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To the Editor: Medical internship continues to be a significant
challenge for newly qualified doctors in our country.! Issues
pertaining to placement allocations and uncertainty, a step up
in workload and responsibility, and the impact of the ongoing
COVID-19 pandemic on the healthcare system are particular causes
for concern. Initially, the 2-year internship programme promised
newly qualified doctors in South Africa (SA) an opportunity to gain
experience so that they would be able to practise independently,
competently and safely.?’ Subsequent to this promise, in June
2020 the Health Professions Council of South Africa (HPCSA)
acknowledged internship programme training concerns resulting
from the COVID-19 pandemic in a document which highlights that
the Council itself is aware of the compromised learning opportunities
as pandemic protocols have reduced elective procedures and
in-person consultations with patients."!

The well-publicised corruption scandals and allegations during the
COVID-19 pandemic have negatively impacted on an already fragile
healthcare system.!! A major effect has been the shortage of personal
protective equipment in some institutions, which has resulted in an
increase in the number of healthcare worker infections, including
infections of medical interns.'**) Key medical intern clinical training
rotations have been disrupted as a result of subsequent quarantine
and isolation,” and many interns serving in the frontline have fallen
victim to COVID-19 due to this ongoing issue, thus losing valuable
training time.”’ Moreover, drastic consequences of the pandemic in
some internship-accredited hospitals last year resulted in deplorable
working conditions for all staff.[**!

In addition to navigating their new clinical responsibilities in a
rapidly changing healthcare system strained by COVID-19 and its
collateral effects, some medical interns experienced a decline in their
mental health. The ever-evolving consequences of the pandemic
have included an increase in the incidence of depression, fatigue,
emotional exhaustion and poor concentration among junior medical
doctors.”’ Such mental health issues not only affect medical interns
personally, but also the patients and healthcare system they diligently
strive to serve. Furthermore, it has been shown that suboptimal
mental wellbeing exacerbates the risk of errors in clinical judgement,
as well as breaches in infection prevention and control measures,” in
an arguably inexperienced cadre of the medical fraternity.

As prospective members of the 2022 medical intern cohort, we
are aware of some apprehension among classmates navigating the
internship application process. This apprehension pertains to the
issues described above, but especially to the continuous uncertainty
that lies within the course of the pandemic and its effects on our

training, preparedness, and physical and psychological wellbeing.
SA’s healthcare system continues to face a severe shortage of medical
doctors: it is estimated that we have only 0.9 medical doctors per
1 000 patients, which is well below the global average of 1.6 medical
doctors per 1 000 patients.!"” Since medical interns are an essential
component of our healthcare system, there is an urgent need to
institute accessible and sustainable support services to help them
function better in a frantic time in our country’s medical history.
This support is crucial to preserve an irreplaceable component of our
health workforce.
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