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A leg up to those 
with problem feet
Whether it’s patients with sports injuries or those at risk of losing 
their lower limbs due to diabetes, podiatrists are there to help

F
rom her office, podiatrist Chelsea 
Law could smell the rotting flesh 
from the middle-aged diabetic  
patient’s leg. He was sitting in the 
waiting area, about 100 metres from 

her consultation room.
But the stench was hardly any indication 

of her patient’s severe condition. 
“When I eventually saw him, maggots 

were popping out of his leg. And the layers 
of muscles from his shin to thighs were liter-
ally falling off,” said Chelsea. The patient’s 
condition was so severe that his leg had to 
be amputated. 

That particular incident may be one of 
the most extreme cases Chelsea has seen 
throughout her five-year career, but dealing 
with wounds and ulcers is not an unusual 
affair in her line of work. 

In fact, wound care is something the 
petite 27-year-old particularly loves about 
her job. 

“To me, wound care is a challenge. Al-
though wounds can look similar, they require 
different techniques to heal. I get a great 
sense of satisfaction when I see wounds 
heal under my care,” said Chelsea. 

She was inspired to become a podiatrist 
after watching her mother suffering from 
chronic heel pain. 

Not surprisingly, while she was school-
ing, Chelsea said she would flip through 
books on dissection while her classmates 
wolfed down their lunch during recess. 

Based in Alexandra Hospital, Chelsea 
deals mainly with the prevention, treatment 
and rehabilitation of conditions involving the 
feet and lower limbs. 

Most of her patients are diabetic and 
in danger of having complications which 
can lead to amputations from even simple 
foot conditions such as corns and calluses. 
Chelsea also attends to patients with sports-
related problems such as heel or arch pains, 
as well as geriatric patients. 

Podiatrists also see those who develop 
foot problems because their jobs require 
them to constantly stand or walk a lot, said 
senior podiatrist Melissa Phua.

“In particular, women who often wear 
high-heeled shoes in such jobs may end up 
with foot problems. 

“We help them reduce their foot pains 
and aches by advising them on better foot-
wear or by customising insoles for their 
shoes,” said Melissa, who is based in Tan 
Tock Seng Hospital. 

Podiatrists are professionally trained in 
making special insoles for patients. Custom-
ised insoles help patients to move around 
more comfortably, reducing foot and back 
problems.   

According to Jessie Phua, a senior 
podiatrist at Changi General Hospital, an 
extroverted personality is a plus in this  
profession.

“You’ll need to communicate with your 
patients a lot. On top of your basic languages, 
it’ll also be good to pick up other dialects,” 
said Jessie, who speaks English, Mandarin, 
Malay and other major dialects. 

As wound care is part and parcel of the 
job, Jessie added that those considering  

podiatry as a career should not be squeamish 
at the sight of open wounds and blood. 

A few horror stories aside, not all the 
patients Chelsea sees have “ugly or smelly 
feet”. 

“It’s like how some people will make 
sure they clean their teeth properly before 
they see a dentist. Some of my patients are 
very meticulous — they wear new socks 
and perfume their feet before they see me,” 
she said.

James gave me very sound 
advice on long term care of my 
feet. He took time to address 
my concerns and allay my 
fears, even encouraging me to 
call or email him if I had any 
more questions. 
Mr Donald Thaver  
on SGH podiatrist  
James Richard Valinine

Did you know?

1 The word “podiatry” has Greek 
origins — “pod” means foot and  

“-iatry” means the art of healing.

 2 The bones in our feet constitute 
20 per cent of the total number of 

bones in the body. Our feet withstand 
a force three times our body weight 
when we are walking. 

3 As we do not have a podiatry 
school, all registered podiatrists 

in Singapore are currently trained 
overseas.
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