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He starts his day in a crowded room with an array 
of colleagues and students surrounding him. They 
listen intently as Dr. Vugranam Venkatesh talks about 
the latest cases he and fellow neonatologist Dr. K.K. 

Ramesh have dealt with in recent days. There are social workers, 
a respiratory therapist, nurses, physiotherapists and a pharmacist, 
as well as two medical interns participating in the discussion.

However, many other, much smaller people are nearby as well.
In an incubator separating the two doctors, for example, is Baby 

Boy Brar “C,” one of three triplets born at SMH days earlier. The 
infant boy, Venkatesh says, was born “flat,” meaning there was no 
respiratory activity initially. But after being ventilated, his heart 
rate came up and he began breathing on his own after about 20 
minutes.

Side-by-side in incubators to the baby’s left with pink signs 
overhead are his twin sisters, The Brar Girls “B & A.” 

The tiny bundles, explains Venkatesh, were a result of in-vitro 
fertilization and were delivered by caesarean section. He quizzes 
the medical students on all of the above.

On the other side of the crowded room, a nurse walks past 
carrying a blanket-wrapped child, placing her gently on a scale. 
The numbers read 2,182 grams (4.8 pounds).

“Good job,” she whispers to the sleeping infant.

In charge of pediatric teaching at Surrey Memorial Hospital 
(SMH), Venkatesh holds a teaching clinic three times a week 
and often has medical students under his wing.

The day The Leader is with him is particularly busy because 
it’s his turn to be on call for 24 hours (9 a.m. to 9 p.m.). It’s 
something he does about five times a month. Apart from his usual 
rounds and office appointments, being on call means he must 
also respond to any pediatric-related emergencies at the hospital, 
including examining newborns delivered by C-section. There will 
be two before the lunch hour.

“It’s a busy life – there’s no doubt about it,” he smiles, peering 
up through his wire-rim glasses. “But it’s very rewarding.”

At his office, he follows up with a mom and her three-year-old 
son who was admitted to hospital the week prior with breathing 
problems. The doctor listens to his chest, the toddler’s large 

brown eyes peering around the room.
“There’s a few crackles, but nothing else,” Venkatesh tells mom. 

“He’s doing very well.”
The next patient is nearly two years old and is one the specialist 

knows well. She was born prematurely and bled into her brain at 
birth, so Venkatesh has seen her ever since due to ongoing health 
issues.

“When she was little, we didn’t think she was going to survive,” 
he says.

The little girl marches confidently around the room, often 
stopping for a friendly glance or to climb on her mom’s lap. She’s 
never without her trusty backpack.

After listening to her chest with a stethoscope disguised as a 
stuffed lion, Venkatesh examines a spot on her tummy where a 

feeding tube was removed and says it’s healing well. Through a 
Punjabi translator, he tells the mom how to care for the wound 
and when he’d like to see them next.

Venkatesh, interim chief for neonatology at SMH, is in his 11th 
year at the local hospital. As a pediatrician, he treats patients from 
premature babies to “17 years less a day,” he explains.

Back in the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit (NICU), the 
specialist approaches an incubator where a dark-haired 

little girl, born July 15, has been living for the past two-and-a-half 
months.

He pulls back a purple blanket that’s draping the incubator and 
puts both hands – one holding the end of a stethoscope – through 
two round holes on the incubator’s side. The diminutive child 
with wires attached to her chest and tubes up her nose, is fast 
asleep, her pacifier loose by her cheek.

The baby was born prematurely at 26 weeks (about 14 weeks 
early) and weighed just a pound-and-a-half at birth.

Venkatesh does a physical exam, and the baby stirs, but falls 
back to sleep with a faint smile across her tiny lips.

Later, her parents come in to the intensive care unit and the 
doctor tells them her breathing and sodium levels are good.

“Things have settled,” he tells the young couple, also letting 
them know their child has a hernia that should be fixed after she’s 
discharged from hospital.

Another couple is also in the room visiting and feeding their 
baby daughter. She was born less than a week earlier weighing 3 
lbs. 15 oz. The new father cradles her carefully and carries her to a 
scale, where she briefly chirps a soft cry. The numbers on the scale 
read 1,844 grams (just over four pounds).

“Oh, you’re a heavy girl today,” the proud dad says to her.

A significant role Venkatesh is currently playing is to plan, 
organize and staff a new, larger neonatal intensive care unit 

at Surrey Memorial Hospital. There are as many as 20 babies daily 
in the current 20-bed NICU facility – a ward that sees roughly 500 
newborns per year. The new unit, scheduled to open in 2014, will 
have 48 beds, allowing a much larger amount of assistance for the 
region’s smallest patients.

“These kids are the sickest babies,” he says.

Big help for little patients

A two-month-old baby girl  who weighed only one-and-a-half pounds at birth is examined by Dr. Vugranam Venkatesh.
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Neonatal Intensive 
Care Unit
■ More than 4,000 babies per year 
are born at SMH.

■ Nearly 500 infants a year 
require care in SMH’s 18-bed 
neonatal intensive care unit (NICU), 
providing specialized care for ill or 
premature newborn babies.

■ Currently two neonatologists are 
on sta� at SMH.

■ On average, 18-20 newborns are in 
NICU daily.

■ Serves Surrey, White Rock, 
Langley, Delta, Abbotsford and 
sometimes beyond.

■ SMH plans to open a new, 48-bed 
single room neonatal intensive care 
unit by 2014. It will be housed in the 
new �ve-storey health care tower 
being constructed beginning next 
year (2010).

The Neonatal Intensive Care Unit at Surrey Memorial helps premature 
babies get the best possible start

Dr. Vugranam Venkatesh  listens to the lungs of a three-year-
old boy who was admitted to hospital with breathing problems 
the week before. As a pediatrician, the doctor treats patients 
from newborn to 17 years old.


