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NEUROLOGY IN PAKISTAN: GROWING BURDEN,
LOW ON PRIORITY, AND A HOPE TO KEEP ALIVE

Neurology is one of the most underrecognized and
underappreciated specialties in Pakistan.1 The beginnings
of clinical and academic neurology in Pakistan can be
traced to the 1960s when 3 neurology departments were
established in 2 major cities of Pakistan: 2 in Karachi and
1 in Lahore.2,3 One of the 2 departments in Karachi was
a combined neurology and psychiatry department.2

From the onset, neurology was given the status of an
optional specialty by the Pakistan Medical and Dental
Council (PMDC) for undergraduate medical colleges.
This implied that it was not mandatory for medical col-
leges to have a separate department of neurology for the
purpose of recognition by the PMDC.3 Unfortunately,
this still holds true even after almost 50 years of building
a foundation for clinical and academic neurology. Many
of Pakistan’s premier medical colleges do not have a
separate neurology department.2 Only 15 of the 72med-
ical colleges have a neurology department or neurology
faculty. Most of the medical students graduating from
these medical colleges do not go through structured neu-
rology teaching by a neurologist.4

Currently, there are 15 programs in 7 cities accredited
by the College of Physicians and Surgeons of Pakistan for
postgraduate training in neurology. These programs are
both in public and private sector hospitals and are pri-
marily adult neurology training programs. The programs
are not uniform and the trainees do not get equal oppor-
tunities and exposure to various aspects of training. The
availability of advanced technology, expertise in neuro-
physiology, neuroradiology, and other specialized areas
varies from program to program. The patient population
and disease spectrum is also quite different in public and
private sector hospitals. The hierarchal supervision, and
gradual transition from supervised to independent, dif-
fers greatly from institution to institution. The subspe-
cialties of neurology are not realized even among some
neurology circles—and only 1 training program offers
training in neurophysiology, child neurology, and stroke

neurology. The remaining subspecialties are not only
underserved but also underacknowledged. Retaining
neurologists in Pakistan is an important issue as an alarm-
ing number of neurologists are moving out of the coun-
try after training because of lack of jobs.

Except for some work on the epidemiology of epi-
lepsy in the Pakistani population in 1980s and 1990s,
no large-scale epidemiologic studies have been done on
regional neurologic disorders. The incidence or preva-
lence of major neurologic diseases is not known5 and
this lack of data translates into a governmental health
policy with little focus on neurologic disease.5 The bur-
den of stroke, epilepsy, and CNS infections (espe-
cially tuberculous meningitis) is a shared experience
across all neurology departments and services in the
country. The prevalence of stroke is very high because
of hypertension, diabetes, and tobacco use.6 Tetanus,
rabies, and polio are still prevalent with high mortality.7

General physicians and patients are realizing that a neu-
rologist is better trained to manage the complex neuro-
logic diseases. However, there is only about 1 neurologist
per 1 million people.4,5

Pediatric neurology is also a neglected area. There
are fewer than 10 pediatric neurologists and only
1 pediatric neurology training facility in the country.
Most children are treated either by pediatricians or
adult neurologists.8

The Pakistan Society of Neurology (PSN) represents
the professional interests of neurologists and provides a
platform for advocacy on behalf of patients with neuro-
logic illnesses. Under the PSN umbrella, subspecialty
societies focusing on headache, stroke, and epilepsy are
also functioning. PSN is now almost 2 decades old
and held its 19th Annual Meeting in the spring of
2012. It is a valuable forum to discuss original research,
promote neurology education, and foster advocacy. The
PSN also holds a winter annual update meeting that at-
tracts expatriate Pakistani neurologists and delegates
from neighboring countries. The official journal of the
PSN is the Pakistan Journal of Neurological Sciences
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(www.pakjns.com) and is indexed with PMDC. There
are 2 national forums for trainees and neurologists. PSN
meetings accommodate about 30 to 40 original research
presentations every year and the Annual Neurology
Research Day for Medical Students and Residents in
Islamabad has been held for 5 years. Unfortunately,
very few papers are published from the neurology
community in international journals.

The Pakistan International Neuroscience Society and
the neurology group within the Association of Pakistani
Physicians in North America are actively supporting neu-
rologic training by online and video conferencing. Fund-
ing for research and advocacy in Pakistan could make a
significant difference. The Pakistani neurology commu-
nity is active in international neurology platforms, espe-
cially the World Federation of Neurology, the American
Academy of Neurology, the World Stroke Organization,
and the Asian Oceanic Organization of Neurology. PSN
will advocate for mandatory neurology education in
medical colleges, appointments for neurology faculty at
medical colleges, and positions at district hospitals.

Interest in postgraduate training in neurology has
increased tremendously and the largest number of local
graduates in neurology was recently reported. PSN is
working with the College of Physicians and Surgeons
to increase the number of accredited training centers
and neurology trainee positions in Pakistan. The current
number of training centers is 16 with 104 trainees and
we want to increase this number to 30 centers with
240 trainees over 3 years. We expect to have more than
500 trained neurologists in Pakistan by 2017. We are
also focusing on subspecialty training in neurology.
Aga KhanUniversity has received NIH funding (approx-
imately $500,000 USD) for training stroke neurologists
in Pakistan. We are working with the Pakistan Interna-
tional Neuroscience Society to start epilepsy, multiple
sclerosis, Parkinson disease, and dementia fellowships
in Pakistan over the next 3 years.

Neurologic research is another priority area for PSN.
Neurologic research in Pakistan is largely limited to
stroke and CNS infections. Our aim is improve research
capacity by providing some funding for relevant research
in Pakistan. Public awareness activities are one of the
most highlighted areas of PSN. World Stroke Day
and Epilepsy Day attract much media coverage. The

PSN regularly organizes public awareness programs on
various topics at different cities in Pakistan. The PSN
established a task force for tetanus and rabies eradication
from Pakistan, which is collaborating with the ministry
of health, city governments, media, and infectious dis-
eases society of Pakistan for this cause.

We are also making an effort to promote academic
foundations of neurology through applied research,
establishment of stringent standards for training and
qualification, and ensuring professional dialog and con-
tinued medical education. Guidelines for safe, ethical,
and effective clinical practice are being developed to pro-
mote and protect the neurologic health of the commu-
nity. Liaison with Pakistani neurologists overseas and
regional and international professional societies are being
established and strengthened to help achieve the goals.
Despite the limitations, there is great hope for neurology
in Pakistan.
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