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Hi everyone!

Welcome to the third edition of Headlights for 2020. My

name is Davina Daudu, MD3 at The University of

Western Australia in sunny Perth. It gives me great

pleasure to take on the role of ASSA President for

2020/21, working alongside Julia De Groot (Vice-

President External, Griffith University), Tyson Zhang

(Vice-President Internal, University of New England) and

the rest of the stellar ASSA 2020/21 team, pictured later

in this edition of Headlights. My introduction to ASSA

was at the Global Surgery-themed International

Students’ Surgical Conference 2019, shortly after which I

took up the role of ASSA Global Surgery Co-Chair for

2019/20. 

From the first days of my role as Global Surgery Co-

Chair, it quickly became evident that ASSA was not only

passionate about representing Australasia’s surgically

inclined students, but advocating for equity in all areas of

medicine, from gender equity to global surgery and

everything in between. My time on the ASSA committee

has reminded me that most of us applied to medical

school not just to come out on the other side as surgeons,

physicians, GPs, psychiatrists, etc. We wanted to make a

difference in the lives of our patients and colleagues and

in the world around us. 

This spirit of altruism and advocacy for change is at the

heart of all that ASSA does. I am particularly proud of our

recently published ASSA Gender Equity Guide, which

provides useful information and practical tips to surgical

societies that endeavour to create more equitable spaces

for their members and committees. 

The incoming committee is well and truly in the process of

planning for a big year ahead. We would love to hear your

feedback on 2020’s initiatives and events, and what you

would like to see ASSA do in 2021. In these unique times,

your feedback is more important than ever to ensure that

our initiatives are tailored to your interests! Feel free to

reach out to us on the ASSA social media channels, or

contact me directly at president@anzsurgsocs.org - I look

forward to hearing from you. 

Until then, I wish you all the best for any upcoming exams,

and hope to connect with you at our 2021 events and see

you participate in our initiatives, whether they be

academic, global surgery, gender equity, policy or

collaborative research. Please stay in touch!

Warm regards,

Davina Daudu

ASSA President

president@anzsurgsocs.org

PRESIDENT'S WELCOME 
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by  Davina  Daudu



MEET THE TEAM
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Surgeons also spoke about the incredible adversity

they faced in their daily practice. This included

perspectives from surgeons of indigenous backgrounds

who found it difficult to express their opinions on

culturally safe care early in their career, as well as

surgeons of refugee backgrounds enduring hostile

training environments to pursue their dreams. 

Listening to our speakers discuss their own trials and

tribulations was inspiring and insightful. This learning

was complimented by small group breakout sessions

where delegates had the opportunity to meet like

minded colleagues from across the world and work

together to solve problems, refine their surgical skills,

develop new research ideas and network with surgical

mentors.

Offering this event with free registration to over 1600

people from across the world would not have been

possible without our generous sponsors and we are

immensely grateful for their support. Thanks to the

donations of our attendees we were also immensely

proud to raise over $1500 for our event charity

partner, Interplast Australia and New Zealand.On

behalf of the entire ASSC 2020 Committee, thank you

and good luck in your future endeavours.

All the best,

Jack Gerrard

ASSC Convenor

Thank you to all of our amazing delegates for their

support in 2020! It was an absolute pleasure for our

organising committee to host ASSC 2020 Virtual and

we hope that all delegates enjoyed uniting together to

share a common passion and interest in surgery.

RECAP: AUSTRALASIAN STUDENTS'
SURGICAL CONFERENCE 2020
by  Jack  Gerrard

This year has been more turbulent than anyone could

have ever predicted. Once our team realised that we

could not host a physical conference, we quickly

changed our focus towards producing an engaging

online event. Although the virtual conference brought

its challenges, the timely decision to go online also

allowed ASSC 2020 to thrive in many ways. Inclusivity

was one of the ASSC 2020 Committee’s fundamental

values, and by offering the event free of charge, we

hoped to ensure that our conference was accessible to

as many delegates as possible.

Over two action packed days, we were privileged to

hear from world-renowned leaders in surgical

innovation and learn about their journeys in creating

meaningful change in the operating theatre from the

ground up. 
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ASSC 2020:
BEHIND THE SCENES



The pathway to surgery is long, and
incredibly rewarding. You don’t need to be
the smartest in the room. You do need
endurance, dedication, commitment. You
need to be able to learn from falling and
keep going. You need to have passion about
what you’re doing, because that helps you
strive for better. You need to learn to believe
in yourself, and for the times that falters, you
need good healthy relationships with family
and friends who believe in you. Learning
skills of gratitude and a positive mindset are
just as important as learning the Krebs
cycle! Today, I have a career I love, balanced
with a family of 3 children and I am
purposeful about being there for them. It
isn’t always easy. You need to know it’s
definitely worth it.

HUMANS OF SURGERY ANZ
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Dr Alison Chiu
Ophthalmic surgeon

Specialist cataract & refractive surgeon

Sydney, Australia
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Plastic surgeon

Brisbane, Australia

Dr Lily Vrtik

What has been the highlight of your career?

Working overseas in Asia as a junior doctor and
seeing the discrepancy in the standard of health
care secondary to funding, personnel availability,
technology and work volume. Realising how lucky
Australians are to have access to Medicare and
the amazing health care I am privileged to be
working in.

What has been the most challenging part of your career? How did you overcome this?

It was a big challenge trying NOT to be one of the ‘boys’ as there was always the need to feel ‘included’
or ‘part of the team’ in a male-dominated area.

I overcame this quite easily. I loved my fashion, movies, everything pastel and anything cute and pretty
too much. Plus I would start yawning as soon as someone starts a conversation about the cricket,
football or rugby.

I learnt that I did not need to pretend to be someone who I wasn’t, because my work ethic and quality
spoke for itself. I was part of the team because I showed them that although I did not talk, walk or dress
like the ‘boys’, I did the same work as them. I did not expect any special treatment. I was fair to everyone
as I expected them to be towards me. I deflected any sexism (which manifested as either harassment or
favouritism) by sticking to professional behaviour and thinking ahead so I can avoid tricky situations

Who have been the most influential people in your life as a surgeon?

My husband, who is also a surgeon. He is someone whom I really admire both personally and
professional. He told me (and still does) that I have magic fingers and he is often mesmerised when he
watches me operate. He often comments on my sense of integrity, that I couldn’t bring myself to take
short-cuts even when no one is watching. It does wonders for self-esteem when someone you admire
compliments you. And I am lucky to have that every day.

What are your current goals?

To stay healthy, because being a surgeon is like being an athlete. My body and fitness will determine
my ability to work well and work safely. 

To complete my Master of Health Law. I am nearly half way through and it may take a couple more
years. This is an area I have a vast interest in because I believe that part of ensuring public safety is in
educating and risk managing the medical profession, and yet, giving our profession a fair voice in
difficult situations.

How did you decide on your specialty?

I was initially interest in burn injuries and burns surgery, which led me to plastic and reconstructive
surgery. I realised that not only would I become equipped to deal with acute treatment, but also the
long term reconstructive treatment options. Although I don’t do much burns surgery now, this still
applies to the trauma and cancer cases that I am often involved in.

The artistic and aesthetic side of cosmetic surgery appeals to me. Being an avid musician, wannabe
dancer and fashion follower, I am attracted to creating the perfect proportions and shape.
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How do you prevent burnout?

Have insight and self-awareness. I think that is one of my strengths and what provides me with strong
resilience. I recognise when I am overwhelmed, overstretched and overcommitted, so I learn to say no.
 

I recognise when I need to erect boundaries – times when I have given so much emotional support to
others that I have nothing left for myself and my family. 

I realise and appreciate the people around me, and I always ensure that they are aware of this. Because
it is a two-way street, in turn, I always feel supported and know of numerous people whom I rely on
when I am overwhelmed. 

I am not afraid to ask for help. I don’t see it as a failure when I can’t do everything myself. I don’t see it as
a weakness that I struggle at times and need a helping hand. And I definitely don’t think I am a lesser
person just because I am finding it hard to cope. Instead, I look for strategies and learn to let go, giving
the people around me an opportunity to step up and shine.

How has your career in surgery changed you?

It has taught me humility, and yet at the same time, the importance of self-belief. It is difficult to be a
good surgeon if I don’t believe in myself, my abilities and my knowledge, because all these qualities are
required to make sound decisions under pressure. I have learnt so much from listening to my patients
and the people around me; this tells me that I am no superior to the people I work with or the people I
treat. Humility is the greatest facilitator to learning.

What would you consider to be the most important lessons that you’ve learnt throughout your
career?

The most important lesson I have learnt so far is that being a surgeon is what I do, not who I am. That I
can’t take every up and down in my job personally, and that it doesn’t define my identity, but rather, is
what my job entails.

Do you have any advice for medical students interested in a surgical career?

Be prepared to work hard, be adaptable, flexible, and resilient. It is not a career for the faint-hearted and
there are always going to be sacrifices and compromises with your personal life. Learn to prioritise, and
often, it is patient care and patient safety first.

I also say that if other priorities in life are more important, then there is no shame in admitting that you
do not have the amount of commitment required to do surgery, because work-life-and-balance is
different for every person. To a surgeon like myself, the balance is more towards work. There is no right
or wrong to the balance, it is personal, and it is important you find the right balance for you and pick the
career path which reflects this. It takes courage to be honest with yourself about this, and will help you
pick the right path. I have had many students (and their partners/parents) who have come up to me to
say that I have inspired them to do or not to do surgery, in almost equal proportions!

What are some changes you’d like to see in medicine and surgery?

More personal confidential support and guidance for doctors in practice. Doctors who may not know
they are doing the wrong thing, or unaware of the better and safer alternative. 
Less competitive behaviour between colleagues, and more collegial collaboration. 
Improved public image of the medical fraternity as a profession that has integrity and public safety
as a priority. That the doctors has a fair voice in the public domain, over stereotypes, unsubstantiated
‘health’ advice given by unregulated individuals, and unfair media portrayal of our profession.

What do you do outside of surgery/medicine?

Lots of things. I am involved as the marketing manager for Queensland Medical Orchestra; I do my best
to stay fit as I enjoy running and working out at the gym. I boost my self-confidence and awareness with
martial arts training, and I have continued Flamenco dancing for over 25 years for enjoyment. I bake for
therapy, and sleep for relaxation.



ASSA is looking forward to finally launching its anticipated podcast, The Operating List. This

podcast has been inspired with the goal of providing education and information resources to

medical students and junior doctors across Australasia, and one day we hope to reach

students worldwide. The Australasian Student’s Surgical Association (ASSA) is a not-for-

profit association dedicated to representing the student surgical societies across Australia

and New Zealand with a goal enhancing essential surgical knowledge and skills to inspire and

improve the surgical workforce for future generations. 

It was our pleasure to have Dr. Marc Hirner, a
fellowship trained Orthopaedic surgeon who
specialized in musculoskeletal problems in the knee
and shoulder for our pilot episode. Dr. Hirner
undertook his medical training, in Johannesburg
South Africa. He then went on to get a master’s
degree in Sports Science in the United Kingdom
and returned to Johannesburg to complete his
Orthopaedic training. He then went on to complete
his fellowship training in Toronto, whilst gaining
experience with The Toronto Raptors. Currently
Dr. Hirner works at the Northland District Health
Board, Northland Orthopaedic Centre and
Kensington Private Hospital. 

PODCAST HIGHLIGHTS
THE OPERATING LIST

For our pilot episode, we discussed osteoarthritis, knee OA specifically, and Marc took us
through a step-by-step process to performing a knee arthroplasty. We will be looking
forward to all of our listeners feedback so we can make changes towards improving this
podcast, and we will be exploring high yield surgeries in all specialties in the future so
stay tuned!

by  Joshua Walt

The structure  o f  this  podcast  wi l l  take  youThe  structure  o f  this  podcast  wi l l  take  you
throughout  a  pat ient ’ s  journey  from E .R .  tothroughout  a  pat ient ’ s  journey  from E .R .  to
O.R . ,  f rom init ia l  consultat ion  through to  theO.R . ,  f rom init ia l  consultat ion  through to  the
patient ’ s  road  to  recovery .pat ient ’ s  road  to  recovery .

Dr .  Marc  Hirner
Orthopaedic  Surgeon

10 | ASSA Newsletter | Issue 3 2020



INTERESTED IN JOINING THE
ASSA TEAM?
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C O V I D - 1 9
R E F L E C T I O N S

C R E A T I V E  A R T S  C O M P E T I T I O N

C r i t e r i a :  o n e  c r e a t i v e  p i e c e  i n  a n y  a r t  f o r m  w i t h  a  1 5 0 - 3 0 0  w o r d  d e s c r i p t i o n

AUSTRALASIAN  STUDENTS '  SURGICAL  ASSOCIATION

A n y  r e f l e c t i v e  w o r k  a b o u t  p u b l i c  h e a l t h ,  m e n t a l
h e a l t h  a n d  w e l l - b e i n g  o r  y o u r  p e r s o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e

w i t h  t h e  C O V I D - 1 9  p a n d e m i c

Earlier this year, we hosted the inaugural ASSA Creative Arts

Competition, with the theme of Covid-19 Reflections. Entry to the

competition involved submitting a creative piece along with a

reflection about the COVID-19 pandemic. We were inspired by the

creativity and reflective quality of the submissions. Thank you to

everyone who entered our competition this year! We can't wait to

see your creations next year.

A S S A  C R E A T I V E
C O M P E T I T I O N  2 0 2 0  
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INTRODUCING

N I K I T A  R A H M A N
ASSA  CREATIVE  COMPETITION  2020  WINNER

Hi, my name is Nikita and I'm a

first year medical student at

the University of Queensland.

I've always had a passion for

the arts. It's been wonderful to

get creative more often, with

all this time spent at home.

COVID-19 has certainly brought

us new challenges, but it has

also brought opportunities to

learn and grow. I hope to keep

practicing art throughout my

degree and I would love to

illustrate anatomical textbooks

in the future!

CONGRATULATIONS  NIKITA !  

Please  turn  over  to  see  her  amazing  submission
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This artwork is a representation of my personal experience with the Covid-19
pandemic. It focuses on mental health in relation to being a healthcare worker. I
am a student, but I empathise with friends and family who are working at the
front-line. 

The depiction of a young girl represents my feelings of inexperience and
unpreparedness for the real world. A notable symbol is the staff of Hermes
(caduceus). This typically represents the Hippocratic oath, with twin serpents
encircling the staff. In this case, the serpents twist around the girl's head, showing
how truly bound the girl is to her vow. 

The girl holds the caduceus in one hand and her own heart in the other. This
signifies a trade-off; sacrificing one's own life for the cause of medicine. Risking
your own health to save other people.

Additionally, having strong emotions can be a hindrance in medicine; leading to
burnout. The girl's tears of blood are a result of seeing the constant suffering 

C O V I D - 1 9  R E F L E C T I O N S
BY  NIKITA  RAHMAN  

people face. She believes
being cold and empty will
make it easier for her to
continue her work.

Finally, the caduceus still
shines bright. She holds it
higher than her own
heart, trusting it to guide
her way. The Hippocratic
oath is valued. The girl
knows she will make the
right choices if she sticks
to her oath; putting her
patients' first.

Covid-19 has highlighted
the sacrifices medical
workers make in the
interest of public health.



UPCOMING EVENTS

The Royal Australasian College of Surgeons November Annual Academic

Surgery Conference is coming up on Thursday November 5 2020 from 9am

to 5pm AEDT. It will be conducted virtually.

The conference offers an exceptional opportunity for students and doctors

to present their latest research and interact with leading researchers and

academics from Australia and New Zealand, as well as with invited

internationally-renowned academics from the USA.

Online registration is open and available here:

https://surgeons.eventsair.com/naas20/2020naasc/Site/Register

For more event info head to the RACS website:

https://www.surgeons.org/en/Resources/interest-groups-

sections/academic-surgery/events

RACS Annual  Academic  Surgery
Conference  2020
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This one-day workshop is directed

to final year medical students and

interns, capped at 15 participants

(due to social distancing

requirements). 

The workshop will provide

information about pathways to

surgery, prevocational training,

JDocs and preparing for SET

examinations and interviews. The

day will also include a hands-on

practical session to practice

surgical skills.

Registration costs $75 and

includes morning tea, lunch and a

goody bag which includes the

RACS Essential Surgical Skills Kit,

valued at $126.50.

UPCOMING EVENTS

RACS NSW Preparation  for
SET Workshop

RACS NSW is proud to announce that it will be going ahead with its

Preparation for SET workshop, to be held on Saturday 31 October 2020 in the

RACS NSW office at Level 26, 201 Kent St, Sydney.
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For more information & to sign up: https://www.surgeons.org/conferences-

events/college-calendar/2020-10-31-Prep-for-SET---Sydney



WANT EXCLUSIVE ACCESS TO OPPORTUNITIES, RESOURCES & UPDATES? 

JOIN THE ASSA FAMILY.

BECOME A MEMBER TODAY:

BIT.LY/ASSAMEMBER
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We hope you enjoyed this issue of Headlights. If you
would like to submit content or ideas for our next

issue, please email promotions@anzsurgsocs

Please note that future newsletters will be
exclusively available for ASSA members

Editing & Graphic Design by Elisa Tran & Jiting Li 


