A pharmacist in confii

KOTA KINABALU: UCSI
graduate delivers human-
itarian aid to those who
need it the most.

The whistling sound of
the incoming mortar shells
would be followed by ex-
plosions as the mortar hit its
target.

There was  constant
shelling nearby and the
threat of losing life — or
fimb — when hit by a stray
mortar. It was a war zone
and Alvin Teo Kuo Jing
was in the midst of it. He is
not a soldier used to armed
conflict — he is a pharmacist
who graduated from UCSI
University in 2010. And he
chose to be there.

It was about two years
upon graduation, working
for the Malacca General
Hospital, when Alvin feit
that he wanted, and could,
do more.

“My career and salary
prospects were good, but I
knew T could serve a larger
purpose,” he said.

His experience as Organ-
ising Chairperson of the
UCST University 7th An-
nual Public Health Cam-
paign saw him multitasking
and organising one of the
biggest and most successful
community health events
along wuh his tcllow phar-

c
1m an edrly inclination that
he was a person who en-
joyed a challenge, and the
learning process, especially
if it could serve society.

A flagship event of the
FFaculty, the Campaign has
been held for more than 13
vears in a row, and the
students have made a name
for themselves among the
public for their profession-
alism and competence.

In a way, Teo shared, the
experience was a small-
er-scaled version of the hu-

manitarian projects that he
does now, as a pharmacist
for the Médecins Sans
Frontiéres (MSF), the No-

bel Peace Prize 1999
awardee, also known as
Doctors without Borders,
« The application process
itself took 6 meonths and
was one of the toughest Teo
had undergone. He was test-

Specis,
his knowlcdge to his char-
acter, On top-of his résumé,
he had a phone interview,
written assessment,
face-to-face interview and
group exercise with the oth-
er applicants. The process
took six months.

In this, he is thankful that

his lecturers at UCS1's Fac-
ulty of Pharmaceutical Sci-
ences pushed him to chal-
lenge himself in his studies.
Fully accredited by
Pharmacy Board Malaysia,
UCSI's Bachelor of Phar-
macy (Hons) utilises a stu-
dent-centered and hands-on
approach that facilitates a
more effective understand-
ing of the curriculum,

The high standards de-
Randed by the lecturers
made it easy for him to
work with his team mem-

bers from all over the world

txperienced and respected
in their fields. :

Speaking frankly, he at’
mitted that the first time he
heard the explosions, he
had doubts about his de-
cision to join MSFE

“T asked myself, why on
earth was [ there —ata place
where for the first time, I
felt that my life was threat-
ened,” he said. Alvin was
deployed in MSF’s medical
emergency response .at
northern Syria in 2013,

Cn top of the fears of
being shelled,” he hdd to

deal with the horrors of war.
He saw his first gunshot
wounds as well as seldiers
and civilians who lost limbs
or were embedded with
shrapnel from mortar at-
tacks.

But he stayed — liaising
with a lead pharmacist in

from

the

neighbouring countries to

-brmg—mrmedicatsoppties
and deciding. which were

needed more urgently. He
also worked with has team
members to oversee the
training of local staff.

Unlike other humanitar-
ian missions which usually
fasted for several months,
this was an emergency one
that took just a month due
to the highly stressful na-
ture of the assignment.

So despite the safety con-
cerns, why did he stay?

“T trust the organisation,”
he said simply.

At the end of every day,

the project ~coordinator
would brief the team on the
risks and members would
discuss their views on the
safety of the team. Each
member knew that if they
wanted to leave, the or-
panisation would bring
them home on the next
flight back. The reassur-
ance and trust made it eas-
ier for the)members to focus
on givmg aid to those whao~
need it the most, regardless
of colour, religion or
creed, -

Two years and several
warridden and endem-
ic-hit “countries later, the
doubts have lessened. In his
words, he now focuses on
‘doing as much as I can,
during my time in these
conflict areas’. To date, he
has completed MSF assign-
ments in  South. Sudan,
Ukraine and  Pakistan,
among others. All the mis-
sions took 5-8 months.

Two years of humanitar-
ian work is longer than
whaf many others have
done. Why does he keep
going back?

Looking thoughtful, Teo
acknowledged that it is re-
ally tiring — both physically
and mentally. However the

ability to i -
Tiities who need his pharA

maceutical knowledge the
most, makes it all worth it.
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“Every time I return,
will be exhausted and rell
myself that it is the last
time. After five days -at
home, I would be ready o
fly off again,” he said. The
steep learning curve of the
job and the experience of
not-just working with col-
feagues from around the
world, but learning to live
with them, are things that
he finds invaluable.

Currently back home
while waiting for his next

assignment from MSF, Teo
is enjoying the time spent
with his family, who are
strongest ~ support.  He
shares that while they are
naturally concerned about
his safety, they understand
his passion.

Although his parents are
not highly educated them-
selves — his father is a
small-time  busincssman
and his mother did notcom-
plete her primary education
— they always emphasised
the tmportance of educa-
tion. Growing up with his
two younger brothers, his
mother would sit with them
to ensure they completed
their homework.

“Her phlloapphy is, be-
cause she did not hdvc the
opportunity fo pursue an
education, she must do ev-
erything she camto ensure
her kids did well in
school.” -

Today, one younoer broth-
er is & doctor and the other
pursuing  his  Malaysian
Higher School Certificate

(STPM).

“Having been trained by
UCSI to continuously ad-
vance knowledge, Teo is
making plans to pursuc his
master’s. He wants to focus

_an research—s0 that he.can

help a wider population
with his work.

As MSF does not require
fnembers to resign — they
can take a break before
signing up again for emer-
gency assignments several




years down the road — Teo “I get to learn something  sonally with every new
knows that his stint with  new professionally and per- . mission, and 1 help those
MSFE will not end. : who need it the most. To
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Teo (second from right), with Médecing Sans Frontiéres colleagues from all around the world.

me, that is what pharmacy
is ail about,” he said with a
smile.




