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It	gives	me	great	pleasure	to	send	this	message	to	the	second	newsletter	of	2021.	
	

As	COVID	challenges	continued	I	would	like	to	pay	homage	to	those	who	have	laid	lives	in	the	battle	against	
this	pandemic.	Also,	I	would	like	again	to	extend	my	appreciation	to	the	great	services	of	all	health	care	
workers	globally	and	all	others.	We	are	especially	proud	of	all	our	alumni	who	are	rendering	yeomen	
service	at	this	juncture	with	several	personnel	performing	key	roles	in	COVID	care	and	research	in	Sri	

Lanka	and	globally.	
	

Amidst	the	pandemic,	CoMSAA	continued	its	annual	activities	with	much	vigor.	We	are	happy	to	have	been	
able	to	continue	student	assistance	programs	and	other	usual	activities	like	the	CoMSAA	lecture.	

	
The	successful	culmination	of	the	Colombo	Medical	Congress	2021,	which	was	organized	jointly	with	the	
Research	Promotion	and	Facilitation	Centre	was	a	highlight	this	year.	The	introduction	of	the	CoMSAA	
oration	was	a	new	addition.	This	would	be	an	annual	activity	in	CoMSAA	and	the	Faculty	calendar.	In	

addition,	we	have	pledged	to	support	the	medical	library	which	will	be	housed	in	the	new	14	story	complex	
in	the	faculty.	

	
Another	important	initiative	we	have	taken	this	year	was	liaising	with	our	overseas	alumni	in	setting	up	
overseas	chapters.	I	am	delighted	that	overseas	chapters	are	being	worked	out	in	Australia	and	USA.	I	
would	like	to	appeal	to	all	CoMSAA	members	across	the	world	to	enlist	more	new	members	and	initiate	

overseas	chapters.	
	

I	would	like	to	wish	everyone	a	very	happy	and	a	successful	2022	and	thank	all	CoMSAA	members	for	their	
unstinted	support	to	my	committee	in	2021.	

	

Vidya	Jyothi	Professor	Prasad	Katulanda	

President	CoMSAA	
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Dr.	Isurujith	Liyanage	and	Dr.	Dinesha	Jayasinghe	

Co-Secretaries	2020/2021	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

 
Second	half	of	the	year	

A	report	from	the	co-secretaries	2020/2021	
May	2021-	December	2021	

The	second	six	months’	work	of	CoMSAA	was	dominated	by	preparation	 for	 the	Colombo	Medical	

Congress	2021.	While	other	activities	such	as	 the	annual	get	 together	had	to	be	cancelled	due	to	 the	

ongoing	COVID	pandemic,	we	are	happy	that	we	were	able	to	jointly	organize	and	contribute	towards	

the	CMC	2021,	which	concluded	successfully.	

	
COLOMBO	 MEDICAL	 CONGRESS	 (CMC)	 2021	 –	 25TH	 –	 27TH	 NOVEMBER	 2021

CoMSAA,	together	with	the	Research	Promotion	and	Facilitation	Center	(RPFC)	of	the	Colombo	Medical	

Faculty	organised	the	conference.	It	consisted	of	Pre-conference	Workshops,	Plenaries,	Symposia,	Oral	

Abstracts	and	Posters	and	our	distinguished	alumni	were	resource	persons	and	some	also	presented	

their	research	work.	The	theme	this	year	was	“NCDs	and	COVID-19:	Tackling	Two	Pandemics	Through	

Collaborative	Research”.	It	was	held	as	a	hybrid	event	with	the	participation	of	both	local	and	foreign	

speakers	and	participants.	The	inauguration	ceremony	was	held	on	the	25th	November,	and	the	sessions	

were	held	on	the	26th	and	27th.	The	conference	was	held	as	three	parallel	sessions,	for	the	symposia	and	

free	paper	presentations.		

	

The	inaugural	CoMSAA	Oration	was	delivered	during	the	Colombo	Medical	Congress	2021.	The	Orator	

this	year	was	Dr	Ananda	Wijewickrema,	Senior	Consultant	Physician,	National	Institute	for	Infectious	

Diseases,	Colombo,	who	spoke	on	the	“Journey	of	COVID-19	in	Sri	Lanka”.		
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THE	LIBRARY	PROJECT	

The	 faculty	 library	 is	 to	be	 relocated	 to	 the	new	building	where	a	much	 larger	 space	will	 be	 available	 for	

referencing	and	other	teaching/learning	activities.	CoMSAA	took	up	the	task	of	providing	the	infrastructure	

for	 the	area	designated	as	 “Learning	Commons”,	which	will	be	a	 space	 that	 students	can	use	 for	 studying,	

discussions,	 tutoring	 classes,	 and	other	group	 learning	activities.	The	estimated	budget	 for	 this	 space	was	

approximately	Rs.	2	million	and	CoMSAA	was	successful	in	raising	funds	for	this	project	this	year.	The	funds	

raised	were	handed	over	to	the	Dean	and	the	Library	at	the	11th	Annual	General	Meeting	held	on	16th	December	

2021.	We	are	thankful	to	all	alumni	who	donated	towards	this	project	and	are	very	happy	that	we	were	able	

to	raise	the	entire	amount	through	the	generosity	of	our	alumni.			

	
	

The	Congress	ended	with	the	Colombo	Medical	Banquet	which	was	held	on	the	27th	November,	at		Waters	

Edge,	Colombo.	We	especially	thank	Dr	Pramilla	Senanayake,	our	Social	Secretary,	who	organized	this	

event	a	CoMSAA	contributed	to	the	CMC	2021	in	organizing	the	event	as	well	as	raising	 funds	 for	the	

event.	From	this	year	onwards,	Colombo	Medical	Congress	and	 the	Colombo	Medical	Banquet	will	be	

annual	events,	which	will	be	the	main	academic	event	of	CoMSAA,	and	will	be	organized	jointly	together	

with	 the	 RPFC	 of	 the	 Faculty.	 We	 invite	 our	 alumni,	 both	 residing	 locally	 and	 overseas,	 to	 actively	

participate	in	future	conferences.		

t	very	short	notice.		
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PULSE	OXIMETER	PROJECT	

CoMSAA,	together	with	the	Faculty	of	Medicine	and	the	Rotaract	Club	donated	160	pulse	oximeters	to	the	

COVID	Task	Force	in	September,	2021.	CoMSAA	contributed	by	assisting	with	the	handling	of	donations.		

	

MRS.	SUMI	MOONESINGHE	AWARD	

The	award	consisting	of	a	certificate	and	Rs.50,000/-	has	been	an	annual	award	given	to	the	student	who	

obtains	the	highest	aggregate	marks	at	the	Basic	Sciences	Stream	End	of	Course	Final		Examination.	

	

The	student	from	AL	2016	batch,	T.B.G.H.	Wimalasena	had	been	previously	acknowledged	as	the	awardee,	

but	had	not	been	presented	with	the	Award.	The	Award	was	granted	to	both	him	and	the	student	eligible	

from	the	AL	2017	batch,	G.D.G.K	Gunawardana	at	an	Executive	Committee	meeting	held	in	November	2021.	
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STUDENT	FINANCIAL	ASSISTANCE	SCHEME	

	

CoMSAA	continues	its	major	ongoing	activity,	the	student	financial	assistance	scheme.	This	year,	we	were	able	

to	streamline	the	process	of	selecting	and	awarding	of	scholarships/	bursaries	to	students	needing	financial	

assistance,	and	this	was	done	in	collaboration	with	the	Medical	Students	Financial	Assistance	Scheme	of	the	

faculty,	so	that	the	Faculty	administration	is	aware	of	the	students	receiving	scholarships/	bursaries	through	

CoMSAA.	The	following	scholarships	were	given	in	2020/2021.		

1. Scholarships	awarded	by	CoMSAA	–	14	(Had	been	started	before	2020)		

2. CoMSAA	Scholarships	from	Member	donations	scheme	–	15	(Started	in	2021	–	all	from	the	AL	2014	batch	

and	due	to	end	in	2022)		

3. Ms.	Sumi	Moonesinghe	bursary	–	2		

4. Mr.	Ajith	Gamage	Scholarships	–	2		

	

Providing	assistance	to	needy	students	continues	as	one	of	the	main	objectives	of	CoMSAA	and	we	would	be	

grateful	for	your	donations	which	could	help	us	with	this	endeavor.	If	you	wish	to	make	a	donation,	please	

contact	us	by	email	(comsaa2011@gmail.com	or	comsaa@med.cmb.ac.lk)	or	visit	our	webpage	

www.comsaa.org.		

MEMBERSHIP	DRIVE	

The	membership	drive	for	CoMSAA	was	largely	hindered	by	the	ongoing	CoVID-19	pandemic.	However,	we	

had	28	new	members	joining	us	in	2020/2021.		We	would	like	to	invite	our	members	to	encourage	their	

friends	and	batch	mates	to	join	CoMSAA	and	be	a	part	of	the	activities	of	our	Alma	Mater.	Memberships	can	be	

obtained	easily	through	our	website	www.comsaa.org,	and	the	secure	online	payment	portal.		

	

	

OVERSEAS	CHAPTERS	
	

The	initial	establishment	of	links	with	groups	of	Alumni	based	overseas	was	commenced	this	year	and	much	progress	

was	made	with	the	alumni	in	Australia	and	USA.	Several	meetings	were	held,	and	the	Ex-Co	has	begun	formulating	the	

Australian	Chapter	including	the	drafting	of	their	constitution.		
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We	especially	wish	to	sincerely	thank	our	President,	Vidya	Jyothi	Professor	Prasad	Katulanda	for	guiding	

us,	and	for	his	 immense	dedication.	We	congratulate	him	on	completing	a	successful	year	as	President,	

CoMSAA	and	for	carrying	out	so	many	tasks	during	a	time	when	most	activities	were	hampered	by	the	

ongoing	 pandemic	 and	 the	 uncertainties	 it	 posed.	 We	 were	 immensely	 happy	 to	 work	 with	 him	 and	

considered	it	our	privilege.		

	

We	 thank	 Dr.	 Asanka	 Ratnayake	 and	 Dr.	 Thurul	 Attygalle	 our	 Treasurer	 and	 Assistant	 Treasurer,	

respectively	 for	 handling	 the	 CoMSAA	 accounts.	 Dr	 Asanka	 Ratnayake	 was	 also	 the	 treasurer	 of	 the	

CMC2021	and	handled	all	the	funds	generated	for	this	purpose.	We	sincerely	thank	him	for	his	dedication.	

We	sincerely	thank	Prof.	Dinithi	Fernando	and	Dr.	Dineshani	Hettiarachchi	for	preparing	the	Newsletter.	

Prof	Dinithi	Fenando	was	also	the	co-editor	of	CMC2021	representing	CoMSAA,	and	was	instrumental	in	

compiling	the	conference	proceedings	book.	We	thank	the	members	of	the	CoMSAA	executive	committee	

for	 the	 guidance	 and	 support	 given	 to	 us	 to	 carry	 out	 our	 work.	 We	 are	 grateful	 for	 the	 supportive	

assistance	given	by	Ms.	Mass	Zainab	Usuf,	CoMSAA	demonstrator	for	all	the	above	events	and	our	day-to-

day	activities.		
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“The art of medicine consists of amusing the patient while nature cures the disease.” 

                                        Voltaire 

								andemic	has	pushed	us	away	from	the	usual	university	student	life,	but	amidst	all,	the	life	spent	

hovering	over	devices	has	finally	been	broken	by	the	continuing	momentum	of	starting	of	the	clinicals	

which	we	are	so	glad	of.	Since	the	last	Newsletter,	the	life	in	the	faculty	has	liven	up	a	bit.	Here	are	

few	of	the	mesmerizing	moments.	

	

Chathra	 2021	 has	 been	 the	 game	 changing	 event	 in	 the	 student	 life	 as	 it	 was	 the	 first	 hybrid	

entertaining	event	that	took	place	after	a	long	time	in	the	faculty.	This	was	organized	by	the	2017	

A/L	batch	that	explored	the	talents	of	the	2018	A/L	batch.	It	was	a	series	of	onsite,	online	and	hybrid	

events	that	span	over	months	of	effort	that	include	events	such	as	dancing,	announcing,	singing,	art	

and	many	more.	

	

P	

Chathra	2021	
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						Interfaculty	radiology	quiz	!!

A	team	representing	the	Faculty	of	Medicine,	University	of	Colombo	emerged	1st	Runners-up	at	the	inaugural	

Radiology	 Quiz	 organized	 by	 the	 Sri	 Lanka	 College	 of	 Radiologists	 commemorating	 the	 International	

Radiology	Day.	A	total	of	8	faculties	participated	in	the	competition.	The	team	consisted	of	Hansana	Priyan	

(2015),	Lilangi	Devapriya	(2015),	Priyath	Seneviratne	(2016)	and	Bavatharany	Sivabalarajah	(2016).	This	

team	was	chosen	and	mentored	by	Dr.	Udari	Liyanage	of	Department	of	Anatomy,	Genetics	&	Biomedical	

Informatics	and	Dr.	Sahan	Guruge	of	Department	of	Physiology,	whom	the	students	are	forever	grateful	for	

helping	to	uplift	the	prestige	of	the	faculty.	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Student	Achievements	
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Not	falling	short	on	debating!	

 
An	 inaugural	 debating	 competition	 organized	 by	

the	Medical	Faculty	Students’	Union,	University	of	

Sri	 Jayewardhenepura,	 was	 held	 recently	 which	

took	 attention	 of	 many.	 Sachini	 Siriwardhena	 –	

Leader	 (2017),	Tharushika	 Dissanayake	 (2018),	

Chanranga	 Gamage	 (2019)	 and	 Pabasara	Malithi	

(2019)	 represented	the	 Colombo	Medical	 Faculty	

and	won	the	1st	runners’	up	after	defeating	seven	

faculties	over	a	two-day	tournament.	

	
	
	

					Feeding	Minds	Chess	workshop	
	

Minul	 Doluweera	 from	 the	 2018	 batch	 was	

appointed	as	a	moderator	at	the	“Feeding	Minds”	

chess	 workshop	 organized	 by	 the	 SLUSA	 in	

collaboration	 with	 the	 Chess	 Federation	 of	 Sri	

Lanka,	in	celebration	of	the	International	Day	of	

University	 of	 sports	 (IDUS).	 It	 was	 an	

introductory	session	on	the	basics	of	how	to	play	

chess	 for	beginners	 interested	 in	playing	chess	

and	 the	 programme	 was	open	 to	 all	 university	

undergraduates.	
	
	
	
	

                                                

Familiar	face	in	the	track	

Akhila	Nilaweera	from	2014	AL	batch	took	

part	in	the	110m	hurdles	event	at	the	Sri	

Lanka	Athletics	-	99th	National	

championship	which	was	held	on	the	30th	

and	31st	October	2021	at	the	Sugathadasa	

Stadium	Colombo.	
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Society	news	
Project-	“Young	and	

Strong”	

This	 was	 a	 social	 media	 campaign	 focused	 on	
promoting	 positive	 mental	 health,	 improving	 the	
quality	 of	 life	 of	 youth	 and	 overcoming	 the	 stigma	
associated	 with	 mental	 illness.	 A	 video	 on	 self-	
compassion	 featuring	 students	 of	 the	 faculty	 was	
released.	 The	 final	 stage	 of	 this	 project	 was	 the	
unveiling	 of	 a	webcomic	 on	 Student	Mental	 health,	
“My	Name	is	Amaya”.	The	webcomic	was	launched	in	
a	 zoom-based	 event	 featuring	 a	 series	 of	 talks	
targeted	 towards	 improving	 the	 mental	 health	 of	
university	 students,	 and	 the	 webcomic	 received	 a	
highly	positive	reader	response.	

Sagna	–	Rotaract	Club	

Communication	is	the	key	to	the	understanding	and	
trust	between	 two	 individuals.	As	medical	 students	
and	members	of	the	society	it	is	our	duty	to	break	the	
barriers	 that	 hinder	 connection	 between	 us.	 Sagna	
2.0	 is	 the	 second	edition	of	 the	project	 Sagna	which	
was	initiated	with	the	intention	of	ensuring	the	well-	
being	and	welfare	of	the	deaf	in	the	country.	The	first	
phase	 of	 Sagna	 2.0	 was	 commenced	 with	 a	 Sign	
Language	 Training	 Course	 for	 the	medical	 student’s	
island	 wide.	 Sign	 Language	 Interpreter,	 Mr.	 Janaka	
Gunawardhane	who	has	been	an	immense	support	to	
us	with	the	compilation	of	a	syllabus	on	sign	language	
exclusively	 for	 the	 medical	 students.	 A	 Sign	 Lanka	
Pocketbook,	“Bridging	the	Silence”	was	also	released	
parallel	 to	 the	 syllabus,	 which	 included	 recorded	
videos	of	 every	 sign	 in	 the	 syllabus.	 Subsequently,	 a	
video	 series	 with	 the	 theme	 “Why	 learn	 Sign	
Language”	was	shared	which	was	designed	with	 the	
contribution	 of	 the	 deaf	 community,	 teachers	 at	 the	
school	 for	 the	 deaf,	 sign	 language	 Interpreters	 etc.	
Within	 just	 a	 day	 of	 the	 announcement	 of	 the	
commencement	 of	 the	 Sagna	 course,	 a	 damning	
number	of	more	than	2000	enrolments	were	received	
by	us.	The	Online	Training	Course	was	commenced	on	

19th	of	September	2021	with	a	grand	opening	
ceremony	with	more	than	2000	participants	and	Mr.	
Janitha	 Rukmal,	 co-founder	 of	 Enable	 Lanka	
Foundation,	as	our	keynote	speaker.	In	the	following	
4	 weeks,	 from	 26th	 September	 to	17th	 October,	 4	
sessions	 of	 the	 Sagna	 2.0	 Sign	 language	 training	
course	 were	 continued	 via	YouTube	 Live	 with	 Mr.	
Janaka	 Gunawardhane	 who	 was	 the	 facilitator.	
Everyone	who	participated	for	the	course	received	a	
certificate	 after	 completing	 a	questionnaire	 on	 our	
website.	
	
	

Wassana	Diyawara	–	
Medical	Faculty	Buddhist	Society	

	
Medical	 Faculty	 Buddhist	 Association’s	 mass	
community	 project	 “Wassana	 Diyawara”,	 which	
targets	a	rural,	underdeveloped	village	and	works	for	
the	betterment	of	the	village	community,	managed	to	
start	the	project	at	the	end	of	2020,	even	amongst	the	
COVID	situation	of	the	country	and	scheduled	it	to	be	
finished	by	the	end	of	2021.	As	mentioned	in	previous	
newsletters,	 the	 project	 is	 carried	 out	 at	
Munamalgaswewa	 village	 in	 Ihala-	 Puliyankulama,	
Puttalam.	 The	 online	 academic	 programme	 which	
targeted	 the	 GCE	 O/L	 examination	 2020,	 was	
completed	successfully	and	students	were	benefitted	
much	 from	 the	 programme.	 Construction	 work	 at	
Munamalgaswewa	 Kanishta	 Vidyalaya	 and	 village	
temple	 are	 on-going.	 The	 association	 took	 a	 great	
effort	in	coordinating	the	construction	work	amongst	
this	prevailing	Covid	situation	&	travel	restrictions.	
	
	All	 these	would	not	become	a	success	 if	we	did	not	
have	 kind	 donations	 from	 philanthropists.	 The	
support	given	by	the	civil	security	department	of	Sri	
Lanka	&	parents	of	students,	during	the	constructions	
was	also	massive.	
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Students	Involved	in	Rational	Activities	(SIRHA)	
	

SIRHA	 in	 collaboration	 with	 the	 Young	 Professionals'	 Alliance	 for	 Health	 (YouPAH)	 and	

Centre	for	combating	tobacco	(CCT)	reviewed	the	book	“Thrailokawijaya”	by	Wasantha	Sena	

Weliange,	which	explores	cannabis	and	its	history	with	mankind.	A	webinar	was	organized	

to	publish	this	review	book.	

	
	

Launching	the	official	website	-	Medical	Faculty	Research	
Community,	University	of	Colombo	

	
Medical	Faculty	Research	Community	 launched	 their	official	website,	www.mfrc.lk	 in	May	

2021.	This	website	provides	a	range	of	opportunities	and	resources	to	the	research	enthuse	

medical	 and	 physiotherapy	 undergraduates	 in	 an	 easily	 accessible,	 user-friendly	manner.	

Students	can	register	for	upcoming	journal	clubs,	talk	sessions	while	past	events	of	MFRC	are	

available	 to	 view	 online.	 Website	 provides	 opportunities	 for	 Research	 collaboration,	 to	

showcase	students’	research	work	and	to	access	research	related	resources.	The	website	is	

updated	regularly,	providing	 information	about	upcoming	scientific	 sessions	and	research	

opportunities.	 Through	our	blog	page,	we	created	a	background	to	cultivate	the	interest	in	

research	among	the	students.	
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Finding	opportunities	during	times	of	frugality	

Dr.	Dineshani	Hettiarachchi	

Prof.	Dinithi	Fernando	

	“Frugality	drives	innovation,	just	like	other	constraints	do.	One	of	the	only	ways	to	get	out	of	a	tight	box	

is			to	invent	your	way	out	of	it.”	

–	Jeff	Bezos	
	

The	scourge	of	the	pandemic	brought	about	a	time	of	frugality	for	most.	Is	frugality	a	bad	thing?	Or	are	there	

opportunities	lurking	around	the	corner	waiting	to	be	discovered?	The	aftermath							and	the	economic	impact	of	

the	pandemic	are	felt	now	more	than	ever,	and	the	question	is,	in	times	of	adversity,	whether	we	can	re-invent	

ourselves	and	bring	about	lasting	change.	During	subsequent	waves	of	the	Covid	pandemic,	the	patient	load	

was	increasing,	and	the	health	sector	was	at	a	tipping	point,	and	in	response,	there	was	a	wave	of	frugal	

innovations.	The	spurred	domestic	innovations	ranged	from	mobile	apps	to	anti-epidemic	solutions	such	as	

rapid	testing	kits,	face	masks,	sanitizers,	in-ward	robotics,	and	mobile	ICUs	to	mention	a	few.	The	boom	in	

creativity	got	us	thinking	as	to	how	we	can	harness	this	untapped	potential	beyond	the	pandemic.	

A	few	obvious	advantages	of	frugal	innovations	are	that	they	can	foster	independence	and	self-	sufficiency.	It	

can	cultivate	a	culture	of	multidisciplinary	collaborations	and	lead	to	transformational	change.	Some	of	the	less	

obvious	advantages	are	that	it	can	promote	creativity	by	forcing	us	to	think	out	of	the	box.	As	evident	by	those	

who	came	up	with	innovative	solutions,	creativity	is	not	restricted	to	one	group	of	individuals	but	rather	stems	

from	diverse	groups	of	people	from	students	to	professionals	and	those	belonging	to	all	walks	of	life.	

Therefore,	frugal	innovation	embodies	human	ingenuity	as	we	are	capable	of	innovation	irrespective.	of	wealth	

and	educational	qualifications,	or	social	status.	The	pandemic	has	brought	forth	an	opportunity	for	students,	

clinicians,	academics,	entrepreneurs,	and	policymakers	to	work	together	to	solve	the	increasing	array	of	

daunting	problems	that	we	are	faced	with.	Being	able	to	re-invent	can	build	an	inclusive	sustainable	

healthcare	system	that	can	withstand	the	adversities	of	nature.	
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My English 

If	you	ask	me,	if	English	is	my	mother	tongue,	
I	will	tell	you	it	is	not...	
but	half	of	me	wish	it	is...	

	
It	is	the	armor	that	you	equip	your	child	with	
The	immunity	forged	in	dragons	breath	

The	milk	in	a	bottle,	instead	of	mothers’	breast	
The	priced	jewel	you’d	wear	at	your	own	

death	
	

It	is	the	poison	tree,	planted	in	a	land	
conquered...	

The	ladder	lent,	to	trample	the	lesser	kith	
The	bridge	built,	after	they	split	my	land,	when	

they	left	
The	silver	spoon,	the	sword	in	the	battlefield	

of	wealth	
	

It	is	the	boarding	school	with	a	British	name	
The	suit	and	tie	in	the	tropical	noon	and	night	

The	wet	mop	that	hides	the	dust	
The	fork	and	spoon	amidst	finger	balls	

If	you	ask	me,	if	English	is	my	mother	tongue,	
I	will	tell	you	it	is	not...	
but	half	of	me	wish	it	is...	

	
It	is	the	sign	of	peace	in	the	zone	of	death	

The	lipstick	on	my	chapped	lips	
The	escort	till	the	nights	end	

My	betrayal,	my	denial	of	my	breath	
	

©Lawanya	

Poem	and	Sinhala	translation	both	by	

Dr	Lawanya	Wijesekera,	Transfusion	Physician	
(Acting),	District	General	Hospital,	

Polonnaruwa		

 

(Author’s	note:	The	muse	for	this	poem	was	a	
spoken	poem	by	a	Spanish	Poet)	
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Thinking	beyond	borders	
Dr.	Kalyani	Guruge	

If			I			could			take			the			liberty			of			partially	
quoting	 Charles	 Dickens	 on	 his	 opening	
paragraph	 in	his	novel,	 ‘Tale	of	 two	 cities’,	 I	
would	 be	 describing	 exactly	 the	 ground	
situation	of	Sri	Lanka	when	the	Delta	variant	
was	at	its	crazy	heights	creating	havoc	in	the	
community,	 attacking	 whoever	 who	 was	
foolish	enough	to	face	the	virus	“face	to	face”.	
The	 re-write	 of	 the	 passage	 could	 be	 the	
following;	 It	 was	 the	 year	 2021,	 month	 of	
August,	the	worst	of		times	in	the	beautiful	isle,	
a	period	of	darkness,	 time	of	 despair,	 people	
were	succumbing	to	the	dreaded		virus	SARS-
COV-2,	hospitals	were	getting	over	crowded,	
photos	 of	 patients	 laying	 on	 the	 floor,	 along	
corridors,	on	the	green	space	outside	the	walls	
were	 being	 shared	 on	 social	 media,	 bodies	
covered	 in	 polythene	 loaded	 on	 trolleys	
outside	 the	mortuary	cold	 rooms,	 white	 and	
grey	 fumes	 visible	 in	 the	 sky	 above	 the	
crematorium.	

	
Times	 were	 bleak	 indeed	 and	 battle	 had	 to	
begin.	Country	was	struggling	to	cope	with	the	
overwhelming	situation.	Armed	forces	stepped	
in	 to	 construct	 temporary	 abodes	 where	
thousands	of	patients	could	be	housed	under	a	
single	 roof.	 There	 were	 discussions	 on	
increasing	ICU	bed	capacity	but	there	were	no	
assembly	 lines	 to	 produce	 trained	 staff	 to	
manage	patients	requiring	intensive	care.	

Availability	of	Oxygen	became	a	hot	topic	and	
would	 have	 become	 a	 limiting	 factor	 in	
managing	 patients	 requiring	 oxygen,	 but	 the	
neighbouring	country	stepped	in	with	an	initial	
consignment	that	was	shipped	across.	

When	 war	 was	 declared	 on	 Corona	 it	 needed	
thinking	and	acting	beyond	the	borders,	we	were	
trapped	in.	The	then	Minister	of	Health	decided	to	
introduce	‘Home	based	isolation	and	management’	
with	 well-planned	 guidelines,	 initially	 in	 the	
Western	 province	 which	 was	 the	 most	 affected.	
Professor	 Indika	 Karunathilake	who	 as	 a	 person	
capable	of	seeing	beyond	borders	realized	that	the	
Ministry	 of	 Health	 and	 the	 country	 needed	
maximum	support	to	carry	out	the	plans	and	avoid	
struggling	to	cope	with	the	numbers	building	up	in	
the	community.	
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A	quick	discussion	among	the	members	of	the	SLMA	
council	 was	 initiated	 by	 Indika	 which	 produced	 a	
positive	 response	 to	 re-activate	 SLMA-Mobitel	DOC	
Call	 which	 was	 operational	 in	 2020	 but	 went	 into	
hibernation	 when	 patient	 numbers	 dwindled	
towards	the	end	of	that	year.	The	idea	was	presented	
to	 SLMA	 council	 on	 6th	August	 to	 form	 a	 volunteer	
service	to	advice	and	educate	patients	and	public	on	
covid	related	matters.	Thus	happened	the	birth	of	a	
project	which	I	trust	is	the	first	in	the	whole	world	by	
a	professional	organization	to	support	a	community	
overwhelmed	by	a	ruthless	infection.	

SLMA	 DOC	 Call	 247	 became	 a	 magnet	 attracting	
medical	professionals	 from	all	 spheres	of	medicine,	
busy	 specialists	managing	 innumerable	numbers	 in	
their	own	wards,	specialists	retired	from	the	Ministry	
of	Health	but	still	busy	with	their	professional	work,	
university	 dons,	 a	 dean	 &	 a	 vice	 chancellor,	 family	
physicians,	 health	 administrators	 in	 the	 ministry,	
Family	 Health	 Bureau	 &	 the	 field	 of	 community	
medicine	and	Sri	Lankan	doctors	from	overseas	who	
sensed	the	gravity	of	the	situation	as	well	as	students	
in-training	 to	 be	 part	 of	 the	 noble	 profession.	 The	
expatriate	doctors	were	a	great	asset	because	 their	
working	 hours	 fitted	 into	 our	 night	 hours	 which	
helped	the	students	in	triaging.	

All	 were	 committed	 volunteers	 and	 were	 kept	
anonymous	 from	 the	 callers.	 Although	 most	 were	
senior	doctors,	 they	needed	support	on	managing	a	
helpline,	 triaging,	 registering	 patients	 by	 sending	 a	
text	 message	 to	 1904	 coordinated	 by	 National	
Operation	Centre	 for	 Prevention	 of	 Covid	Outbreak	
(NOCPCO)	and	calling	for	an	ambulance	on	1990.	The	
first	online	 training	program	for	doctors	 to	provide	
Covid	19	patient	education	was	held	on	12th	August.	
‘Suwasariya’	 ambulance	 service,	 which	 helped	
evacuate	 patients	 needing	 immediate	 hospital	
admission	 or	 transfer	 to	 intermediate	 care	 centres,	
reachable	by	calling	1990	was	integrated	on	the	15th	
August.	 The	 integrated	 helpline	 with	 NOCPCO	 was	
formally	established	on	17th	August.	

Patient	triaging	was	done	by	doctors	answering	247	
phone	 calls	or	 responding	 to	1904	SMS,	which	was	
pioneered	by	Mobitel	as	a	free	call	service.	The	facility	
to	 use	 a	 Mobitel	 connection	 to	 dial	 247	 and	 get	
connected	 to	 a	 doctor	 for	 10	 minutes	 was	 the	
worthiest	 contribution	 a	 telecommunication	
company	could	have	made	in	these	most	trying	times.	
This	was	later	extended	to	include	SLT	fixed	lines	and	
other	 telecommunication	 giants	 Dialog,	 Airtel	 and	
Hutch,	which	also	supported	this	worthwhile	service	
to	the	nation.	

Most	of	the	volunteers,	irrespective	of	age	or	years	of	
service,	 were	 overjoyed	 when	 they	 received	 their	
maiden	call,	and	it	was	apparent	by	their	comments	
that	they	felt	empathy	and	happiness	(Muditha).	All	
were	paying	back	 to	 the	 country	which	made	 them	
what	they	are	today	

Many	 volunteers	 noted	 that	 as	 they	 listened	 to	 the	
callers’	 stories,	 the	 availability	 of	 a	 doctor	 itself	
helped	soothe	the	callers	who	were	anxious,	and	the	
volunteers	 were	 able	 to	 make	 complex	 situations	
lighter	by	giving	simple	solutions.	The	initial	urgency	
in	 the	 callers’	 voices	 slowed	 down	 and	 towards	
midway	 they	 became	 more	 capable	 of	 forming	
questions	 and	 receiving	 answers.	 Usually,	 the	
conversation	 ended	 up	 with	 an	 invocation	 of	
blessings	 and	 thanks	 such	 as	 “Budu	 Saranai”,	
“Theruwan	 Pihitai”,	 “Jesu	 Pihitai”,	 “Oba	 thumalage	
sangamayata	bohoma	sthuthiy”	and	occasionally	“oba	
samata	budu	bawa	ath	wenna	oney”.	Although	it				was	
one	person’s	voice,	we	were	listening	to	during	each	
of	 these	 ten-minute	 calls,	 we	 heard	 a	 nation’s	
collective	despair	loud	in	our	ears,	which	we	did	our	
best	to	address	and	mitigate.	

In	 a	 locked	 down	 situation	 with	 a	 whole	 family	
affected	 and	 isolated	 with	 no	 medical	 doctor	
contactable,	 PHIs	 who	 were	 shown	 on	 TV	 visiting	
affected	households	 last	year	not	seen	anymore,	no	
medicines	 at	 home,	 neighbours	 either	 affected	 or	
seeming	 to	shun	 the	affected	 families,	no	 friends	 to	
bring	 food	 or	 groceries,	 no	 public	 transport,	 some	
three-wheeler	drivers	refusing	to	take	the	patients	in	
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their	vehicles	and	very	 ill	patients	at	home	needing	
immediate	 admission	 to	 hospitals	 all	 became	
agonizing	problems.	In	such	a	situation	2470	SMS	to	
‘Suwasariy’	became	the	magic	wand	in	the	hands	of	
doctors	 answering	 247	 calls.	 By	 typing	 patients’	
contact	numbers	and	texting	 to	2470	an	 immediate	
response	 was	 generated	 by	 ‘Suwasairya’	 and	 an	
ambulance	 was	 dispatched	 to	 evacuate	 acutely	 ill	
patients	 to	 hospital	 from	 even	 the	 most	 remote	
corners	 of	 the	 country.	 The	 whole	 act	 was	 done	
within	15	to	30	minutes,	and	it	was	magical	indeed.	

	
	

A	 Whatsapp	 group	 created	 for	 communication	
among	participating	doctors	 became	a	platform	 for	
scientific	 exchanges,	 understanding	 the	 changing	
patterns	of	infections	and	spread	in	the	country,	drug	
usage	 of	 patients	 and	 prescribing	 practices	 of	
doctors,	 polypharmacy,	 irregular	 use	 of	 steroids,	
unnecessary	 antibiotics,	 vaccine	 acceptance	 and	
refusal,	development	of	long	Covid,	mental	health	of	
the	population,	family	interactions	and	even	gave	an	
understanding	of	wider	socio-economic	problems	of	
the	 community.	 SLMA	 247	 DOC	 Call	 became	 a	
learning	platform	for	us	all.	As	much	as	we	helped	the	
fellow	 countrymen,	 government,	 and	 the	 health	
system	at	a	crucial	time,	all	of	us	gained	by	being	in	
the	 team.	 Each	 of	 us	 learned	 from	 the	 others.	 I’m	
going	to	miss	the	bonhomie	and	camaraderie	of	this	
group	the	day	SLMA	247	is	rolled	down.	
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It	is	customary	in	Singapore	that,	when	a	candidate	
for	 a	 faculty	 position	 is	 invited	 that	 they	 take	 the	
person	 out	 for	 dinner	 after	 the	 interview.	 I	 was	
invited	 to	 come	 to	 Singapore	 for	 an	 interview	 at	
School	of	Medicine,	National	University	of	Singapore	
(NUS	Medicine),	 nearly	 two	 decades	 ago.	 After	 the	
interview,	 the	 Vice	 Dean	 and	 the	 Head	 of	Medical	
Education	invited	me	for	dinner	that	night.	They	 	took	
me	 to	 a	 famous	 Seafood	 restaurant	 called	 “No	
Signboard”	and	one	of	the	sought-after	dishes	on	the	
menu	was	the	Sri	Lankan	Chili	Crab	(SLCC).	This	is	a	
popular	 signature	 dish	 in	 Singapore,	 found	 both	 in	
humble	hawker	food	stalls	in	Kopitiams	and	high-end	
restaurants	 on	 Dempsey	 Hill	 or	 Orchard	Road.	The	
best	 crabs	 from	 Sri	 Lanka	 are	 exported	 live	 to	
Singapore,	daily,	and	end	up	on	 the	menus	 in	 these	
places.	The	SLCC,	despite	its	name,	is	not	that	spicy.	It	
is	a	delicious	dish	where	the	whole	crab	is	cooked	in	
a	 thick	 gravy	 sauce	 of	 garlic,	 ginger,	 onions,	 and	
pandan	 leaves,	 which	 give	 that	 mouthwatering	
aroma.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 right	 amount	 of	 red	 chili,	
cinnamon,	and	cloves,	add	to	the	taste	and	it	has	just	
the	 right	 spiciness	 where	 you	 can	 also	 get	 the	
flavours	of	other	 ingredients,	and	most	 importantly	
the	taste	of	juicy	crab	meat.	

It	was	a	pleasant	evening	where	we	discussed	many	
worldly	affairs	and	the	two	gentlemen	asking	me	the	
secret	to	the	flavorful	meaty	Sri	Lankan	crabs.	At	that	
time,	 the	 myth	 here	 was	 that	 the	 crabs	 are	 so	
delicious	and	meaty	because	they	scavenge	on	many	
bodies	floating	in	the	sea	around	Sri	Lanka	due	to	the	
war!	Both	of	them	being	rational,	academic	scientists,	
pointing	out	the	probability	of	that	happening	and	

	
	

the	 hypothesis	 being	 statistically	 significant,	 was	
almost	negligible,	I	quickly	put	that	myth	to	rest.			After	
enjoying	 the	sumptuous	meal	and	returning					back	to	
my	hotel,	 I	 reflected	on	many	things	that	happened	
during	the	day,	including	the	discussions												we	had	with	
the	stakeholders,	whom	I	may	be	working	with	in	the	
future.	Then	I	realized	that	the	dinner	was	not	only	a	
social	 event	 but,	 in	 a	 subtle	way,	 a	 strategy	which	
implied	that	one		needed	to	be	like	a	crab	working	in	
the	 little	 red	 dot	 called	 Singapore.	 So,	 let	 me	
deconstruct	the	SLCC	dish		for	deeper	meaning…	

	
	
	

MULTIPLE	LIMBS	
To	 work	 effectively	 and	 efficiently	 in	 Singapore,	 a	
high	intensity	environment,	one	must	have	multiple	
limbs	 just	 like	 the	 crab.	 You	 will	 need	 to	 anchor	
several	projects	and	keep	an	oversight	over	a	number	
of	other	initiatives	at	the	same	time.	Upon	reflection,	
this	is	contrary	to	the	famous	quote,	“Jack	of	all	trades	
and	master	of	none”!	The	key	to	being	successful	in	
such	an	environment	is	that,	one	needs	to	prioritise,	
as	well	as	empower	and	engage	 the	 team	members.	
Providing	 clear	 instructions	 to	 the	 team	 regarding	
what	is	expected,	the	end	product/s,	and	then	guiding	
the	team	with	close	monitoring	of	their	performance,	
are	 critical	 elements	 to		stay	 afloat	 in	 such	 practice	
environments.	
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HARD	CEPHALOTHORAX	(SHELL)	
Working	 with	 multiple	 stakeholders	 at	 different	
work	 settings	 and	 levels	 to	 get	 things	 done,	 will	
invariably,	lead	to	one	being	criticized.	It	is	said	that	
if	 one	 wants	 to	 avoid	 criticism,	 say	 nothing,	 do	
nothing,	and	be	nothing.	This	is	certainly	not	possible	
at	NUS	Medicine,	hence,	I	needed	to	be	well	prepared	
for	the	critique	and	constant	scrutiny	by	unhappy	or	
angry	 colleagues.	 Upon	 reflection,	 it	 is	 important,	
first,	 not	 to	 emotionally	 react	 to	 these	 criticisms.	 I	
learned	 that	 it	 is	 critical	 to	 analyse	deeply	why	 the	
colleagues	 are	 upset.	 Subsequently,	 I	 needed	 to	
engage	with	critical	voices	in	a	professional,	collegial,	
and	 proactive	 way.	 This	 should	 be	 done	 with	
evidence	or	data	to	support	why	it	was	important	to	
manage	 such	 projects	 in	 a	 particular	 way.	 Where	
possible,	one	must	try	to	be	flexible	and	adapt	to	the	
changing	 situations.	 However,	 the	 most	 important	
thing	 is	 to	 engage	 the	 relevant	 stakeholders	
positively	 and	 proactively.	 The	 advantage	 is	 that	
being	part	of	an	academic	and	a	scientific	community,	
if	 your	 rationale	 is	 based	 on	 facts	 and	 reason,	
eventually,	 the	 colleagues	 come	around	and	will	 be	
your	strongest	supporters!	

MOVE	SIDEWAYS	IF	YOU	WANT	TO	
MOVE	FORWARDS	

When	crabs	walk	they	move	sideways.	One	of	the	best	
lessons	 I	 learnt	 is	 that	 as	 a	 medical	 educator,	 one	
cannot	go	out	with	all	guns	blazing!	Many	a	time,	to	
achieve	a	specific	outcome	or	goal,	I	had	to	detour	and	
be	patient	with	my	colleagues.	This,	initially,	may	be	
perceived	 by	 others	 as	 slowing	 down	 or	 getting	
things	delayed.	However,	it	pays	to	be	patient,	and	to	
work	with	colleagues	who	may,	initially,	not	see	the	
value	or	understand	the	effort	because	they	are	not	
exposed	 to	 the	 latest,	 best	 evidence	 or	 industry-	
accepted	 contemporary	 standards.	 It	 takes	 time,	
especially	 when	 you	 have	 diverse	 groups	 of	
professionals	 in	 an	 academic	 health	 system:	 these	
include	 high	 profile	 biomedical	 researchers,	 world	
renowned	 clinician	 scientists,	 healthcare	
practitioners,	 and	 top-notch	 administrators.	
However,	once	you	engage	them	the	right	way,	things	
will	 move	 very	 fast	 where,	 eventually,	 you	 will	
eventually	achieve	the	desired	outcome.	
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LONG	SENSITIVE	ANTENNAE	&	EYES	
At	times	when	things	are	volatile	and	heated	up,	just	
like	the	crab,	we	need	to	bury	ourselves	in	the	sand	
and	 wait	 for	 the	 right	 moment.	 However,	 it	 is	
important,	 like	 the	 crab,	 to	 keep	 the	 antennas	 and	
eyes	 above	 sand	 and	 to	 have	 a	 sense	 of	 the	
surroundings	 and	 the	 situation	 above.	 In	 a	 high	
intensity	work	environment,	at	times,	things	heat	up	
and	work	processes	get	disrupted.	It	is	important	not	
to	get	upset	and	frustrated	but	to	stay	calm	and	ride	
below	the	radar,	keeping	one’s	eyes	and	ears	peeled	
so	 that	 at	 the	 right	 moment	 you	 can	 surface	 and	
attend	to	what	needs	attention.	

	

STRONG	CLAWS	
Crabs	have	strong	claws	or	pincers	for	fighting	their	
predators	and	for	catching	prey	and	tearing	it	apart	
to	 eat.	Whilst	 not	making	 an	 identical	 comparison,	
another	 essential	 work	 attribute	 for	 a	 person	
working	 in	 a	 performance-focused	 work	 setting,	 is	
the	ability	to	take	hard	decisions.	One	cannot	please	
everybody,	 and,	 at	 times,	 we	 need	 to	 take	 tough	
decisions	to	move	projects	forward	and	achieve	the	
set	goals	or	targets.	

	
NOT	ENDING	UP	ON	THE	MENU	AS	A	

DELICIOUS	CHILI	CRAB	DISH!	
The	best	reflection	is	that	one	needs	to	develop	right	
people	skills	and	empathy	 towards	all	 stakeholders	
even	 though	 as	 a	 leader	 you	 have	 authority	 and	
power.	 Nurturing	 and	 developing	 people,	 creating	
purposeful	coalitions	with	people	are	powerful	tools	
to	 achieve	 success.	 This	 will	 not	 only	 help	 you	 to	
achieve	 the	 targets	 and	 complete	 projects	
successfully	but	will	also	help	you	avoid	ending	up	as	
a	SLCC	dish	on	someone	else’s	menu!	

When	I	reflect	on	my	experience,	I	feel	that	these	are	
useful	tips	not	only	for	a	person	working	in	Singapore	
or	 at	 NUS	 Medicine/National	 University	 Health	
System	 (the	 Academic	 Medical	 Center),	 but	 in	 any	
high	 intensity	 achievement-oriented	 work	 setting.	
Hope	 you	 enjoyed	my	 brief	 reflective	 piece.	 Thank	
you.
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On a lighter note ……. 
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This   is    your Newsletter 
 

Do	you	have	an	interesting	story	or	

anecdote	from	your	time	at	the	

Faculty	of	Medicine,	Colombo?	We	

would	love	to	hear	from	you	and	

share	it	with	our	membership.	Please	

send	your	contributions	to	the	

editors	at	comsaa2011@gmail.com.	
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