards was very disturbing.

On examination, the older woman’s prosthesis had neither shape nor form.  It was a featureless tube, stuffed with numerous socks to try to make it fit.  The young girl’s limb was worse.  No attempt at loading the skeleton, just a soft tissue plug fit, with the most bizarre shape I have ever seen.  It was not the fault of the staff, they had never been properly trained.

What could I do, except turn down the tourist trip to the local attractions, roll up my sleeves and get to work, plaster cast these two patients alongside the local technicians, then help them rectify the casts.  

NB: the casts are used to make a custom made socket for the amputated stump to fit into.  

Then the reality of the situation really came home.  They had no plaster bandage, no marker pencils, no casting socks, no privacy for the patients.  Worse than that, they had no expectation or need of these very basic clinical tools. The situation got worse when we started to modify the cast.  The only tools on offer were a broken machete and a fish knife without a handle.  However we managed, and by 8.00pm had two reasonable casts ready to manufacture the limbs.

The main impact of this event was the clarification of “the vision”.  Somehow, working from Singapore, meeting with the Government officials, writing the reports, dealing with the donors and worrying about development plans, I had lost sight of the main reason for wanting to be involved in this work.

This project is about people.

Hundreds.  Thousands.  Maybe Millions.  Personified by those two nameless ladies.  People who, according to the prevailing attitudes, are considered as objects of pity with no expectations other than a life of dependence and discomfort.  

We are mightily gifted.  We have learned so much.  What a privilege we have in helping create something that helps to restores hope and human dignity and in some way makes sense of the Cambodian disaster.  I for one, feel invigorated.   

Post Script - September 2001

The limbs were manufactured later in the week using the cast and measurements made that evening.  The fitting was successful. 

The young woman patient, a high school graduate, has decided to train in Prosthetics and Orthotics when we open a school in Manila.

Carson Harte

International Director

Cambodia Trust

September 2001
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