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VHC Medical Brigade Fact-Finding Trip to Honduras Sees Success and New Opportunities


February 10 – 14, 2007 





The Fact Finding team consisted of 6 Brigade members, 2 representatives from Engineers Without Borders , and a health care consultant with a MS in Public Health from Booz Allen Hamilton. With assistance from Comayagua Lions members Nelson Martinez and Wally Barahona (an engineer by trade), the team sought to assess the progress of the Remote Village Project’s Community Health Workers (CHWs) in Valle Bonito and San Antonio de la Libertad, to make initial preliminary assessments of the prospects of bringing potable water and sanitation systems to the residents of these villages, and to plan for the Medical Brigade’s 8th annual mission trip to Comayagua and surrounding areas, scheduled for the week of November 3-10, 2007.





Regarding our assessment of Community Health Worker  progress, we found the CHWs credibility, status, and leadership in both communities elevated as a result of their training and new roles.  Both groups requested additional training, expanded formularies, and additional medical instruments.  The CHWs have taken pride in their new roles, as demonstrated through observed interaction with patients, excellent record keeping, and an overall professional approach.  Our visit confirmed both their work ethic and our initial selection.  Both of our communities, and their surrounding areas, have accepted the CHWs well, as evidenced by strong usage of the new clinical facilities; over 400 patients have been seen since November, 2006.  Suggestions for improvement include a new CHW at San Antonio de la Libertad (only 2 of the 3 CHWs trained are actually seeing patients), concentrated efforts to minimize antibiotic prescriptions, expansion of patient card information to include weight and temperature, provision of written curriculum for health promotion / hygiene classes, and the utilization of school teachers in the promotion of health information.  Overall improvements in community health were perceived, even after just a single calendar quarter.





As to potable water, meetings were held with the water boards and other community leaders at both villages.  Physical inspections of existing water sources and systems were made.  The Brigade facilitated the purchase, by the San Antonio de la Libertad water board, of 1.68 acres of land.  The water system’s water source is located on this land, and the dam at the head of the system would be constructed on this site.  Meetings were also held in Comayagua with the Spanish Red Cross, and in Tegucigalpa with the Minister of Natural Resources and the Honduran Association of Water Boards. National Geographical Institute contour maps of both villages were obtained from the Directors Office of Land Registry and Geography in Tegucigalpa.  All observations on the trip indicate that the provision of clean water and sanitation systems to these communities is possible.  Next steps include water testing, flow testing, gathering source and subscriber GPS data for charting system layouts, confirming legal ownership & easement rights associated with the land, and continued research on funding & financing.





Planning for the 8th Annual Medical Brigade included the identification of two new villages, Municipo de la Libertad and Municipo de Iamani, the execution of a written agreement with Regional Hospital Santa Teresa governing the terms of our surgical team’s use of the hospital, and meetings with the Lions on shipping and other logistical matters.





The team also enjoyed a guided tour of Soto Cano Airbase, personally conducted by Brigadier General Ken Keen, who heads up U.S. Army South, which includes Central America, and Colonel Chris Hughes, Soto Cano Base Commander.  Meetings followed, in which we discussed a possible tri-party, public-private partnership between the U.S. Army, the Honduran Government, and the Virginia Hospital Center Medical Brigade.  





As part of its mission to maintain a stable and secure Central America, U.S. Army South (USARSO) develops school and medical clinic buildings throughout Central America, including Honduras. Like the Medical Brigade, General Keen and USARSO are looking for opportunities to improve the sustainability of their contributions. Unfortunately, experience shows that, after a period of time, only 40% of facilities constructed by USARSO are being used for their intended purpose.  The partnership under discussion would have USARSO provide the physical clinics, the Medical Brigade's Remote Village Project provide staffing and sustainability with trained CHWs, and the appropriate branch of the Honduran Ministry of Health provide the medicine and supplies. We are hopeful that General Keen will be successful in proposing this approach to his peers in the Honduran Government. 








