UK are born with cleft lips, which
surgeons like Per fix when they're
babies. But sadly that isn’t the case
in the developing world. Hundreds of
thousands of children with clefts go
untreated, which can result in a life
of social exclusion, malnutrition and
misery.

That’s why Per decided to fly to
Ethiopia on behalf of Operation
Smile, a charity that offers free
reconstructive surgery to give
sufferers new mouths - and new
hope.

But one thing that came as a bit of
a shock was performing the

involved “basically rearranging the
patient’s own tissue to arrogantly try
to create what God intended” — and
within the hour the man was looking
at his new face in the mirror. “And he
clapped his heart in thanks. It was a
very moving gesture because they're
very reserved, the Ethiopians, they
don’t show their emotions
outwardly”

This was by no means Per’s oldest
patient. “We had a 56-year-old lady,
and she told everyone that we made
her beautiful and was thrilled,” he
says.

Over the course of three and a half

ana arrived - a bit Crispy round the
edges!

“A paediatrician made sure he was
fit and getting fluids, and the next
day he was done. Then he jumped
back on the bus and the donkey for
the return trip. So that was lovely.”

There’s no doubt that the work of
Operation Smile is making a huge
difference in countries like Ethiopia,
where to have a child with a cleft lip
is something of a stigma, as Per
discovered first-hand.

“I remember being struck by this
child with incredibly pale skin. T
asked if there was something wrong

1U's JUST that 1t hasn't been Snown to
anyone before.” So this child had
alabaster coloured skin, like a white
person, because that particular
family felt it was a stigma and it
hadn’t been out in the sunshine. And
we sat in stunned amazement that
that was the case.”

Thankfully, the Operation Smile
team were willing and able to treat
many different patients very quickly;
and Per admits it made a welcome
?\Thletgge from the constraints of the

“The whole ethos was so
refreshing. At half past four here

another patient because tne statt

have got to go home.” Over there you'd
say: ‘Half past four? Yeah, we’ve got
time for another one - bring them
down!’ It was very uplifting.

“A lot of us in the health
profession do such a lot of admin,
and something like this gives you a
shot in the arm of enthusiasm which
makes the graft of working in the
NHS just a little more bearable.

“It reminds you that the work we
do & special, and we sometimes
forget about that because it’s so
gruelling to be arguing about
funding for this or that.”

WwilLout sounualng cneesy, but you go
to a country that’s incredibly poor,
and you meet these gracious people
who can’t speak your language and
don’t really know what an
anaesthetic is — one family screamed
when they saw their child
anaesthetised because they thought
they were dead - yet they're prepared
to entrust their children to you.
“That’s quite an endorsement, and
you suddenly feel very, very
rewarded for doing what is actually
your day job.”
emma . higginbotham
@cambridgerews.®.uk

whnat Is Uperation smiie?

Since its launch by an American plastic
surgeon in 1982, Operation Smile has
provided more than 120,000 children and
adults suffering from facial deformities
with free reconstructive surgery, as
performed by a team of more than 5,000
medical volunteers from around the world.

The charity now operates in 51 countri
and performs more than 100 projects
every year.

Funds are always needed - for more
information or to make a donation, visit
www.operationsmile.org.uk.




