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EVER THOUGHT OF PUTTING YOUR TECHNICAL SKILLS TO USE OVERSEAS?

Médecins Sans Frontières (MSF), a leading non-governmental organisation for medical aid is looking for Medical Scientists to work on its overseas projects, in countries such as Myanmar, Pakistan, Sudan and Zambia.
As a Medical Scientist you will be part of an international team of medical and non-medical professionals working alongside a large team of national staff.  The role is to develop and supervise a laboratory offering a wide range of services, with a particular emphasis on quality management as well as training and supervising national staff.

REQUIREMENTS:

· A degree in Biomedical Sciences and at least two years relevant work experience with a good knowledge of sample-taking, and all basic lab techniques

· Proven knowledge in at least one of the following, STD’s, virology, TB, blood bank, HIV is desirable

· Experience in training, coaching and supervising others

· Minimum of three months of travelling and/or work experience in a developing country

· Ability to work and live as part of a team

· Available to work for a minimum of 6 months

· Fluent in English, other languages useful

A MEDICAL SCIENTISTS EXPERIENCE

Pamela Hepple, a medical scientist, left her unfulfilling job in London for the 40 degree temperatures of south Sudan. 

"I marveled at the fact that people who had been through so much could smile and laugh and revel in life..." 
I studied Microbiology in Dublin, and then did a Masters in the Control of Infectious Diseases at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine. I then did a series of unfulfilling jobs in London. When a friend forwarded me an email saying that MSF was looking for medical scientists, I filled out an application form. I was surprised but delighted when MSF offered me a mission in south Sudan coordinating the laboratory aspect of a malaria drug resistance study. I barely knew where Sudan was located, and understood even less about its history and politics, but I accepted readily.
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Malakal town
©Pamela Hepple 

Malakal is a garrison town, home to around 100,000 people. When I got there I found that in many ways all was as I had expected, and yet in many other ways I could never have been prepared for what I saw. The lab was a small concrete room with a basin in the corner as a sink. At temperatures of 40-plus degrees, there was no way anyone was wearing a lab coat. The staff were very capable and experienced from a scientific point of view, but lacked some knowledge of stock management and issues such as waste management and health and safety.

I arrived with a western viewpoint, as was only to be expected, and this jarred somewhat with the staff who were used to doing things in a more relaxed manner. We compromised in that I learned to slow down and they started to take things like quality control more seriously. 
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An MSF doctor checks a 20 year old patient with kala azar, Upper Nile region, South Sudan, November 2004
© Tomas Van Houtryve

After the malaria study ended, I moved over to the main hospital lab, where kala azar and malaria were the main diseases diagnosed. I found kala azar an extremely satisfying disease to work on: it's quite difficult to detect and diagnose, with two imperfect tests to be done, but if undiagnosed the patient is almost sure to die. 


Since I already had an interest in health education, I also took over this component of the project, and had a great time planning school and radio campaigns about kala azar and malaria prevention. In addition, I had the opportunity to travel to the north-east of Sudan to another MSF project near Gedaref, where I did a lab assessment. It was wonderful to see another part of the country and meet people from other tribes with different customs.
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Hospital patients in Malakal sitting under a makeshift shelter
© Pamela Hepple 

I found the Sudanese to be extremely welcoming, generous and kind. I marveled at the fact that people who had been through so much - like being displaced from their homes and separated from spouses and children for up to 20 years - could smile and laugh and revel in life. Even things like power cuts (we only had electricity for a few hours a day) gave me an opportunity to appreciate the stars. 

In fact, the thing I enjoyed most about my mission was a one-week stay at an outreach kala azar project a day's travel along the river. There were no mod cons such as electricity or running water, and life revolved around the river. Small children smelled my skin and tried to rub it clean and evenings involved lying under the mosquito net and contemplating the meaning of life. We slept under the stars…beautiful. It makes you very appreciative of what you have when you get back to 'civilization'…I will never ever take a flushing toilet for granted again!
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Laboratory in Lagos, Nigeria
©Pamela Hepple 

After Sudan I went to Lagos to work on an HIV programme. Here the set-up was very different: many things were automated, there was usually running water and electricity (though from a noisy generator for most of the day) and the staff were highly trained. 
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Pamela Hepple with her team in Nigeria ©Pamela Hepple 

And now my suitcase is all packed in preparation for my third MSF mission in Pakistan, where I will be doing lab assessments in Afghan refugee camps. Something like 50% of those who volunteer with MSF only do one mission. 50% of the remainder only do two. They say that those who carry on after that point are hooked for life. I certainly am. I can't overemphasize the deep satisfaction I feel with my life as a result of knowing that I am helping to provide access to quality health care for those who need it most. I am meeting people and discovering cultures that teach me new things every day. Last year I had to get my passport replaced after 18 months of use as it was full…I have seen parts of the world that are closed to many, and I will have those memories forever.

INTERESTED?

Please visit our website http://www.uk.msf.org or call the human resources department on +353-(0)18069804 or email officedublin@london.msf.org.  
_1141737167

