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Healing an ailing system

From housemen dropping out prematurely to ensuring hospitals comply with fire
safety standards, the Malaysian healthcare system has a number of urgent
matters to look into. > See reports by GERALDINE TONG, RAGANANTHINI

VETHASALAM and BENJAMIN LEE on pages 6, 7, 14 and 15
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More choosing to drop out

Fewer trainee doctors wulllng to finish housemanshlp, says group

By BENJAMIN LEE °
and GERALDINE TONG
newsdesk@thestar.com.my

PETALING JAYA: Fewer aspiring
doctors are willing to complete
their training as house officers
than in previous years, says
Hartal Doktor Kontrak.

Dr Muhammad Yassin, who is a
spokesman of the healthcare
interest group, observed that
there had been a rising trend of
house officers dropping out.

“If they leave before complet-
ing housemanship, they cannot
get full registration from
Malaysian Medical Council (MMC)
and cannot practise as a doctor,”
he said.

As a result, he cautioned that
there would be fewer doctors in
the long term.

He said a shortage of doctors,
coupled with an increasing
patient load, ageing population
and medical inflation, WOI:.’lId bur-
den the system and healthcare
workers.

This in turn would lead to
patients receiving suboptimal
care as well as longer waiting
times for care and surgery, he
added.

“Doctors can be retained by
improving the remuneration, for
example, by increasing on-call
allowances, better working sched-
ule and work-life balance,
improving their welfare and

addressing issues like bullying,

provide more specialisation slots,
more permanent posts, and bet-
ter perks for those in contract,
among others.”

Malaysian Medical Association
president Datuk Dr Kalwinder
Singh Khaira said housemen who
fail to complete their houseman-
ship will not only be unable to
practise in the country but will
also miss the o%ponumty to pur-
sue any postgraduate training.

“This leaves them only with the
options of finding a job in the
healthcare sector which does not
entail patient care or to move
overseas to continue their career

i “““ ..hmw:.

there. This would then lead to
brain drain.

“This sort of loss will lead to an
ever decreasing number of new
medical officers and even fewer
specialists in the future, which
will hurt the country’s healthcare
ca%ahmdes in the long run,” he
said.

To this, Dr Kalwinder said
efforts must be made to retain
housemen in service by providing
increased job security, training,
and career progression opportu-
nities.

“Adequate attention should be
given to ensure their work-life

concern: A
shortage of
doctors,
coupled with
an increasing
patient load,
ageing
population
and medical
infiation,
would
burden the
system and
healthcare
workers.

— FAIHAN
GHANI/The
Star

balance and remuneration which
includes salary and allowances
that commensurate with their
dedicated service.”

The Star reported last year that
the number of housemen at the
Health Ministry had declined by
50% since 2019.

About two months ago, Health
Minister Datuk Seri Dr Dzulkefly
Ahmad told the Dewan Rakyat
that only 3,316 housemen were
appointed and placed at training
hospitals nationwide in 2024.

He also said that his ministry
was looking to appoint around
3,000 medical officers this year.
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Fire hazards at hospltals

102 fire safety notices issued
to at risk healthcare facilities

By RAGANANTHINI
VETHASALAM

and BENJAMIN LEE
newsdesk@thestar.com.my

PETALING JAYA: A total of 102
notices were issued to healthcare
facilities such as hospitals and
clinics last year for non-compli-
ance to fire safety measures.

These “fire-hazard abatement
notices” (MBK), which are sent
out by the Fire and Rescue
Department, came about after it
carried out fire hazard elimina-
tion activities at 91 hospitals and
495 clinics throughout the coun-
try last year.

“The MBK is issued to ensure
that lives and properties can be
protected from fire hazards,” said
the department.

It pointed out that no cases
were brought to court as there
was full compliance to the notic-
es.

Last year, healthcare facilities
in Sarawak received the highest
number of such notices at 27
followed by Kuala Lumpur and
Kelantan each receiving 19 notic-
es each and Pahang with 18.

It is unclear about the number
of government and private facili-
ties involved.

However, the situation was an
improvement compared to the
previous year when 177 notices
were issued.

As for this year, the Fire and
Rescue Department told The Star
that fire hazard elimination activ-
ities were carried out at 19 hospi-
tals and 118 clinics as of March
whereby 13 notices were issued
to clinics.

“The MBK is
issued to ensure
that lives and
properties can be
protected from
fire hazards.”

Fire and Rescue Department
BT s e s e R

It said that Selangor registered
the highest number of notices
with five notices while Kuala
Lumpur and Sarawak had three
notices each.

The MBK is issued under the
Fire Services Act. *

Premises owners who failed to
comply with the MBK despite a
second check can be penalised
under the Act with a fine of
RMS5,000 per offence or a jail term
of up to three years or both. They
could also be issued a closure
order.

According to the department, it
also issued 33 notices from
January last year until last month
for offences related to the remo-
val or absence of fire fighting
equipment or fire safety installa-
tions.

This comes under Section 2c¢ of
the Act which defines “fire haz-
ard” as “any removal or absence
of any firefighting equipment or
fire safety installation that is
required by law to be provided in
the building.”

Furthermore, 89 notices were

Hospital
fires in he.

0ct 2016

Hospital Sultanah Aminah
mten\lvo care unit
. tients dead

June 2020

Hospital Sultanah Aminah
female ward

March 2023

Hospntal Tuanku Ja'afar

issued under Section 2d which
is related to malfunctioning fire
fighting equipment or safety
installation.

The Star reported in October
last year that there were 109 MBK
notices issued to clinics, care

Sept 2020
Hospital Kuala Lumpur
storeroom

« Several patients evacuated

1suaities

Nov 2024

Hospital Papar
* Fire en he pharm

homes (199 notices) and hospitals
(68 notices) in 2023. This was
based on fire hazard checks con-
ducted at 566 clinics, 310 care
homes and 84 hospital premises
conducted then.

The Health Ministry said in a
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“AKU bunuh kau nanti.”

The Health Ministry is reviewing housemanship training, but amid a shortage of junior
doctors, experts warn outdated systems and a toxic workplace culture continue to

This *T will kill you" threat -
whether it was made jokingly or
drive many away. This can lead to a manpower crisis in the country’s healthcare.

with real criminal intent -
hurled ar Hisham* during his
first referral as a house officer,
had shocked him to the core.
But what finally pushed him
to quit medicine was the hospi-

tal management’s response
when he reported the incident: Reverting the housemanship upon the condition that ade- “There was a time where
“I don't care what h pr from two years back  quate tral for young doctors  there were 6,000 to 7,000 medi-
bullying or not - aslongaslhc 10 one year is toaccel- s maintained, he stresses. cal graduates a year. Now we
officer can work well.” erate career progression for lun have a little over 3,000 which
At that %oim. Hisham says he  jor doctors, especially those who  yicious cycle has led to fewer housemen at
had to be honest with himself intend to undcrgo tralnlng for hospitals,” he was reported as
about his future. specialisation future, says the concerns of saying.
“What is a career if it Malaysian Med!tal Association career progression for house- Dr Kalwinder believes that
destroys the person living it?* (MMA) president Datuk Dr men is good says Dr Kalwinder,  part of the reason there are
says Hisham, who is now 35 r Singh but ultimately, they have to fig- fewer medical students is due to
years old and thriving in audit- Khaira. ure out how to increase the the growing fear of the issues
ing instead. “We are number of young doctors and that comes with becoming a doc-
Hisham's story reflects the thinking also how to retain them. tor in Malaysia.
ongoing crisis of a high attrition  thatifit'sa *1f you don't retain them, “You only hear the negative )
rate among doctors in the public  one-year who is going to run your service aspects - bullying, career pro- If you dOﬂ t
healthcare system. houseman- and who is going to train (new gression, doctors leaving, stress, .
mL( was neporftzd last May lh&l ship, mh = doctors)? %o work-life balance, To a certain retain house
number of housemen atthe  may Dzulkefly previous] extent, it is true.
Health Ministry has dwindled by to move to noted that the number of zndi “But the effect it has had is Oﬁicers, who
50% since 2019, the next cal graduates has negative, So because of that, the . .
Health Minister Datuk Seri Dr  scale faster.” gone down over the numbers ; 1S going to
Dzulkefly Ahmad at the time But that is Because the ni rs have
also acknowledged the shortage dropped, there are fewer run your
of housemen. doctors to carry the bur-
“In fact, $‘o;emwho are work- den and when that hap- healthcare
ing are fee! e burden due to pens, the doctors get 5 . .
g\‘c workload s".'m]: manpower hns;tmd some of service im the
ortage,” he at the time. them leave,” he
The Health Ministry has since future?
of the Muse:n\mshi Thels vicic:c:x{sdoo
e R MMA president
gramme, which a pro- that leads to fewer Da(m(%fﬂ(ahﬂinder
posal to shorten the training . 3
duration from two years to Singh Khaira
ane year.
The Health Director-
General Datuk Dr v concem: The
Muhammad Radzi Abu . number of
Hassan has said this change / medical
aims to address efficiency. / students in
While experts and stake- Malaysia has
holders see the shortened pro- gone down,
gramme as a net positive, they which can lead
stress that improving workplace = toashortage
support and modernising archaic of doctors in
hospital systems remain critical to the future. ~
retaining young medical 123cf

TO Hisham®, medicine represent-
ed years of sacrifice and sieepl
nights in pursuit of his dream of
becoming a doctor.

So when he suddenly decided
to quit his housemanship train-
nﬁ;\.'eryone in his life, especial-

parents, was confused.

“How could you throw all that
away?" they'd say.”
I he had to choose any par-
ticular incident that made him
“throw it all away”, Hisham says
he would probably point to the

superiors and the managerment
dismissed the incident entirely.

“How can you continue in a
system where even management
enables abuse?” he wonders.

But the hospital management’s
r:pﬁme was just the straw that

the camel's back.

“What made me leave wasn't
Jjust one incident. It was the
weight of countless moments
that broke something inside me,
piece by piece.

“The environment was deeply
toxic. Public humiliation in the
ward happened so casually that
it became a routine. If a senior
felt like shouting at you across
the ward, they simply would. No
hesitation, no regard for dignity,”
says Hisham.

‘Without change, we'll keep producing
broken doctors before they begin’

‘The junjor doctors not
had to deal with public h
tion, but no real mentorship or

counselling was being

to them at the time, he adds.
“Help was rare and precious,

Many of us were treated less like

junior doctors and more like bur-

dens to be endured.

“If you wanted help, you had
to take the initiative to seek a
psychiatrist on your own, know-
ing full well you'd risk being
labenedas'nolm\gem'.
That stigma stuck like a an
your back.”

Now 35, Hisham has since
pivoted to a and has no
regrets about the field of

.Audmngwas

“second chance at life”, he

“1 dont it, not one bit. 1
finally feel
~ as a professional and as a
human being. There's grief, yes,
for the dreams I once had, but
there’s also relief and gratitude.

“I got out before Ilost myself
completely. But without a change

I'm growing again

in the

happened many years ago, but to
this day, junior doctors are still

hummanon lack of guidance and
a toxic work environment. She
recounts her first day when she
asked someone where the toflet
was and got shouted at.

*“They pointed at the patients”
toilet but I was told in university
that it is not ethical to use the
patients’ toflet, so 1 didn't know
we were allowed to use it.

“And then the person started
saying things like ‘Oh were we
supposed to build a toilet for
you? and ‘She thinks shes a
doctor now."

“That was a constant in the

work environment and it makes

when you make a slight mistake
because no one taught you how
to do it properly, then you get
;eaﬂy.reaﬂybadlydwwedout
for it

Within one week of her house-

manship Lily says she
lmalummdha!rdue

sometimes only eating her first
meal of the day at 11pm.

“But the main reason I quit
was that I started more
afraid to get scolded than I was
afraid of my patients dying” she

says.

That was not the kind of doctor
she envisioned herself becoming,
50 she left.

The Malaysian Medical
Association (MMA) president
Datuk Dr Kalwinder Singh
Khaira ackny that there
are some “bad es” amang the
medical fraternity who apply
undue pressure and stress on

junior doctors.

“But at the same time, what is
the reason? Because we are deal-
ing with life and death, some-
umes cxpedmons aur:'l\\sw\

are not
met nnd it alfedsuw(gxe patient
care, maybe some take it out on
them (the junior doctors),” he

says.
Then there is the issue of
resilience and how different

SAys.

But he attributes the hair-trig-
ger tempers of some doctors to
the insufficiency of medical pro-
fessionals in the system and the

massive workioa ent
doctors have to deal with - some-
thing which Lily with,

Older doctors who have been
in government service for a long
time have probably suffered
through the stafl shortage for a
while and thus become more
frritable, with Lily recounting
senior doctors blowing up at her
over simple questions, such as
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and fewer young medical profes-
sionals, he says.

As more doctors leave the pro-
fession for a multitude of rea-
sons, those who remain have to
take up more duties, which fur-
ther adds to their stress, causing
even more doctors to quit.

“We have to improve the
work-life balance and the quali-
ty of life (to retain doctors), and
for that, we need numbers,” says

Kalwinder.

Overburdened and burned-out
senior doctors are also often
unhel;;‘f:l rowax:s;d junior doc-
tors who may need guidance to
adapt to the public healthcare
system, further contributing to
the vicious cycle.

Lily* expected the long work-
ing hours and heavy workload
when she started her houseman-
ship programme, but it was the
uncaring and sometimes down-
right mean behaviour from her
seniors that made her quit the
training after just one week.

Vulgarities and name-calling
were a constant during her brief
time as a houseman, and while
she says she did not bear the
brunt of it, she witnessed others
in her cohort who received the
worst of it.

As a result, at least two other
housemen quit around the same
time she did.

While Lily did not reveal fur-
ther details, she says the other
two are currently under psychi-
atric evaluation.

“What I didn’'t expect was the
lack of help, and I would say the
environment was pretty toxic.

“There was no one that was
really willing to help people
because they were just too busy
to help,” she says.

The numbers game

Dr Kalwinder acknowledges
that workplace bullying does
happen among doctors, but adds
that he does not think it is as
rampant as it is made out to be,

Regardless, he says, it is most
important that junior doctors
feel they have a trusted channel

10 lodge complaints.

“We proposed to the ministry
1o create an ombudsman system.

“An ombudsman system is
whereby somebody can com-
plain confidentially and that
ombudsman has the authority to
investigate.

“The trust in the system and
the process is very important,”
he says.

Hisham agrees, saying if there
were a way to report abuse
without fear, he might have
opted to stay in medicine instead

ivoting to auditing.
'Pl'here should be an independ-

ent body - outside of the medical
fraternity - that listens to house-
men and acts on misconduct.
Real consequences. Real
accountability,” he says.

When it comes to mental
health, Manvir Victor, a World
Health Organisation (WHO)
global patient advocate, who
was a member of the Healthcare
Work Culture Improvement Task
Force (HWCITF), says there are
simply not enough psychiatrists
or counsellors in government
hospitals to provide adequate
care to the doctors.

"Lets say we have 100 people

psychiatry - they are serving
t.he patients. not the doctors. So
if you are a young doctor, who
do you go to?"

The HWCITF was established
as an independent committee in
2022 under the then health min-
ister Khairy Jamaluddin to
investigate the death of a house
officer as well as the work cul-
ture and human resource man-
‘aglemem in government hospi-

S,

The task force released their
report in August the same year
but Manvir says there have been
few updates on their recommen-
dations since then.

the reoommmd?:uns
they e to improve work-
Rlace cultures in the puhhc
ealth sector are i
remuneration rales or doctms
and
policies across all govemment
hospitals.

1t is obvious that improved
remuneration rates will help
retain more doctors, but the
benefits of a standardised orien-
tation for new housemen may
not be so clear at first.

Manyir says currently, the

process is tly
diﬂerem at every hospit
where some may provide house-
men with a full day of orienta-
tion while others can be done
Y S ckat g a mald-

eny am

istribution u‘t"‘\’;mrkﬁome issue as
more medical graduates may
choose to fora
with a comprehensive
ing process, leaving the other
hospitals understaffed, he
explains.

The maldistribution of the
workforce is something Dr
Kalwinder is very concerned
about too, as he says the MMA

sugg&sted creating a digital
dashboard system that is accessi-
ble to healthcare officials to
show the current distribution of
the medical workforce in gov-
ernment hospitals across the

country.
This would help hospitals plan
their workforce better, he says.
“I must know how many ( oc-

tors) I have and how
(other ) have magax xfyl
know you have more than me,

then | can say, can you send
some to me?" says Dr Kalwinder,
whao is based at the Sarawak
General Hospital.

This also goes back to the
numbers game mentioned by Dr
Kalwinder earlier.

“I don't mean (we need to
increase)
mean the correct dwmhunon of
numbers everywhere so that in
the country, every doctor should
have the same kind of lifestyle
and work-life balance,” he says.

This vicious cycle must be

he adds.
ely, what is it for? It's
all abuut patient safety, so it is
very important to have adequate
manpower.”

* Not real name

Lily says she decided to quit when she started becoming more afraid to get scolded than she was afraid of her
patients dying. — Posed photo/123rf

where the toilet is.

It wasn’t all uncaring and abu-
sive seniors, as she says some
medical officers tried to help the
housemen.

“But they were also really,
really overloaded themselves so
they couldn’t always be there,”

she says.

‘Hisham may have found his
newm]l‘mgin life, but Lily is still

toiﬂ,cglumt potential new

careers, inclu perhaps in
pharmaceuticals. <

But she wants people to know,
“When someone quits their

housemanship, it’s not because
they don't want to be a dactor
anymore, it's because the envi-
ronment is so unsuitable for
them to be a good doctor that
they just feel the need to leave.”

*Not real name
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Human activities, such
lasaqncuuurc, logging
and land clearing, bring
Burkholderia pseudomaliel to
the surface and raise risk of
Infection through contact or
inhalation,

")
Y »

Extreme weather
events, suchas
floods, disrupt

soil conditions, further
facilitating the bacteria’s
spread
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Five years after nearly losing leg, fears remain

KUALA LUMPUR: N. Poolohgas-
ingam did not think he was unwell
when his son commented that he
had lost weight during a visit in
2020.

But had it not been for that obser-
vation, the calligrapher might have
lost his life.

“1 felt fine, eating and exercising
as usual. When he said I Host weight,
1 didn't think 0,” he told the New
Straits Times.

However, the son insisted that his
father did not “look the same”,

That was when Poolohgasingam,
now 75, decided to go to the hospi-
tal, where doctors confirmed he
had indeed lost weight since his

last check-up. rium that causes melioidosis.

A barrage of tests failed to iden- Poolohgasingam is believed to
tify the cause. Slowly, Poolohgas- have been infected while clean-
Ingam began to experience sp ing a garden barefoot near his
and had trouble keepinghisbalance.  apartment.

*I couldn’t walk. 1 rushed to the “The garden was unkempt
Emergency Roomone nightasIwas  but there is nothing like walking
sweating and my heartbeat wasup,  barefoot on grass,” he said.

“It took them one-and-a-half While in hospital, Poolohgas-
months w diagnose my diseaseand ingam’s condition deteriorated
it was through trial and error. They  to the point that doctors consid-
knew it was an infectious disease, ered amputation. He fought the
but couldn’t say what was wrong.” procedure.
he said. “They said they could put me

Health authorities eventually onantibioticsbut Thadtobethere
tested the soll near his apartment  for at least three months. I told
and confirmed the presence of Bur-  them it didn’t matter as 1 didn’t
kholderia pseudomallel, the bacte-  want to be cut open,” he said.

ctive gear such as boots

and feet with soap

\‘L
-~

. Meningitis

“My weight went down from
80Kkg to 76kg and then down to
S6kg. I didn't even dareto lookat
myself in the mirror.™

Although recovery was grad-
ual, signs of improvement stowly
became

apparent.

*1 was slowly regaining my

weight and the chief physician

told me that was a good sign,” he
said.

Fiveyearson, Poolohgasingam
still has concerris about medioido-
sis, as It can relapse.

“There is no more pain in my
rightleg. butldo not know wheth-
er they {the bacteria) are 100 per
cent gone,” he added.
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MAJOR'SYMPTOMS
* High fever above
39°C
« Severe pneumenia

* Severe sopsis leading
to dangeroustly low
blood pressure

Confusion or
disorientation
indicates infection
has reached the
brain or caused
septlic shock

Severe abdominal
swelling potent:ally
due to abscesses
In vital organs
Multi-organ
dysfunction due

to bloodstream
infection

MODERATE SYMPTOMS
* Chest pain due to
lung infection
* Shortness of breath
« Abdominal pain

* Swollen lymph
nodes

* Muscle aches
similar to Ru-like
symptoms

* Nausea and vomiting

* Weight loss

MINOR SYMPTOMS
« Skin lesions or
abscesses

« Low-grade or
intermittent fover

* Fatigue

* Joint pain or swelling
similar to arthritis

* Persistent cough

NSY AMMAD YUSHI & EMNOATIA

Icouldn’t walk.

- Irushedto the
Emergency Roont one
night as Iwas sweating
and my heartbeat was
up. It took them one-
and-a-half months to
diagnose my disease
and it was through trial
and error. They knew
it was an infectious
disease, but couldn’t
say what was wrong.
N.POOLOHGASINGAM
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