Virginia Hospital Center Medical Brigade Remote Village Project Advances Potable Water and Sanitation Public Health Measures on August, 2007 Site Visit Trip

The Virginia Hospital Center Medical Brigade, a 501(c)3, non-profit organization that sponsors humanitarian healthcare mission trips and sustainable, reproducible models of healthcare and public health measures in Honduras, one of the poorest countries in all of the Americas, has recently returned from an 11-day site visit trip to the third-world region. 

By way of introduction, teams of doctors, nurses, and non-medical support personnel each donate 1 week of vacation per year and pay their own way to treat thousands of underserved Honduran citizens during week-long, maximum impact mission trips.  In 2006, the 7th Annual Medical Brigade treated 6,887 patients in Comayagua and four other poverty-stricken, outlying rural communities.  Medical services provided include adult and pediatric primary care, ophthalmology, physical therapy, audiology, and surgical operations.  Refurbished eyeglasses are fitted to adults and children following on-site auto-refractor examinations.  Crutches, walkers, wheelchairs, and other physical therapy aids are provided to the physically impaired.  Surgical operations range from cesarean sections and hysterectomies, to laparoscopic gall bladder procedures, to corrective strabismus surgeries, to ENT procedures, to plastic surgery.  Medications, supplies, and equipment are donated along with these efforts.

The Medical Brigade expanded its outreach mission in 2006 by seeking and receiving full support from the Honduran government for its Remote Village Project.  The Remote Village Project provides didactic classroom instruction and clinical training to community leaders in the remote villages of Valle Bonito and San Antonio de la Libertad to function as certified Community Health Workers (CHWs).  These CHWs then provide year-round counseling on community health improvements and preventive care.  Additionally, with the support and supervision of the Medical Brigade and the Lions Club of Comayagua, the CHWs also diagnose and treat a pre-set, limited number of medical conditions common to central Honduras.  The Medical Brigade provides all necessary equipment and medications to appropriately empower the CHWs and visits each village quarterly to track progress. The Remote Village Project also seeks to assist these communities in developing the preventive health measures of all preventive health measures – potable water and sanitation systems.

The Medical Brigade has partnered with Engineers Without Borders (www.ewb-usa.org), Booz Allen Hamilton (www.boozallen.com), and the Peace Corps (www.peacecorps.gov) to assist the remote villages in their efforts to provide potable water and sanitation systems to their residents.  A group of 13, comprised of Medical Brigade, Engineers Without Borders, and Booz Allen Hamilton representatives, traveled from the U.S. to the area where they were joined by 7 in-country water / sanitation and public health Peace Corps volunteers, 10 high-school seniors from the Instituto Leon Alvarado, and 6 representatives of the U.S. Armed Forces Southern Command’s Joint Task Force Bravo.  This 36-member combined group was split into 4 teams and, with invaluable assistance from the Lions Club of Comayagua, deployed into a number of different communities and cities.  

Two teams of EWB and Peace Corps technical engineers and public health professionals, each supported by 5 of the high-school students, were deployed in each of Valle Bonito and San Antonio de la Libertad.  Working hand in hand with the Water Boards of each community, the engineers were able to technically survey the water sources, dam sites, piping paths, reservoir tank sites, and subscriber homes in each community, which will allow the formal technical designs of the systems to proceed.  With assistance from the community and the high-school students, the public health professionals successfully conducted door-to-door questionnaire surveys of the villagers.  Responses to each question along with visual observations made during each visit were recorded and this information will be used to specifically tailor the public health education and training intervention planned for each community.

The JTF Bravo team visited San Antonio de la Libertad to assess the feasibility of constructing a clinic out of which the CHWs would work.

The fourth team, which included representation from the Medical Brigade, EWB, and Booz Allen Hamilton,  participated in both the kick-off and wrap-up meetings in each village, and, in the interim, traveled through Honduras for personal meetings with a number of key water-sector agencies and NGOs, including the U.S. Ambassador to Honduras, USAID, the Peace Corps, EWB’s In-Country Honduran Liaison, the Commander and Chief Medical Officer of Soto Cano (formerly Palmerola) Airbase, the Lions Club of Comayagua, CasAyuda (a school for disabled children, out of which the Medical Brigade’s Audiology team will work on the 8th Annual Brigade this November), the Mayors and Engineers of each village’s respective Municipality (each village’s Water Board President also participated in these meetings), SANAA (the Honduran Rural Water System Authority), FHIS (the Honduran Social Investment Fund that designed a new water system for Valle Bonito in 2005), Para Aqua el Pueblo (the premier builder of rural water systems in Honduras), AHJASA (a provider of training, education, and support for rural  Water Boards), and CARE International.  These meetings provided the team with a clear and invaluable understanding of the applications, design reviews, environmental reviews, and registrations that will be required, and the roles each stakeholder will play, in the development of the water and sanitation systems.

Plans are now being made for the team’s 3rd site assessment trip this November, where the formal technical designs developed by EWB will be presented to the communities and their Water Boards, and reviewed by SANAA, the Municipal Engineers, and our Peace Corps volunteer partners.

