Up CLOSE

ne of four final-

ists for the NSW

Premier’s

Woman of the

Year Award, As-
sociate Professor Payal
Mukherjee, is an ear, nose
and throat surgeon who
spent her first 12 years in
India, lives in Wahroonga
and works at the SAN (Syd-
ney Adventist Hospital) as
well as the Royal Prince Al-
fred Hospital in Camper-
down. Her work has led her
to advocate for gender
equality in medicine and be-
yond, and Mukherjee has a
specific interest in educat-
ing around — as well as pre-
venting — domestic violence
among her patients and col-
leagues.

The 40-year-old says she
recalls when she first found
herself dealing with victims
of domestic violence.

“As an ENT surgeon I see
all sorts of people,” she says
of the patients who present-
ed with injuries caused by
violence at home.

“Iwasinitially uncomfort-
able and didn’t know how to
deal with them. I was feeling
helpless —like I was putting
on a Band-Aid and sending
them back.”

Sherealised that while she
didn’t understand how to
contribute to a solution, nei-
ther did her colleagues in
the surgical profession.

“In the surgical world,
they don’t see (domestic vi-
olence) as a surgical prob-
lem,” Mukherjee says.

“They see the injury, but
they don’t have time to see
the cause of the injury, the
cause behind the trauma.”
The turning point for the
young ENT doctor was a pa-
tient with a perforated ear-
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Game
changer

Wahroonga’s Payal Mukherjee
wants to be a role model for
women and, as Caroline Jumpertz
reports, her agenda is formidable

Dr Payal
Mukherjee
(below) in her
office at the
Sydney
Adventist
Hospital at
Wahroonga;
(right)
performing
traditional
Indian dance
and (above
right) with
eight-year-old
daughter
Eesha. Main
Picture: Troy
Snook
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drum that had been repaired
elsewhere, but was now in-
fected. Despite her pain, the
woman was mainly con-
cerned about her husband,
who had caused the original
injury and who was pacing
the floor just outside the
examination room.

“I felt so uncomfortable
and angry inside, on so
many levels,” Mukherjee re-
calls. “I thought ‘What could
I do next time to make this
better?.”

This began Mukherjee’s
work in the field. As a mem-
ber of the Royal Australa-
sian College of Surgeons,
she now helps support vic-
tims within the medical
field, as well as medical staff
who treat patients who are
the victims of domestic viol-
ence. Domestic violence is
preventable, yet it currently
presents a greater health
risk for Australian women
than alcohol or smoking.

“I see the human side of
what the family lives
through,” she says of her ex-
perience. “It is your mo-
ments of adversity that
make you a more empathet-
ic doctor and a more empa-
thetic human being, and I
want to make sure that the
next generation of girls has
better opportunities be-
cause I don’t think it's good
enough that kids are grow-
ing up seeing domestic viol-
ence. It's the cycle that
continues. If we don't stop
the cycle now, they grow up
thinking this is how men
treat women. ”

Mukherjee is a middle
child with two older broth-
ers and two younger ones,
and her own family was in-
strumental in affirming her
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robust self-belief and her
core values.

“My grandmother in-
stilled in me the value of gen-
der equality, of feeling
empowered to be a woman
and pursue my best.”

One of her late father's
great lessons for her was
that an education was more
important than anything
else for a successful life.

“His idea was that you
may lose your house or your
bank balance, but if you
have an education you can
rebuild that, using your
brain and your emotional
resilience.”

When she was at school at
Cheltenham Girls High and
then North Sydney Girls
High, she was torn between
a future in engineering, like
her father and one of her
older brothers, and studying
medicine. The medical path
won the day, due to Mukher-
jee'sdesire to interact witha
range of humanity, despite
— or perhaps because of —
the complex issues that ac-
company that.

She is currently working
towards a PhD in disruptive
technologies, specialising in
medical applications of aug-
mented reality, virtual re-
ality and 3D printing.

The PhD combines her in-
terest in medicine and en-
gineering.

Mukherjee lived in India
for the first 12 years of her
life and describes herself as
Indian-Australian.

She also lived for a short
time in the Middle East, but
it's Sydney where she com-
pleted her studies and the
north shore where she has
chosen to settle, work and
raise her daughter, Eesha,
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now eight. The single parent
says she chose the north
shore because she wanted
her daughter to have access
to some of Sydney's best
schools, and because the
area is so friendly.
“The north shore has a
sense of community and
that's also why I love work-
ing at the SAN. There's a
real sense of community,
there's a level of education,
it's multicultural, it's just a
really lovely place to live.”
‘When not working, she en-
joys participating in tra- i B
ditional Indian dance and -~ L .
also likes to paint. U I X
“I think if I didn’t have Y fdther S) ldea
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I think these other experien- . g .
ce took e 0 the ath s rebuild that, using

avelled. .

While she enjoys being at your brain and your

{akes her ol oo o siobe emotional resilie
Following her interview and ) i
photo shoot for the North | . ]
Shore Times, she boarded a
flight to Italy for a surgical
conference, to represent
women in her field.

Her nomination for NSW
Premier's Woman of the
Year was unexpected for
Mukherjee, as was makingit
to the final four, but she sees
the honour as an oppor-
tunity to advocate for her
chosen causes.

“Anything like this is ult-

imately giving recognition
to women, which I think is
much needed in our so-
ciety,” she says. She ac-
knowledges that being a
woman of STEMM (Science,
Technology, Engineering,
Mathematics and Medicine)
means visibility is import-
ant tochange the numbers of
women who work in these
fields. Once gender equality
isachieved, men and women
can move forward.

“For the next generation,
our conversations about
gender equality and greater
numbers in STEMM should
pay dividends,” she says.

“So then the next generation

is able to cultivate the best Dr Payal Mukherjee at
talent. We'd like to change the Sydney Adventist
the numbers, frankly. Hospital operating
That’s how you change the theatre in Wahroonga.
conversation.” Picture: Troy Snook
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