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J. Ben Pitt, M.D., often rises before 
the sun, walking from Nunnally 
House to the Southeast Georgia 
Health System Brunswick Campus 
to scrub in for his first case of the 
day. The young surgeon-in-
training gains hands-on experience 
under direct supervision from 
Vincent K. Arlauskas, M.D., 
thanks to the Rural Surgery 
Initiative program. Dr. Arlauskas, 
a general surgeon with Southeast 
Georgia Physician Associates-
General & Vascular Surgery, trains 
many of the doctors enrolled in 
the program. 

Dr. Pitt is the first surgeon 
from the Medical College of 
Georgia to rotate through the 
surgical residency program at the 

Health System. Residents 
undergo a seven-week immersion, 
working on a variety of cases, 
with an emphasis on general 
surgery. The Health System 
provides housing at the Nunnally 
House, located adjacent to the 
Brunswick Campus, so the 
residents may literally live, eat and 
sleep on the hospital campus. 

Addressing a need
According to the Georgia Board for 
Physician Workforce, 78 Georgia 
counties did not have any 
general surgeons as recently as 
2017. Equally concerning is the 
fact that more than 35% of 
Georgia’s surgeons are nearing 
retirement age, according to the 

Association of American 
Medical College’s Georgia 
Physician Workforce Profile. 

The Rural Surgery Initiative 
was created in 2019 by five 
physicians associated with the 
Medical College of Georgia. It 
aims to address the shortage of 
surgeons in smaller communities. 

“Essentially, outside of the 
Atlanta and Augusta areas, the state 
needs more general surgeons,” 
Dr. Arlauskas says. “Fewer medical 
residents are staying in general 
surgery. Most decide to practice 
specialty care, causing the state to 
be underserved.” 

“By exposing the residents to 
different cases, doctors, 
communities and demographics, 
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Brunswick Campus is part of a statewide initiative to expand surgical services.

From left, Vincent K. Arlauskas, M.D.; J. Ben Pitt, M.D.; and T. Wayne Rentz Jr., M.D. 
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One-on-One 
Training for a 
Variety of Cases
Like J. Ben Pitt, M.D., 
each resident has earned 
their medical degree and 
is in the second year of 
their five-year residency 
training when they enter 
the program. Brunswick 
is one of four rural 
locations participating 
in the initiative. Only 
one resident doctor is 
enrolled in each seven-
week rotation. 

“As the only resident, 
you get a lot of experience 
learning to perform 
surgical techniques safely 
and efficiently,” Dr. Pitt 
says. “The surgeons spend 
extra time with you, and 
you actively participate in 
patient care.” 

Fortunately for Dr. Pitt 
and the other surgical 
residents participating 
in the program, the 
Brunswick Campus 
hospital sees many 
different types of cases. 

“Residents might 
see an orthopaedic 
surgery one day, general 
surgery the next and 
emergency surgery the 
next,” shares Dr. Rentz. 
“This not only keeps the 
program interesting, but 
provides our students 
with a well-rounded, 
comprehensive education.”

we hope that some will return 
here,” says T. Wayne Rentz Jr., 
M.D., who practices with 
Southeast Georgia Physician 
Associates-General Surgery. 
Dr. Rentz oversees Medical 
College of Georgia students during 
their undergraduate training at the 
Health System. He helped 
Dr. Arlauskas launch the initiative 
at the Brunswick Campus.

A win-win 
“Exchanging ideas and medical 
knowledge ultimately benefits 
patients and hospitals,” explains 
Dr. Rentz. “It keeps us on our 
toes and makes us better doctors. 
If you can’t do, you can’t teach.” 

Dr. Arlauskas agrees: “This 
program validates the fact that our 
Health System provides state-of-

the-art care. As teaching 
physicians, we must keep up-to-
date on the latest data; the 
residents help by sharing 
knowledge they gain during their 
academic conferences.” 

Drs. Rentz and Arlauskas 
believe the program will benefit 
not only patients, doctors and 
hospitals, but also the state and 
the resident doctors themselves. 

“This program will be a win-
win for the legislature if we can 
get residents to practice general 
surgery in Georgia,” Dr. Arlauskas 
says. “If we can expose them to 
rural surgery early in their careers 
and show them the benefits of 
being a surgeon in a smaller 
community, we may be able to 
reverse the trend.”

“Essentially, outside of the Atlanta and 
Augusta areas, the state needs more general 
surgeons.” — Vincent K. Arlauskas, M.D.

Southeast Georgia Health System recently opened 16 new state-of-the-art operating 
suites on its Brunswick Campus.


