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remember as a kid watching the musical movie
“Oklahoma” and even learning to sing some of
the songs like “Oh what a beautiful morning”
etc. The musical is set in an Oklahoma, of
course, farming community in the 1800’s. One
young man had been on a trip to Oklahoma City

and in the one song he sang about how technologically
advanced it was there compared to them. In the chorus he
sings,  “Yes, they’ve gone about as far as they can go!”.

Which makes me think. Have we not “gone as far as we
can go” with regional anaesthesia in South Africa, or are
we not fast approaching that point?

Why? Well in the past eight years or so we have seen the
interest in regional anaesthesia soar in South Africa. BUT
I think this is as far as we will go UNLESS we change a
few things.

At the moment, I think, we are fast approaching the point
where everyone who wants to and who can do regional
anaesthesia is doing it, but sadly we still lag far, very far,
behind other developed countries, which our private med-
icine is proud to be part of, largely. Which is sad, because
in a developing country regional anaesthesia should pre-
dominate especially in rural areas and state and teaching
hospitals. How can we get more people to want to do it
and to know how to do it?

When presenting workshops and lectures etc it almost
always comes out that anaesthesiologists would like to do
more regional anaesthesia – either for surgery OR for
post-op pain management, but that they experience
resistance from their surgeons. 

The resistance to regional anaesthesia from surgeons
has a three-fold origin.

IGNORANCE. Most surgeons in our country have been
“raised” without exposure to regional anaesthesia. When
the older generation trained regional was not an issue so
they do not know it. The younger surgeons are still being
raised without proper exposure to regional anaesthesia
and they also do not know it. I must add that usually when

they are exposed to regional anaesthesia and it’s advan-
tages – to themselves and their patients, they ‘convert’
with alacrity and start expecting it from their anaesthesiol-
ogists. 

So ignorance on the part of the surgeons plays a huge
role, BUT are we as anaesthesiologist not responsible for
their ignorance? It is after all we who are not exposing
these surgeons to regional anaesthesia while they are
training in the academic institutions. It is my opinion that
regional anaesthesia is still very much the “orphan” in
academic institutions with nobody taking care of it there.
Formal regional anaesthesia is rudimentary as best in
most institutions with one or two possible exceptions.
Regional anaesthesia is not even a great feature, if at all,
in the examinations for either the FFA or the MMed. Most
of the regional anaesthesia is taught and learned post
qualification – being taught and promoted by a small
group of enthusiasts who are trying to bring our anaes-
thetic practice in line with the rest of the world, especially
Europe  - who are the undisputed leaders in regional
anaesthesia.

Until regional anaesthesia is given the attention it
deserves in academic institutions in keeping with world
wide practice, and the surgeons are not exposed to it and
its benefits while in training we will continue to experience
the resistance form surgeons and we will soon “have gone
as far as we can go”.

TIME CONSTAINTS. On theatre lists in private prac-
tice, time is the huge consideration. Some of the resist-
ance from the surgeons stems from this. They feel that
regional anaesthesia wastes time or at least takes too
long and prolongs the list. Surgeons have accused anaes-
thesiologist who want to practice regional anaesthesia of
“playing” or “experimenting on my patients” and that there
is no time for this nonsense. We cannot blame the sur-
geons, as WE have not informed them. If he were a “con-
vert” he would be willing to wait for good (see below)
regional anaesthesia and would book his list accordingly
– making allowances for it. Please note, that there are sur-
geons who do this – not all of them are uninformed. Those
that are informed were usually informed by anaesthesiol-
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ogist in private practice and have learned about it there.
The solution to this problem is to expose surgeons to
good (see below, again) regional anaesthesia in training
so that they will expect it in practice and would make
allowances for it in private practice.

GOOD REGIONAL ANAESTHESIA. Perhaps the
surgeon’s perception that regional anaesthesia is playing
and a waste of time is not unwarranted.  If an anaesthesi-
ologist dabbles, and I use the word advisedly, in regional
anaesthesia without having received any training theoret-
ical or practical and he is in general not too sure of what
he doing he will take too long to do blocks and then they
may not work properly if at all eliciting the remark from the
surgeon that he is “playing”. The onus is once again on
US. If we want to promote and further the cause for
regional anaesthesia in keeping with the rest of the world
then we must produce quality regional anaesthesia.

This brings me, again, to the matter of training. In my
opinion our anaesthetic training MUST start placing more
emphasis on regional anaesthesia and start taking it seri-
ously and seeing it as an important part of any anaesthe-
siologist’s training. We are already being left behind the
rest of the world – even Latin America! and if we do not
wake up we will, once again, be the tail enders and we will
have no one to thank but ourselves.

Even the people already qualified. If we did not receive
training on regional anaesthesia then it remains our own
responsibility to get ourselves trained and educated in
regional anaesthesia. The opportunities abound in the
form of workshops offered at congresses and elsewhere.
The anaesthetised pig workshops, which we did for years
(and still do at a lesser rate), and were in fact pioneered
in South Africa, went a long way to bridging the gap.
Cadaver workshops and hands-on workshops are held
regularly at the anatomy department in Pretoria.
Advanced workshops or  Regional Anaesthesia fro
Chronic Pain workshops are held regularly at Little com-
pany of Mary Hospital in Pretoria. Durban and Cape Town
also hold workshops – there is no excuse.

RAPSA (Regional Anaesthesia and Pain South Africa)
was formed with this very aim in mind – to further the
interests of regional anaesthesia and the annual RAPSA
meeting is a brilliant opportunity to learn regional through
lectures and workshops.

We MUST up our game in producing quality regional
anaesthesia so that our surgeons will be more inclined to
share our enthusiasm.

It does my heart good to see how big the interest is in
regional as reflected in the number of people who attend
workshops. The regional anaesthesia workshops at the
annual SASA meeting in Pore Elizabeth earlier this year
were all fully subscribed. BUT it doesn’t help much if we
produce people who can do good regional anaesthesia
but they have nowhere to practice it because of surgeon
resistance.

How can we reduce surgeon resistance?
1. Better attention paid to regional anaesthesia in our

academic institutions – and more regional done there
to expose surgeons to it.

2. We must improve the quality of the regional we do to
convince the surgeons of its benefits and that we
know what we are doing and it does not prolong the
list because we are slick. In fact, if properly planned,
good regional anaesthesia should make a list move
more efficiently. 

3. We must all take responsibility for our own surgeons
and do our best to inform them. We must especially
inform them of the advantages of regional for post-op
pain management, and the importance thereof, so that
they will convert at least to that.

4. RAPSA does its bit by trying to get in to giving lectures
on regional anaesthesia at surgical congresses.

5. Negotiating with your surgeon to let you just try some
regional. Once they have seen it they very often
change their stance vis-à-vis regional.

It is my opinion that unless we address these issues soon
and aggressively we will once again be the followers
where we could be up there with the leaders. Perhaps we
have already resigned ourselves to, once again, being the
followers. We do not need to be and I personally will fight
to have regional anaesthesia  get the recognition it
deserves.

If we don’t address this we are soon going to be at the
point where “we have gone about as far as we can go”.
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