Until We Heal
Safe Surgery Resources
Safe surgery means providing patients with the highest quality of care, based on the highest medical
standards, no matter where they live. Operation Smile wants the best possible surgical result for
each and every patient. To better understand safe surgery, consider the threat of unsafe surgery: the
risks for medical complications are high, as equipment is unsterile, and mistakes are made due to
insufficient medical training. Unsafe surgery is harmful, if not deadly, while safe surgery is the first
step on the path to healing.
Use this document to reference research and other key points regarding safe surgery.

Billions1 of people lack access to safe surgical care.
•
•

As a result, common, easily treatable conditions like cleft conditions, appendicitis,
hernia, fractures, obstructed labor, and breast and cervical cancer can become fatal.
In 2010, more than twice as many people died from a lack of access to surgical care
(16.9 million) 1 than from heart disease (7 million).2

Billions of people are unable to access safe, effective
surgical care when they need it due to the shortage of
surgeons, equipment and affordability.
•
•
•
•

In low- and middle-income countries (LMICs), there is approximately 1 surgeon for
every 100,000 people.3
Similarly, many LMICs have less than 1 anesthesiologist per 100,000 people.
Whereas in the United States it is estimated there is 1 anesthesiologist for every
4,000 people.4
More than half of LMICs do not have health policies to ensure the proper planning,
assessment, acquisition and management of medical devices that are critical for
effective surgical care.5
3.7 billion people, the majority who reside in LMICs, cannot afford to have surgery
even if they need it.6

Increasing the safety and effectiveness of surgery across the
globe is critical.
•
•
•
•

There is an estimated 5 to 10 percent mortality rate associated with major surgeries
in LMICs.7
The rate of anaesthesia-associated mortality in low- and middle-income countries is
between 100 to 1,000 times higher than in high-income countries.
Mortality from general anesthesia alone is reported to be as high as 1 in 150 in some
parts of sub-Saharan Africa.8
At least half of all complications associated with surgical care are avoidable.8

There is a significant imbalance in providing global access to
safe, effective and well-timed surgical care.
•
•
•
•

Less than 6 percent of all operations are delivered to the world’s poorest countries.9
9 out of 10 people in LMICs cannot access basic surgical care.1
An additional 143 million surgical procedures are needed in LMICs each year to save
lives and prevent disability.1
2.2 million more surgeons, anesthetists and obstetricians will be needed in the next
15 years to ensure that 80 percent of the world’s population has access to safe
surgical care.1

This gap in surgical care leads to lost opportunities for social
and economic development (caused by long-term disabilities
and death).
•
•

Lack of access to surgical care results in more deaths than HIV, tuberculosis and
malaria combined, but these diseases tend to draw greater attention and funding
from the public.1
If countries do not address the lack of access to surgical care, the resulting loss in
economic productivity could accumulate to $12.3 trillion by 2030.1

Safe surgery is an essential component of healthcare and a
universal human right that should be accessible to all.
Here’s a timeline of recent global events related to safe
surgery:
•
•
•

•
•

In 2004, the World Health Organization launched a patient safety program to address
the challenges of unsafe care.5
In 2008, the World Health Organization published a Surgical Safety Checklist that
has dramatically reduced patient deaths as well as inpatient complications.10
On May 19, 2015, the Global Alliance for Surgical, Obstetric, Trauma,
and Anesthesia Care (G4 Alliance) was formally launched in Geneva, Switzerland. The
G4 Alliance is an advocacy-based nongovernmental organization dedicated to
promoting surgical, obstetric, trauma and anesthesia care as a priority in the global
development agenda. Operation Smile was one of the founding member
organizations, along with the World Federation of Societies of Anesthesiologists,
International Federation of Surgical Colleges, Association for Academic Surgery,
Harvard Medical School’s Program in Global Surgery and Social Change, Johns
Hopkins Global Surgical Initiative and others.
On May 22, 2015, the 68th World Health Assembly passed Resolution WHA68.15
focused on Strengthening Emergency and Essential Surgical Care and Anesthesia as
a Component of Universal Health Coverage.
On September 25, 2015, the United Nations adopted 17 proposed Sustainable
Development Goals. Goal 3: Ensure Healthy Lives and Promote Wellbeing for All at All
Ages, includes Universal Health Coverage among its targets: Achieve universal health
coverage, including financial risk protection, access to quality essential healthcare
services and access to safe, effective, quality and affordable essential medicines and
vaccines for all.11
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