
I first heard about 
Operation Smile whilst 
I was working as a 
Registered Nurse in plastic 
surgery in Brisbane, 
Australia. I decided that 
this was the way I could 
fulfil my long held dream 
of doing some voluntary 
work overseas and 
combine it with my life 
time love of travel! I also 
felt that it was time to give 
back to the profession 
which I love and which 
had given me so much 
satisfaction over the years.

It took some time to become accredited and be allocated to 
my first mission but this is only a reflection of how thoroughly 
Operation Smile selects its volunteers. Immediately on my  
first mission, I could appreciate the importance of having  
well-trained and prepared volunteers to cope with the 
challenging nature of the work whilst still upholding the global 
standards of care of which the organisation is so proud. 

Operation Smile is a US based charity providing surgical care 
and treatment for children with facial deformities (mainly 
cleft lip and palate) who would not otherwise have access to 
treatment. The charity was established by Dr William Magee 
and his wife Kathy, a nurse, who became aware of the scale of 
need whilst travelling in the Philippines in the early 80s and 
decided that there was no excuse for not tackling the problem. 
Since that time, Dr Magee has led from the front and his 
humble, compassionate and sincere manner has become an 
inspiration to many of his volunteers.

On my first mission, I travelled to the south west corner of 
Cambodia near to the southern border with Vietnam. The 
journey itself was long, difficult and tiring and our first visit 
to the hospital site, where we were to work, filled me with 
trepidation. I couldn’t see how it was going to work at all! The 
facilities were very basic and so different to those we take so 
much for granted at home. The team was small but I soon 
found out just how special they were. Within two days and out 
of 72 cardboard cartons and several plastic crates of kit we 
had constructed an operating theatre capable of providing first 
world care!

The little patients and their families were waiting patiently at 
the door and we started the screening and preparation process 
immediately. On the third day, we started operating and by day 
eight we had treated approximately 120 patients! It was magical 
seeing the children being returned to their parents after surgery 
and it was soon obvious just how much this surgery transforms 
the lives of the whole family. From a first world perspective, 
it is hard to totally understand the profound effects of such 
deformity on the whole family and it was clear there were many 
culturally different attitudes and barriers to overcome.

From my own perspective, I was challenged to adapt my 
practice to accommodate the different physical environment 
as well as the cultural environment. I had a crash course in 
basic principles of communication as neither of my two nurse 
assistants in the operating room (OR) could speak any English! 
Since then I have become quite adept in teaching principles of 
aseptic technique and the surgical count by the ‘point and show’ 
technique. I learnt that verbal communication is not the only 
tool necessary to ensure safe and competent practice! 

Since then I have moved to the UK and joined the UK 
Foundation and been lucky enough to travel extensively in 
South and Central America, Africa and SE Asia with Operation 
Smile. Most recently, this year, I travelled to Hanoi in Vietnam to 
a very different site to that of my first mission, as the operating 
theatre in Hanoi was built by Operation Smile itself and they 
have been treating children with cleft deformities on a monthly 
basis there for 25 years! In December I travelled to Honduras in 
Central America where Operation Smile is currently aiming to 
eradicate the backlog of patients needing surgery.

It is clear to see that no matter where the site, the work of 
Operation Smile continues and adapts to the local facilities 
to provide compassionate and safe care to the children of 
developing countries.

It is hard to briefly summarise the effect this experience 
has had on both my personal and my professional lives. 
Professionally, it has taught me how to ‘think outside the box’, 
how to problem-solve in ways I would have never imagined from 
the safety net of our first world facilities, demonstrate the often 
underestimated importance of effective communication and 
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how to build an effective team in the shortest time imaginable, 
capable of providing safe and effective patient care.

On a personal level, it has added a whole new dimension to 
my life. The magic of seeing the transformation such simple 
surgery makes on not just individual lives, but also their family 
and often the wider community in which they live is difficult to 
describe in words. The personal satisfaction that comes from 
the knowledge of really ‘making a difference’! Not to mention 
the many new friends made along the way and the honour and 
privilege of belonging to the Operation Smile family!

I am so grateful to the AfPP for giving me the Hilda Winifred 
Mears award and thus enabling me to continue and, hopefully, 
increase my contribution to the amazing work of Operation 
Smile.

Di Leal 
Specialist Perioperative Practitioner 
St James’s University Hospital, Leeds


