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Through these Q&As with senior CCGHR members, we aim to inspire and provide advice for students and young
professionals (SYPs) interested in launching a career in global health.

Q&A with Brian Cameron
On the importance of facing health inequities head on,
following your passions, and how to get
started.
Interview by Julia Pemberton, CCGHR SYP

Can you start off by telling us about your
global health experience and how you got
involved in global surgery?

My experience, in brief, in global surgery, really started the first four years of my career
teaching and practicing surgery in Fiji, at the Fiji School of Medicine, and subsequently, when I
returned to North America, I got involved with practicing and teaching and helping to train
surgeons in Guyana in South America. Most recently we have had new collaborations with
departments of obstetrics, anesthesia, and surgery, which will allow us to do more collaborative
education and research based in the Global Health Office here at McMaster.
My first involvement in Global Health was when my wife and I went to Sierra Leone when I was a
medical student with a group called Canadian Crossroads International. This visit as a medical
student challenged me in a lot of ways. It took me a while to digest it, the overwhelming need,
difficulty of having any impact on it, and the frustrations of seeing simple interventions fall apart
because of logistics. One example of this challenge was that I saw babies dying of tetanus, and
you really can’t do much about that. You need to vaccinate the mother, so I was asking and they
said ‘oh yeah, we had a vaccination program.’ So I asked ‘Well what happened to it?’ and they
instructed me to look outside the window of the house I was staying in at this old vehicle with
grass growing out through the windows. On the side of the vehicle it says ‘mobile travelling
vaccination program.’ When I asked what happened to the program they responded that the
program had only received short-term funding, and then they decided that they needed the petrol
to run the generator at the hospital rather than the vehicle. In the end, the vaccination program
ended and babies were coming to the clinic dying of tetanus. So seeing that - that puts global
health at a whole - and certainly tetanus, which is a condition of great importance to surgeons,
into perspective. As surgeons in Canada we assume people are routinely vaccinated, and when
we take care of injured persons here we don’t really worry about tetanus. But in this setting, out
in Sierra Leone, tetanus was a real concern because people were not getting vaccinated.
So that experience really connected global health to surgical care for me. I had found that
experience to be very challenging, and as I went into surgical training, I decided to try, rather
than avoid that challenge, but to face that challenge and learn more about it. I felt that the best
way for me to get prepared to work in that kind of environment would be to work in rural Canada.
So the first job I took was up in northern Newfoundland.
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So why is health equity a passion of yours? What are some of the
main issues in global surgery that drive you?

I think global surgery has to do with directly facing and dealing with inequities in our own
country and the world. It just doesn’t seem right that we have so much, and it’s just a
complex system as to why low resource settings have low resources. It’s a very
challenging and complex problem. It’s something I enjoy getting connected to. I find that
the people involved in global health are really, pretty, intrinsically motivated. They are
passionate about social justice.
How did you decide to tackle health inequities head on?

When we came back to Canada from Fiji, I felt like I I needed to continue that
connection in some way. For myself, to continue to find a way to be part of that
environment and contribute to something. So that has been motivating for me, for sure.
How can SYPs contribute to CCGHR or global
health initiatives?

Well, I think in simplest terms it’s ‘you have to do what you have to do.’ Which means that you
should follow your interests and passions rather than what you think you should do. Early on in my
surgical training I had to decide if I should become an academic surgeon or should I serve
internationally and go and do some mission service type work. I actually wrote to someone I
respected and asked for advice. They said ‘you know, you should go into some sort of mission
service. If you do go into academic surgery in the future you’ll have had these experiences, and
they will make you that much better of an educator and clinician than if you hadn’t had that
experience’. So I took that advice to step out of the comfort zone and do something that I wanted
to do, and am passionate about. I think I was worried that by stepping away from academia to
pursue my global surgery work I wouldn’t be able to come back, but because I always stayed
connected to academia while I was away, I think that made it easier to come back and in the end,
a strength.
What advice do you hear yourself giving to medical
students, residents, and graduate students who are
interested in global health?

Work in one place. Do what you promised you would do. Try not to let people down.
Keep it simple. It is easier for somebody to help you if there is a specific focus. It’s less
easy to help somebody develop a concept; that’s very difficult. The best that I can do
is that if someone has an idea, then I can help them think it through and give them some
direction on the realities of some of the strengths and challenges that exist in global
surgery
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