Medical
self-reliance
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As a high school student, Edem.
Agamah spent his summers in Agbo-

g

zume, a village of about 10,000 people- -. -

in the southeastern part of Ghana, in
West Africa

He remem-
bered it as a pretty
town, but one that

mah, detarmined
to help the people
there do some-
thing to tmptyye their Jot. The trip,
which lasted four weeks, reminded
him of how much there is to do. o

““There is ne doctor negrer Agho-

zume than 15 miles awdy,” be said, .
and no district nurses or heaith work- - .

ers of any kind to-help people-with T
health measures that mest Ameri- - !

cans take for granted, - -
“Of..every 1,000 children bom
there, 145 die before reaching their
fifth birthday. The average woman
there has eight to 10 children: haif of
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them die before age 5.” Cos
The nsual life expectancy for an
adaltis about 40, Agamahsaid - -

" Butwhat people die of iseven more -

tragic. . -
“They don’t die of cancer or the
other things we Westerners think of
as lifedthreatening. They die of Bas- .
trointestinaf: diseases, diarrhea,-all .
kinds 6ﬁni’gcﬁdus;'ke$aid. L
And it'snot that they don’t care, he
added: “People there are trapped in
acycle of ignorance, poverty and dis-
aase.™ s -_j__‘:;*.g_“ T eem
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"...To break that cycle_;'ttxe‘i'sidgls
needed something morethanatiand- - i ,

out, according to
needed tools to make changes them-
selves. SRR
A native of Ghana, Agamakh attegd-
ed college and medical school there, -
theq emigrated to the United'StatéSto
complete his medical education ¥y
- After training in intemalmeﬂi_;c_ix_xe
at St. Francis Medical Center j -
anston, he did advancéd schodlng’
treating cancers of the-bloodaf the
University of Chicage-Medicat Cen-
ter. Two years ago,-hesetup shopin
-Springfield. . e

volunteers behind )
frained 1o help people >+
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But_despite his Western med#dal.’
training and the tappidgs of a se-
-cesgtul life (Agamah is now an Amer-
ican citizen), He neverforgod -
‘Plebe’d Xnownas aboyin ; boziome.
- - I 1995, Agamah Started plantting
for a medical mission to the village:
But he wanted it to be something bet-
ter than the usual such missi X5 3

“Lots of times, doctors will flyTo
aplace iike Agbozyme for two wesis, -
bring medicine and eqiipment; fréht
people ar operate on them, then Ay, -
is country,” Agamak saidy -
: Forthe time the doctoxs__amg;? =
be said, people benefit. And the ¥ -

* tors feel good about themselves Biit

: ‘what happens to the people there "
when the doctors leave? -

" “It teaches them to be deperidedt

"on ouiside help to soive their prob-

lems,” he said. A 5

Agamahsaid he bad something dif-
ferent in mied. - - lmwls

“I wanted o leave an organization
of volunteers behind frained to help -
people improve the level of heaith i
the village * e T

In March, he formed the Interma- -
tional Health and Development Net-
Work, or THDN. Later that month, he,

{_- Dis wife June and Vivienne Dawkine.
1 ; @ Cook County Genmeraj
St
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_Hospital -

nurse, set off for a month in Ghana® . .
Most of the irip was financed outof .

their own pockets, (about $2,000

See DOCTOR on page 12 ‘
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ench) Agamah said,

With them they

brought nearly $30,000 worth of med. **

ical supplles, much of {t donated by
stateside drug companteg, " -

As a natlve of Ghana and a former
resident of Aghozume, Agomah knew
that the only road to success lay
through working with local leaders
&nd churches In the village, v

One of his flrst tasks was orgdtiz. .

Ing a health councll made up of 15 .
Imporlant people In the village, 'In-
Cluding the viltage chiet, Through .
them, Agamah proposed an Immuni.,
zatlon program tor the children,
“We immunized more than 50 kids N
during a two-day health falr In:the®
village," Agamah sald. SRANIEN
More importantly, he explalhed,
he got {he government district chief -
to propose o law mandattng lmmuni-
zotlons for all chlldren bgl’ore they
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could begin se¢hool, The chief toved
the Idea. '

The law was passed by the district

legislalure, and goes into effect In
- Seplember,
! During iheir slay in Agbozume,
Agamah and hls co-workers screened
more than 500 people for high blood
pressure: Elghteen percent were hy-
periensive, Some of ihemrhad liad
recent strokes because of dramali-
. cailly high blood pressure, Agomah
sald.

Agamah remembered that pot
hales In the rond through Agbozume

', were often fllled with the lown’s gar.

! bage.
: “Klds walking to school would
i have to walk right over it,” he sald,
' noting the plague of flies such prac.
tices encouraged, “Flieg land on the
food, people eal it,
. they've got lypholq."”
t' Agamah mobllized hls volunleers
"lo persuade lhe townspeopie to. use

lesg-risky malerlals to plug holes in .

"the road. - .
The churches in. Agbozume are.

the next thing,
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very aclive and Influential, Agamah
said, Unforiunately, because of the
high percenlage of early deaths,
much of lhe service the churches pro-
vide Is funerals.

Worse, he sald, because, medical
needs are so great and the resources
lo meel them so scarce, many
churches have shifted into falth heal-
ing.

“l had lo convince them that the
sktll and sclentiflc knowledge of
medicine nlso come from God," Agn-
mah said,

Much of Agamah's work with loeal
churches durlng the monthlong trip
revolved around convincing them to
put fewer resources Into funerals and
more Into healih-glving activitles,

Many of his 15 volynteers were re-
crulted through thelr churches,

Agamah satd they'll spend thetr
lime lobbylng parenls to iake {heir
chlldeen for immunizations ang urg-
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Ing pregnant women to go for prena-
lal care. In lhls way, he hopes to.
make Aghozume a cenler from which;,
health informatlon can flow Into the,,
couniryside, T . ;

Over the coming year, Agamah,
hopes the volunteers will Bo out Into,
surrounding {ocalities and form
smaller health groups {here, -

Agamah sald the cost of Itying la,
Ghana from Springfleld nlone makes
It impossible to afford to B0 back Lhis.,
year. Instead, he'll focus hig efforts’
on keeping his volunteery In Aghe.
zume slocked with healih supplies,
and planning for expansion of IHDN."

Agamah sald he wanls to return lo,,
Agbozume [n 1998, When he does, he
hopes io bring more than Just heaith,
expertise,

“I wanl to bring agricultural, edy-
catlonal and construction experts,,
with me,” he gald,

"People In Aghozume are ignorang,.
but they're not Indifferent, There's o,
tremendous willingness to work.” e
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