Malpractice, not murder —Dr Syed Mansoor Hussain
What is desperately needed are regulatory mechanisms that enforce basic requirements in all private hospitals. These must especially include requirements for the emergency rooms about necessary equipment, laboratory facilities, nursing support and the need for qualified medical staff as well as the availability of backup consultants on short notice

One of the most tragic things in life is to see a child die — any child — and it is even more devastating for the parents when the death is entirely avoidable. Therefore, as a parent and a human being, I completely sympathise and empathise with the parents of the three-year old, Imanae, who died due to allegedly inappropriate medical care in Doctor’s Hospital in Lahore.

It is not my intention to make any formal assessment about the quality of medical care at this private, or what in the US is called a ‘for profit’, hospital in Lahore. Such hospitals exist to make money. I always remember what a good friend and a physician in the US used to say: “In the business of medicine, best medicine is the best business.” 

The reason why that aphorism resounds in my mind today is because the hospital under scrutiny was originally built and run by physicians that had practiced medicine in the US. Almost all of these US-trained physicians understood that the best medicine was indeed the best thing they could do to make their hospital one of the most successful hospitals in Lahore. And they indeed succeeded in doing that. 

Of course they were all immersed in the stringent ‘malpractice’ environment in the US before they came to Pakistan. They then came to Pakistan and started a hospital that was run along the concepts of ‘best practices’ available that they learned when they were in the US. But in time all these needs for doing the right thing became diluted by the exigencies of making money in Pakistan.

A majority of private or ‘Trust’ hospitals in Lahore are much worse than this hospital, the notable exception of course being the Shaukat Khanum Cancer Hospital in Lahore. Frankly, in my opinion most private hospitals in Punjab should be forced to stop calling themselves a hospital. 

A vast majority of these ‘hospitals’ are nothing more than a single physician clinic that offers minimal general services. Any facility that calls itself a hospital should fulfil basic requirement in terms of facilities and staffing. This of course starts from the point of entry into most hospitals and that is the emergency room. 

A ‘real’ emergency room must have trained medical and nursing staff that can take care of most common medical emergencies. There must also be immediate access to medical and surgical specialists and consultant staff that is available at short notice. Besides appropriate personnel, all hospital emergency rooms need backup facilities like a proper laboratory, an X-ray department, an appropriately stocked pharmacy and of course intensive care units and operating rooms. 

I wish that the Chief Minister’s team in charge of healthcare in Punjab occasionally ‘raids’ some of these supposed emergency rooms at off hours and sees what sort of facilities they have to offer. For that is what the unsuspecting public has to face when their dear and near ones get sick in the middle of the night and they go out looking for some urgent care. 

Most of these ‘so-called’ emergency rooms usually have no staff other than an MBBS doctor and that also most likely a recent graduate from a Ukrainian or a Chinese medical college or else from one of the dime a dozen private medical colleges in Pakistan and that also without any senior supervision or backup available for consultation. And virtually none of these emergency rooms have any of the necessary facilities available I have mentioned above. 

In defence of Doctor’s Hospital I will say that it is still one of the best cardiac facilities in Lahore. Its ‘crime’ was that it went beyond its basic strength and tried to function as a hospital that offered all facilities for all patients. By overreaching it undermined its own strengths and exposed its own weaknesses. 

In my opinion the hospital should pay dearly for its inadequacy in emergency care but the payment should be financial and not in the form of criminal proceedings against those physicians that had nothing to do with the care given to this child. Without affixing criminal responsibility on individuals, the institution must be held responsible. After all, the one thing that hurts businesses like this and often forces them to change for the better is serious financial loss. 

Moreover, the hiring policies of this hospital should also be examined to see if appropriately trained nurses and qualified junior medical are being hired or whether they are being replaced with inappropriately qualified staff to save money and indeed if that was the problem in the case under discussion. 

In a government hospital like the Mayo Hospital, in the emergency room the initial contact physician is always a recent medical graduate, he or she is however directly supervised by a medical officer and a senior registrar with post-graduate qualifications and a consultant is always available as a backup. Nothing of this sort is even remotely available in any private hospital. 

What is desperately needed are regulatory mechanisms that enforce basic requirements in all private hospitals. These must especially include requirements for the emergency rooms about necessary equipment, laboratory facilities, nursing support and the need for qualified medical staff as well as the availability of backup consultants on short notice. Most private hospitals lack such facilities and will only provide them if forced to do so by law.

The legal community also has an important role to play in the medical malpractice environment. Just as people can go to court to find redress for having been wronged in a business transaction, they should also be encouraged to do the same if they believe that they have received inappropriate or bad medical treatment. 

Finally, the physician that treated little Imanae meant no harm but was only trying to help. He deserves to be reprimanded and disciplined for being a bad doctor but he is definitely not a murderer.

