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Abstract 
St Vincent and the Grenadines, best known as the filming location for 

Pirates of the Caribbean, may sound like an ideal elective location; 

however, the reality held a few surprises. In a stretched Ophthalmology 

department, held together by one man, Anna learnt about the principles 

of eye care provision, how to work in an environment with limited 

resources and saw a few operations along the way.  
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Elective vs Vacation 
Finding an elective that combines your preferred specialty, an enjoyable 

holiday and the opportunity to travel with friends is a difficult task: 

especially when that speciality is Ophthalmology. St Vincent and the 

Grenadines, best known as the site for the filming of Pirates of the 

Caribbean, sounded the perfect solution. Milton Cato Memorial Hospital, 

on the main island, had an ophthalmology department, and available 

accommodation 10 minutes from the beach.  

 

The Island 
However, on arrival, it was quickly became clear that the internet is not 

to be trusted. St Vincent is one of the poorest islands in the Caribbean, 

with 15% unemployment. Banana plantations are the main legitimate 

economic resource (they also grow a lot of cannabis); these are often 

destroyed by hurricanes. Tourism is also limited as beaches on St 

Vincent are mainly black sand. Indeed we were not even able to buy 

suncream on the island.  The atmosphere is quite intense, with a large 

amount of crime, alcohol and violence.  Three friends were robbed 

during our trip. This is not helped by the close proximity of tremendously 

rich tourist resorts, and cruise ships stopping transiently in Kingston 

Harbour, before hopping over to more luxurious islands.  

 

A One Man Miracle 
Milton Cato Memorial Hospital was a basic but bustling hospital. Dr 

Adams, a local Vincentian, was the only ophthalmologist for a population 

of over 100,000; and a  large team from Cuba, had recently left taking 

equipment with them. It was sometimes painful to see his valiant efforts, 

struggling through clinics with over 60 patients; theatre lists without an 

anaesthetist or a scrub nurse, and scraping together resources. 
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Equipment casually used in clinics in the UK, was 

suddenly a valuable resource, even eye drops were 

painstakingly saved. There was no equipment for 

phacoemulsification, so Manual Small Incision 

Cataract Surgery  (MSICS) was used, and I would find 

myself searching in bags mid-operation for the 

nearest fit from donated lenses. However, I quickly 

came to admire his efficiency. He maintained a high 

standard of care, good infection control and despite 

time constraints had good patient communication. He 

utilised Charitable Missions well, selecting and 

booking patients for planned aid trips, and working 

hard to minimise patient waiting times. 

 

Experience and Insight 
At medical student level, ophthalmology electives are 

confined to an observership. On this trip, as most 

patients spoke Venetian Creole, language was also a 

major barrier. However, I was given ample opportunity 

to examine patients and a high standard of teaching 

daily. A surprising lesson for me was that the main 

disease presentations were relatively common 

pathologies, and reflected environmental factors on 

the island. Due to sun and wind exposure, the rate of 

pterygium was high, as were cataracts. Diet on the 

island is mainly salty and fried, which has led to a vast 

amount of obesity, hypertension and diabetes; which 

in turn can lead to diabetic and hypertensive 

retinopathy. Another surprise was the prevalence of 

religion on the island. Prayers were said with the 

patient before procedures, and old women often sang 

hymns throughout their cataract removal! Moreover, 

once you were extricated from the tourist stereotype, 

the Vincentian’s were a strong, friendly and supportive 

community, and it was a vibrant atmosphere to be a 

part of.  

From this placement I think I learnt how to provide 

a good ophthalmology service at a grass roots level; 

organisation, resource allocation and management. I 

would definitely recommend the elective, and the 

ending was also idyllic, swimming with turtles on a 

catamaran trip to Tobago Cays!  

Figure 1 | Ophthalmology Department at Milton Cato Memorial Hospital  (A) Very basic equipment in clinic (B) Manual Small Incision 

Cataract Surgery being performed.    
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SAINT VINCENT AND THE GRENADINES AT A GLANCE 

Placement locations 

St Vincent is an island in the Lesser Antilles Island arc on the eastern boxer of the Caribbean Sea with a population of 103,000. The Milton 

Cato Memorial Hospital located at Bentick Square, Kingstown is a 220 bed hospital with a 24 hour A&E service and departments in 

general medicine, general surgery, O&G, paediatrics, dermatology, ENT, orthopaedics, psychiatry, urology and ophthalmology.  

 

Visa and Travel Costs 

A visa is not required unless you want to work on the island.  

Flight costs are between £500-999.   

Accommodation will cost  £100-200 per week. On acceptance of a placement to Milton Cato Memorial Hospital, you will be provided with 

a list of accommodation options. These are usually safe and reasonably priced. Just make sure that they are within walking distance of the 

beach. You  will be required to pay $100 registration fee to the Milton Cato Memorial Hospital Registration. 

Food costs on average are £20-30/week 

The currency in East Caribbean Dollar with approximately 4.51 to the pound.  

  

Vaccinations 

Routine vaccinations such as Hepatitis A, Typhoid, Hepatitis B, Rabies are necessary. Yellow fever is only required if arriving from a 

country with a risk of yellow fever.)  

 

Climate 

Tropical climate. The dry season is January to May. The average daily temperature is 30oC. 

 

Cuisine 

A must try is roast breadfruit and salt fish with some local beer (Hairoun Beer and Sunset Rum). 

 

Languages spoken 

The official language is English, normally speak a creole known as ‘dialect’.  

 

Tourism 

Activities around the island not to be missed:  

Black Sand Beaches; La Soufriere – a 4,000 ft active volcano; Botanical Gardens – a leafy garden in 

Kingstown;  Pirates of the Caribbean Film Set – sadly overrated; Dark View Falls - just off the 

Leeward Highway;  Fort Charlotte – a historic fort overlooking Kingstown; Cocktails on Young 

Island- a small island 200m from the coast of St Vincent; Jack’s Karaoke Night – very popular 

with the locals; Princess Margaret Beach (Bequia - a short ferry ride away);  Old Hegg Turtle 

Sanctuary (Bequia); Sailing on the Friendship Rose - an 80ft vintage schooner; Swimming with 

Turtles in Tobago Cays;  Island hopping to Mayreau, Canouan, Mustique, Palm Island & Union 

Island.  

 

Contact 

Dr Orly Adams  

Email: kghsvg@vincysurf.com  


