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Emergency surgery: Well-placed needle saves glrls life

by Petty Officer 1st Class David M. Votroubek
CSTC-A Public Affairs

KABUL, Afghanistan — A little initiative, a
little improvisation, and a teenage girl lives.
By using bits of medical equipment designed
for other purposes, some encouragement
from their mentors and great skill, Afghan
doctors performed a life-saving procedure on
a patient at the National Military Hospital.

Lt. Cmdr. Bradford Volk, Combined
Security Transition Command-Afghanistan,
is one of 23 Navy medical specialists with
a Medical Embedded Training Team that
trains and equips the Afghan National Army
medical staff of NMH.

As a family physician, Volk often works
with doctors in the pediatrics ward, and first
learned of the patient during a discussion
with Afghan physicians about supplies. He
asked if they knew of any interesting cases
they could look at together, and this case was
it. In fact, her case was so compelling that a
small crowd soon gathered at her bedside to
hear the discussion.

What Volk found was an eighth-grader
who could barely breathe or even sit up.

Four months earlier, the 15 year-old girl
had been at the top of her class, but was now
near death. Her circulation was so poor that
her extremities had actually started to turn
blue. This was caused by a build-up of fluid
around her heart and lungs, known medically
as pericardial effusion. The fluid surrounding
the heart eventually constricts the heart and
begins filling the lungs, causing the patient to
be unable to breathe. The only way to relieve
it is by inserting a long needle into a sac
surrounding her heart to extract the fluid.

She was in need of immediate care.
Although the Afghan doctors realized this
and knew what needed to be done, they
weren’t sure if they could. It had never been
done at NMH before.

Lt. Cmdr. Frank Grassi, a mentor who
specializes in internal medicine, helped
convince the Afghan doctors they could do

the procedure. Mentors don’t actually treat
patients, but instruct, advise and guide the
ANA doctors while they do it. And in this
rare case, encourage those doctors if they
aren’t sure.

Grassi was glad they did. On New Year’s
Eve, the Afghan doctors removed over 600
milliliters from the patient, which would
more than fill a drinking water bottle. This
was the most fluid Grassi had ever seen from
any patient before, let alone a small teenaged
girl. He believes she would not have survived
another three days otherwise.

One reason the doctors were reluctant
to try the procedure was that the hospital
had no pericardiocentesis kits to do it with.
Fortunately, the girl’s slender build enabled
them to improvise with an intravenous
needle and a catheter. By using an ultrasound
machine designed for prenatal care, they
were able to guide the needle to just the right
place.

But according to Dr. Mirwais Amiri, the
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KABUL, Afghanistan — Lt. Cmdr. Bradford Volk (right), Combined Security Transition
Command-Afghanistan, guides Lt. Col. Qahir Wali of the Afghan National Army during a
pericardio centesis procedure on a 15-year-old girl.

Afghan cardiologist, it was still very risky.
Considering her chances of surviving a trip
to India very small, he was convinced to do
the procedure with what he had.

“It was high risk, but I did it,” Amiri said
proudly.

Volk believes by his team helping the
Afghan doctors to be successful, other
doctors could also gain confidence in their
abilities.

“The best thing we did for this patient was
instill confidence in the Afghan doctors,” he
said.

Another positive outcome from this case is
that pericardiocentesis kits are now included
in the next budget plan for the hospital.

The patient’s father, who is an officer in the
ANA, will take her to India in the next few
days to see specialists to diagnose what caused
the pericardial effusion in the first place. She
won’t be healthy until the cause is found, but
by her doctor’s taking a chance, she now has a
chance for the future.
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Cianos opens Jan. 4 with ribbon cutting, free food

(Above) Guests work their way through a buffet of food following a
ribbon cutting at Cianos Jan. 4. Cianos pizza is the newest addition
to the World Food Program on Camp Eggers. (Right) Adis Hadzic
(left), Cianos manager, and Army Capt. Austin S. Cruz, garrison
commander, cut a ribbon during a grand opening ceremony at
Cianos. Cianos is open 8 a.m. to 10:30 p.m. seven days a week.
Cianos’ menu includes pizza, pasta, grilled chicken, beef and pork,
coffee, cappuccino, espresso, soft drinks, and croissants and cake
for breakfast. Menu and hours are being evaluated and are subject

to change.
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Mission Statement

The mission of the Combined Security Transition Command-Afghanistan, in
partnership with the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and
the international community, is to plan, program and implement structural,
organizational, institutional and management reforms of the Afghanistan National
Security Forces in order to develop a stable Afghanistan, strengthen the rule of law
and deter and defeat terrorism within its borders.
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