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The British aid organization OPERATION HERNIA has now been in existence for 20 years, a justifiable reason to
celebrate. Similarly, the German aid organization SURGEONS FOR AFRICA has been active for 15 years. In the early
years, both organizations focused primarily on performing urgently needed hernia surgeries, to improve access to
surgical treatment for hundreds of patients in less privileged countries who suffer from hernias. To ensure
sustainability of this hernia service, however, over the past 10 years, both organisations have collaborated to jointly
developed a sustainable structured training project in Rwanda, East Africa. This includes Train the Trainer course.

Since 2016, a training program has been established to support postgraduate education for younger surgeons in
Rwanda. These projects have been conducted in close collaboration with the British organization Rwanda Legacy of
Hope, the Rwandan Ministry of Health, and the Universities of Rwanda in Kigali and Huye (formerly Butare). By 2019,
nearly half of the total number of surgeons in Rwanda had completed one of the standardized, hernia-specific training
courses. Building on this foundation, in 2022, we introduced the first Train the Trainers course, training the first
Rwandan surgical instructors locally. Since 2023, we have expanded our focus to address the significant shortage of
surgeons by providing training to general practitioners for the first time. These efforts are supported by the Rwandan
trainers we had previously trained, whom we simultaneously supervise to ensure ongoing quality and professional
development.
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Team of Trainees and Trainers in Kigali 2023

The driving force behind these humanitarian projects is the inequality in surgical care. In low-income countries (LICs),
particularly in Africa, the shortage of qualified medical personnel (doctors and nurses) and resources (hospitals,
medical equipment, and consumables) significantly hampers the development of structured surgical training
programs.



Country Population Density of medical doctors/ | Density of nursing and midwifery

(in 1000) 10.000 population personnel/ 10.000 population
Germany 84,552 45,2 123,0
Italy 58,760 42,5 77,1
Netherlands 17,880 39,1 116,6
Sweden 10,540 71,5 217,0
United Kingdom 68,350 31,7 91,5
Ghana 34,427 1,4 37,9
Kenia 54,030 1,0 6,4
Kongo 109,276 1,9 11,9
Malawi 21,655 0.5 5,0
Nigeria 212,915 3,9 16,8
Ruanda 14,256 1,2 9,3
Uganda 47,250 1,7 22,7

Tab. 1: The density of physicians, nurses, and midwives varies significantly across countries, reflecting disparities in
healthcare resource allocation - WHO Health Report Global Health Observatory (GHO) data Full report 2024
https://www.who.int/gho/publications/world health statistics/en/ (access 13.01.2025)

In late February to early March 2024, for the eighth time, a large surgical team comprising 29 British and German
volunteer surgeons, anaesthetists, operating room nurses, and anaesthesia nurses continued our surgical training
project in Rwanda. In eight different hospitals across the country, we provided specialized hernia surgery training to
19 young general practitioners. During this mission, a total of 333 hernia surgeries were successfully performed on

315 patients without any complications. Moreover, in 2024, thanks to numerous generous donations, we were able to
bring along medical equipment and consumables valued at €110,000, which were left in Rwanda to further support
the healthcare infrastructure.

The German Team 2024 in Kigali


https://www.who.int/gho/publications/world_health_statistics/en/

Teaching residents at Kibungo hospital

Residents practicing hernia repair at Gisenyi hospital
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anatomical training at Gisenyi hospital



Operation theatre at Gisenyi hospital

Teaching at Gisenyi hospital

Team of trainees and trainers at Gisenyi hospital



I Team of trainees and trainers at Huye University hospital

Teaching at Huye University hospital

Supervision of trainees at Huye University hospital



British - German Team of Trainers
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Globally, there are significant disparities in the surgical treatment of hernias. While debates in the Western world
currently center around the use of high-cost surgical robots for inguinal hernias, low-income countries (LICs),
particularly in Africa, lack the most basic necessities: qualified medical professionals, hospitals, medical equipment,
and essential consumables such as synthetic meshes for hernia repair.

Maintaining global equity in healthcare is an urgent necessity in this context. Medical advancements and the adoption
of modern technologies must not exacerbate global inequalities, potentially leading to dramatic consequences. Access
to safe and affordable hernia surgeries should be a universal priority, ensuring equitable healthcare for all populations
worldwide.

Against this backdrop, this sustainable project can be regarded as a promising initiative aimed at providing high-
quality, context-specific training to the next generation of medical professionals directly on-site. Furthermore, it seeks
to inspire enthusiasm for abdominal wall and hernia surgery among trainees, fostering a skilled and motivated
workforce to address local surgical needs.
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