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A special doctor with special experiences and values
Dr Verena Doolabh is a special doctor. Somewhere in the big cities of Australia, she would have been earning lots of money from practicing medicine.

Instead, she chose to use her knowledge and skills to help improve the health of the less fortunate people of the world. 

For three months this year, Dr Doolabh was in North Fly and Middle Fly Districts of Western Province, helping the sick and bringing much needed health care to remote villages.

Her voluntary medical work with the Australian Doctors International (ADI) ended in May and Dr Doolabh left last month, but not after relishing every moment of an exciting chapter in her medical profession.

The young doctor tasted village life first hand including having aibika and tapioca for dinner, sleeping in village huts, trekking bush tracks, traveling by canoe and motorized dinghy, wading through muddied creeks, and even hitching an unforgettable three hour ride on a tractor.

These are experiences Dr Doolabh says she will never forget, including the hospitality of Western Province people.

Being ‘bush doctor’ has been a rewarding experience which Dr Doolabh believes will make her an even better doctor when some day somewhere in Australia, she goes into private practice.

“Well, I’ve always liked to help people and you know, I feel very privileged to be in a position as a doctor where I can use my knowledge to come over to these places and to help people that may be (are) not so quite as fortunate and for me this kind of work is much more satisfying than sitting in an office in a big city and making lots of money. That is not a satisfying job. Coming out here and really getting to know the people and helping the people is much more satisfying.”

“One of the things I have noticed working here in the Western Province is how remote it is and it is very difficult with regards to transport, getting medication to a patient or getting a patient to a hospital for further treatment and everything like that and I think that is one of the major problems here in the Western Province which may not be so in other places around the world.”

“Having been here now and lived in the villages and seen how village life is, the most common cases that I have seen are a lot of muscular aches and pains which are related to the hard work people here in Papua New Guinea do with the heavy lifting, the walking long distances, the climbing mountains. So there’s a lot of illnesses and injuries related to that and also there’s a lot of respiratory illnesses which I think is in part due to always been around the fire inside the houses. There’s also a lot of pneumonia, malaria and skin diseases as well.”

“The people that I’ve met have been wonderful. They’ve been incredibly kind and hospitable, letting me stay in their house, providing me with food, very very friendly people and I’ve received such a warm welcome. I’ve absolutely loved my time here in the Western Province.”

Being a doctor, helping people may be second nature to Dr Doolabh. But another experience in her own life also has a lot to do with how much love she has for life and of helping people.

In 2006 Dr Doolabh was among eight tourists who visited Jordan in the Middle East. In Aman, the capital of Jordan, the tourists were shot at unawares by a pistol wielding gunman. One of the tourists died and five others injured, including Dr Doolabh who was shot in the spine and paralysed waist down.

As a result, she spent two weeks in a hospital in Jordan before another six weeks in a hospital back in Australia where she learnt to walk again.

That ‘horrific experience’ has changed Dr Doolabh’s life and view of life. Having recovered, Dr Doolabh accompanied by her mother, trekked Mt Everest Base Camp in Nepal in March 2008 to raise money for spinal cure back in Australia.

Dr Doolabh’s near death experience in Jordan has made her more determined to help others because of her awareness of the value of life. Of course being a doctor herself has indeed made her an even better doctor.

“I guess when you go through an experience such as that day, you realize how precious life is and in that event and that I’m still here on this earth to do more in this world and that is why coming over to Papua New Guinea, doing volunteer work, that’s another way of me trying to do more out of this world and trying to find the reason why I survived such a horrific event and other people didn’t”.

“Yes and I guess the other thing that’s come out of that event is you know, I know what it’s like to be in a wheelchair, to have a disability, and to learn how to walk again over a six month period, it’s given me a good insight to what it’s like to be a patient and awfully that’s made me a better doctor.”

Back in Australia for the next six months, Dr Doolabh who was also the Royal Australian College of General Practitioners GP Registrar of the Year in 2008, will be working in a drug and alcohol rehabilitation centre.

Dr Doolabh may have been the ideal doctor who’ll be missed by patients in North Fly and Middle Fly she has served for three months but they can be rest assured health care provided by ADI will go on.

New volunteer doctors will keep coming to the province as ADI is committed to serving the health needs of North Fly and Middle Fly people. ADI has been providing this service since 2002 and to date has sent 15 volunteer doctors on 23 assignments.

And as it has done since 2002, ADI will continue to send doctors as equally competent like Dr Doolabh and committed to the same noble cause of helping the less fortunate people of this world.
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