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Pre-hospital Emergency Care

Pre-hospital emergency care is the treatment of
patients before they reach established facilities. In
domiciliary practice this care is often initiated by
the general practitioner. who. when necessary.
summons the ambulance to remove the patient to
hospital and to attend to the case en route.

In emergencies occurring in public places. the
ambulance is called immediately, and the respon-
sibility for attending to the patient begins even
earlier for the ambulance personnel. Are they
equipped for this task, in terms of both training
and the physical apparatus available to them?

Generally speaking, our ambulance services are
disappointing, standards varying from bad to good,
but nowhere achieving excellence. Improvements in
equipment are relatively easy to achieve and, as an
article in this issue points out, new developments
are constantly becoming available for general use.
Where training is concerned, the ambulance service
is a paramedical profession and should be staffed
by paramedics, or emergency ambulance techni-
cians as they are also known. By definition this
implies training in endotracheal intubation, admini-
stration of intravenous therapy and other tech-
niques, and the application of these procedures
under the remote supervision of a physician using
telemetry facilities. This situation in South Africa
at present is idealistic in the extreme when one
considers the vast number of ambulance services
that do not even possess an Ambubag or simple
suction apparatus; and, where these are available,
there is no guarantee that the staff is able to use
them.

The reason for this parlous state of affairs is
multifactorial: inadequate quality of personnel
attracted by poor salary scales. indifference of

many local and provincial authorities to the ambu-
lance services. training programmes that are not
geared to the needs of these personnel and. not
least, a lack of interest on the part of the medical
profession, with a few notable exceptions. in the
whole question of emergency care. There is a re-
luctance on the part of many doctors to assist in
the training of ambulance personnel, and since most
ambulance services have no official medical gui-
dance whatsoever, is it any wonder that ambulances
are not always as well equipped as we would like
them to be? :

The immediate solution lies in the upgrading of
our ambulance personnel by way of training
schools similar to the one operated in Cape Town
for traffic officers. There are 12 such centres in the
United Kingdom, operating most successfully. These
schools would provide a good basic minimum stan-
dard of ambulancemen to man our services, and
would have as their goal the eventual training of all
staff to paramedical standards by way of follow-
up courses. The schools would thus meet the imme-
diate and urgent need for better staff all round
and simultaneously recognise and start with the
necessarily much slower process of paramedical
training. Such schools would have to represent a
combined effort on the part of the medical pro-
fession, provincial and local authorities. To achieve
the requisite standards, particularly where the para-
medic is concerned, changes in existing legislation
are required, and efforts in this direction should be
actively encouraged by all concerned with better
patient care.

Until such time as the paramedic programme is
well advanced, the introduction of hospital-based
mobile units to deal with certain well-defined
hazards in the pre-hospital phase. such as myo-
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cardial infarction. accident victims who cannot
be quickly removed to hospital, victims of shark
attacks. etc. is a vital and urgent necessity. Simi-
larly. general practitioner accident schemes such as
applied by Easton' and his colleagues in North
Riding should be encouraged. particularly in the
country areas.

It is gratifying to note that in certain centres posi-
tive steps have already been taken in the directions
outlined above. and it is to be hoped that those
involved will receive the support they deserve in
promoting this important phase of total patient
care.
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