Interview with Dr Gregory Ko -

General Practice during COVID-19 Pandemic

Interviewed by Dr Lim Khong Jin Michael, Family Physician, Editor (Team B)

College Mirror (CM): How has the COVID-19 pandemic
affected General Practice in Singapore!?

Dr Gregory Ko (GK): Number of patients seen have
dropped. Longer consultation time needed to fill up data
for submission. Going back later as more time is spent
cleaning up the clinic after each session. Cost of running
the clinic has gone up.

In terms of clinical cases, less viral gastroenteritis, and
URTlIs (especially pediatric cases). Slightly more cases of
anxiety and depression.

CM: How has the COVID-19 pandemic and the
accompanying measures affected your clinic?

GK: The administrative requirement has taken up a
significant portion of my time. | am staying back longer
in the clinic to key in data required for a Public Health
Preparedness Clinic (PHPC) and also to disinfect and mop
my clinic in full PPE. | cannot put my staff who are older at
risk.

Physically it is also draining. | am losing weight, guess that
is a benefit. It is difficult with the N95 on, and hot with the
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PPE. | really admire those front-liners with PPE working in
the hot environment.

Cost of running the practice has also gone up. Got the
clinic a HEPA filter (planning to get more), more bottles
of disinfectants, multiple fans, and cleaning of air con
frequently. Income has definitely dropped. Expired medicine
cost expected as patient number has dropped.

CM: How is your practice picking up in Phase |, reopening
after the Circuit Breaker period?

GK: Patient load has improved but still not at pre-COVID
level. Unfortunately, patients with Acute Respiratory
Infections are still worried about coming to the clinic.

CM: How has the
COVID-19
affected your routines

pandemic

going home from work?

GK: Things are
definitely not the same.
Just cannot close up the
clinic and go home at
the end of each session.
After every
| need to remove my
PPE and surgical scrubs
and change to my usual
clothing. Upon getting
home, | dump my
clothes into a bucket of
water with soap, while avoiding any family members. Only
after taking a shower do | resume my normal activities at
home. Initially my kids were avoiding me like a plague, but
now they are fine.

session,

COVID-19 pandemic

CM: What were the challenges that you faced as a one-
doctor General Practice during this COVID-19 pandemic?

GK:Wow, it is tough. Emotionally draining, physically tired,
frustrated with lower income but still consider myself
fortunate that | still have my loyal patients coming back.With
no admin support, you are basically the CEO, COO, CFO,
worker bee and cleaner. Plus, with the multiple directives
coming in with information overload, can get quite “sian”
(wearisome).Worried for myself and my family. It is tough.

CM: How is your clinic staff coping with this COVID-19
period?

GK:They are coping well.They are also frustrated with new
regulations and wearing of mask and face shield. They are
just biting the bullet and soldiering on. | am thankful my
staff of |5 over years have not bailed on me.Without them

Clinic staff Agnes and Jenny serving the community with Dr Gregory Ko during

| probably would need SSRI.

CM: How did you encourage your staff at times of low
morale during the COVID-19 pandemic?

GK: Take a break, have a Kit Kat. | just tell them to take
leave and will get someone to cover them. Just advise them
to go out and smell the roses.

CM: Are there moments of encouragements which helped
to raise your morale during this COVID-19 pandemic?

GK:The encouragement comes from our patients thanking
us and thinking of our safety. It is the simple gestures that
count.

CM: Can you share
some incidents during
the COVID-19 period
that left a lasting
impression on you?

GK: My first COVID

positive case. Things
were running through
my mind. “Drats,
did | protect myself
adequately?”  “What’s

going to happen to my
family, my clinic, my staff

and myself?” “l should
have prepared my will
beforehand”.........

CM: On hindsight, what were some of the things that you
would have done differently?

GK: Should have taken a long holiday before this mayhem
started. But seriously, speaking for myself, 'm quite happy
with the support given with mask, gloves, PPE, etc. | should
have removed as much clutter in my clinic to make cleaning
easier. May have to rethink how to reconfigure the clinic
when | do my next renovation if ever, to maximize space
and find a way to do swabs in one of the rooms.

CM:What do you see ahead for the next one year in your
GP practice and how do you think MOH can help GPs
sustain their contributions in this fight against COVID-19?

GK: Keep lines of communication open freely. If there are

any important policies, | would appreciate a heads up before
the public gets news so that | can digest the information
and implement what is needed. Please keep the PPEs readily
available for us until this war is over. | would appreciate
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some funding to modify the infrastructure of my clinic so
that | can provide swabbing for my patients. The outside of
the clinic is not feasible for swabbing.

CM: What are some important lessons that you have
learned during this COVID-19 pandemic, or words of
encouragements that you would like to share with fellow
healthcare workers?

GK:The old adage of preparing for a rainy day holds so true
on an individual and national level. This is one lesson | will
never forget now or in the future.

Hang in there everyone. All for one and one for all. We
will get through this together. Let’s try to make the best of

each day, one day at a time. The best is yet to be. Not the
worst. | love this phrase from my favourite movie-cartoon,
"Yesterday is history. Tomorrow is a mystery, but today is a
gift! That is why it is called the present.’

CM: Any other thoughts or ideas that you would like to
share?

GK: Wishing all of you good health and stay safe. Our
family, our patients, and our country needs us to keep our
healthcare service going. Thank you to each and every one
of you for your continuing contribution too.



