Fight for the Good
Dr Vladyslav Vovk is a trainee (F2) doctor
at North Tees NHS Trust (picture). He came
from the Ukraine with his parents when he
was aged 9, and lives and studies in the
North-East. He is one of the organisers of
the North-East region for Medical Aid
Ukraine, which has gained wide NHS and
public support in organising the shipment
of medical supplies and equipment:
‘I still have lots of friends and family back there, in the conflict. My decision to get involved
was personal. This has been the biggest conflict there has been in Europe since the Second
World War so part of why I did this is wanting to make a real difference to the people who
are most affected by it. Part of it is my own personal motivations with having family there –
quite frankly I don’t know whether I will wake up tomorrow and they will still be alive and
that’s quite shocking to say. But it’s true.
‘I’ve two cousins, one fled to Germany, one was a trainee doctor in Kyiv when the war
started in one of the largest children’s hospitals, looking after paediatric oncology patients
there. She’s sent pictures of children in corridors and lying on mattresses on the floor, some
of them nursed in basements. We’re trying to get the one who fled to Germany here but the
process is quite tedious, they want official translations of every single document that we’ve
got and that’s tough.
‘I absolutely thought this would not happen in Ukraine. We watched the military vehicles
amass next to the border for a few months, and it was on the news for a bit before it
happened, but everyone was convinced it wasn’t going to happen. Almost overnight
everything changed, it was just unexpected. I’m extremely angry to be honest. I think in the
first few days I wanted to go out there and I wanted to fight but my Dad sat me down and
said I could use my skills in a more constructive manner, hence why I got involved with
Medical Aid Ukraine (MAU).
‘We’re a dedicated group of volunteers, most of us medics, who all have deeply passionate
reasons for getting involved. The idea started in the North-East but quickly took off over the
whole of the UK. We’re trying to get as much medical aid to Ukraine as possible, mainly as
life-saving equipment at the moment, torniquets etc; everything else comes later once the
acute issues are sorted.
‘In 2 weeks, MAU has gone from zero to 120 miles an hour without a doubt! In the past
couple of weeks we’ve sent off about three and a half thousand kilos worth of medical
supplies. There’s been four ambulances from the North-East alone, five more from London.
So it’s a pretty big operation and it’s only just getting started really. We’ve got logistics
going from air, from land, we’re working on sea logistics at the moment. The bottleneck
we’ve got is to try and get the supplies from the Polish warehouse over into Ukraine so
we’re working on different routes that we might be able to establish to get stuff into

Ukraine. How on earth could you drive an ambulance across a national border when missiles
and shells don’t respect ambulance neutrality? Putin demonstrated his willingness to strike
anywhere within Ukraine’s borders and at humanitarian aid. We’re working with the official
channels but they’re being overrun with the amount of stuff they need to move. But we
don’t want the equipment to sit there in a warehouse.
‘I’m getting almost daily messages of aid that people are wanting to donate and send – I’ve
even had people contact me to say they’re willing to drive stuff over there even though it
isn’t safe – and I’m so grateful and overwhelmed by it all. I think the whole of the
healthcare sector has come together in a way which personally I’ve never really witnessed
before. Ironically, that’s been the most wonderful experience.
‘Historically Ukraine’s healthcare system was meant to be government funded on the
polyclinic model where you went to see a GP then got referred the same day, you saw a
specialist, just going from one queue to the next. In practice this worked ok but it wouldn’t
work that well on a large population simply because the waiting times would get out of
hand. Doctors are horrendously under-paid, earning the equivalent of a healthcare assistant
wage. When my parents were in Ukraine in the 1990s they were being paid with rice
sometimes, the economy went to pot after the Soviet Union broke down. There were
patients in queues with chickens. So there was not a great deal of resilience in the system to
start with, before the war started.
‘With the infrastructure such as it was all but gone at the moment, there are public-health
and longer term concerns. My Grannie in Ukraine has severe osteoarthritis and was meant
to be getting hip replacements but who knows when that is going to happen now? It’s really
tough for the people who have to get routine care, all that has ground to a halt. I think the
long-term consequences will be fairly similar to the chronic fallout that Covid has wreaked
on our hospitals in the UK, affecting longer term care; and that’s without the infrastructure
being affected as it so obviously has in Ukraine. That will take years to re-build.
But do you feel hope?
‘I think there’s a lot of hope. The war has dragged on for longer than anyone thought and
Ukraine has continued to hold on. I think there’s hope for a reasonable outcome even
though unfortunately short term lives have been lost and we’re trying to mitigate this. I
think in the long term Ukraine will be better off for it, maybe after about 20 or so years.
‘I think Putin is very much a Cold-War era man. He was made during that time and he still
carries forward a lot of those same attitudes: it’s Russia versus the West, it’s NATO
expansion. Which is ultimately Cold-War era thinking. I’m very glad that one way or another
this will come to an end, because no matter what happens now he’s demonstrated that he
will not be President for very long after this.
What can people do?
MAU North-East has its own site ( https://bit.ly/MAUNE ) and we have on there the list of
equipment we need. People can also go on to the MAU fundraising site

(https://bit.ly/MAUdonate ) We also have a Twitter (https://twitter.com/MedicAidUkraine)
feed. We’re also working with the OnCall Room (https://twitter.com/TheOnCallRoomUK ).
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