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Volunteers Bring Much Needed Aid to       Honduras
By Darien Bates 
On October 27, 1998 the 'Category Five' Hurricane Mitch, one of the most devastating storms on record, slammed into Central America causing floods and mudslides and killing over 10,000 people. One of the countries hardest was Honduras, a country the size of Tennessee with a population of 6.5 million. 

Watching the news reports as the storm ravaged the coast of Honduras was Dr. Barry Byer of Falls Church.  As he saw the devastation, he decided to do something. But it wasn't enough to simply write a check or collect food. Dr. Byer felt that with his skills as a general practitioner there was another way that he could bring relief to the country. 

The son of Russian immigrants, Byer said that he has always been thankful for having the opportunities that America offers and because of his own background he feels a responsibility for helping those in other countries less fortunate. Starting that October, Byer began organizing a medical brigade to go to Honduras and in October 1999, one year after Mitch, Byer and a group of more than 40 doctors, surgeons, nurses, and volunteers traveled to Central America to spend a week doing everything they could to bring aid to the people of Honduras. 

During that week, despite the obstacles and hardships it faced, the team was successful in providing aid to thousands of Hondurans in need of medical assistance. By all accounts, it was a successful relief effort. But Byer didn't want to stop there. Since that first trip Byer and members of the medical brigade have returned five times, missing only one year when the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 forced a cancellation of the trip. 

Over that time period, Byer said that he and his team have learned a lot about what it takes to put together a comprehensive relief effort. "That first year we were like a MASH team," he mused. 'It really gave us a sense of what missionary groups have to deal with every day." A lot of problems confronted the group that first year as the medical supplies showed up late and members had to adapt to less than ideal conditions. 

After the difficulties on that first trip, team members were able to streamline their efforts better every year since. "We have enough connections now that we don't have to worry about small things," Byer said. 

While the actual time in Honduras is only six days, the preparation is a year round effort. From the moment the group returns from Honduras it begins to get things ready for the following year. Of highest import are the medicines and medical supplies. Byer and his team have been very successful in soliciting contributions of medicines from pharmaceutical companies. They have also worked with the Falls Church-based Cross Link, a medical outreach group, to obtain in bulk large amounts of necessary drugs. Because of this assistance, they are able to provide expensive medical treatment at much less cost. Byer said that after five years of going to Honduras the team knows ahead of time the kinds of things they'll be dealing with when they get there and are able to plan appropriately. 

But arranging for the medication is only the first step. After receiving the massive donations, members of the group gather at times during the year to sort the medications into small bags, each containing a full course of treatment. The bags are then labeled in Spanish and packed in a trunk. 

Simple organizational ideas like putting pills in individual bags are what makes the process go a lot quicker more efficiently when the team is actually on the ground in Honduras. 

While many of the medications that they take with them are simple antibiotics like amoxicillin or everyday pain relievers, they are rare in Honduras. Byer said that easily-treatable disorders in the U.S. can be untreatable and untreatable in countries without the same resources. 

Last year one of the most common disorders was conjunctivitis, or pink eye. Although easily treatable, pink eye is highly contagious and can last months causing intense itching and irritation to the eye. With simple medicinal eye drops the condition can be treated within two weeks. 

Another necessary preparation is the collection of eyeglasses. The Lions Club Eyeglass Recycling Center of Northern Virginia collects used glasses, cleans them, measures them, and then donates the glasses to groups like the Honduras medical brigade. With the help of the Falls Church Lions Club, the brigade was able to collect a huge amount of eyewear. Last year the group was able to take over 7,000 pairs of glasses. 

Cindy Elkin runs Point of View, an eyeglass store in Falls Church. This year was her first going to Honduras, but she has spent past years helping with preparations. She emphasized the difference that something simple like eyeglasses can make in people's lives. She described an older man who was legally blind. All he could make out was shapes. In a matter of minutes, Elkin was able measure his eyes using an infrared device and prescribed a pair of eyeglasses for him. "You could just see his world open up," she said. 

During the preparations for the trip supplies are also gathered for the surgery team. Many of the supplies are donated by the Virginia Hospital Center from so-called "back table supplies" discarded by the hospital. These are supplies that, during a standard operation, are placed on a back table in the operating room and brought forward to the surgeons as needed. After the operation, any unused supplies like gauze and tourniquets, although unopened, must be discarded. But as an alternative the hospital donates the material to the medical brigade. 

When all the material is collected and labeled it is placed in a 40 foot container and shipped to Honduras 40 days in advance, so that it is there when the group arrives. From the moment of arrival the brigade hits the ground running. Along with the arrangements for supplies, they also work in advance with local officials in Honduras to arrange for a location to set up. While the surgeons require a hospital to work with sterile conditions, the rest of the group is able to move around the area, working at a different school or location every day. 

Over the past five years the group has enrolled the growing assistance from local citizens and groups in these localities. One of the most important services is crowd control. Upon arriving the first day, the group is routinely deluged by masses of people hoping for medical assistance. The Honduran military and local law enforcement has made sure that people are orderly and behave appropriately during the process enabling the group to help as many as possible. 

Even more helpful is language assistance provided by the senior class of the local bilingual high school which took a week off to help the group communicate. They were able to help patients describe their ailments to the doctors and then help communicate to the patients the instructions for taking the prescribed medications. 

For those participating in the brigade the week is intense and physically exhausting. The group woke up at 7 a.m. every morning, taking off for the school by 7:30 a.m. By 8 a.m. the group was set up and ready to receive the patients already arriving. With temperatures in excess of 100 degrees, the group spent each day working with just a single break for lunch. Then by 5 p.m. they stopped in order to allow the students from the high school to go home. 

While the doctors, nurses, and volunteers would head home at this point, many of the surgeons continued further into the evening because their operations took longer and they often had to wait for patients to wake up from the anesthesia before they could release them. After returning to the hotel in the center of the capital city, the group each day would get a bite to eat and then go to bed quickly, exhausted from the long day's work. 

The numbers are imposing. Over just six days, more than 6,000 people were given medical attention, over 2,600 people received eyeglasses, over 70 surgeries were performed, and hundreds received physical training work. 

Despite the numbers helped, Dr. Byer said that there is always more to be done. "It's frustrating. Out of 100,000 people that need help you can see only 6,000," he said. "Still, for the people that you have seen, you know you've made a huge difference." Byer described one person he worked with who had been injured and as a result had to have a colonoscopy bag in order to remove solid waste, though otherwise completely healthy. With just a simple surgery he was returned to full function and was able to lead a normal life again. Byer's wife, who accompanied him for the fifth time this fall and worked giving eye exams, was emotionally moved describing how important the work was. "There are people who suffer with a lot of easily treatable conditions," she said. "It gives you a whole different perspective about life and how good you have it." 

Even with the 10 hour workdays in the oppressive heat, the brigade has had no trouble putting together a team each year. This year was the largest group yet with nearly 60 making the trip. Most participated in previous trips. Not only does it require a major time commitment and a great deal of effort, but everyone also had to pay for their own transportation. "You can't pay people to do what these people did for free," Byer said. "It inspires me to work harder." 

After all the work, Cindy Elkin said the experience was worth it. "It's very demanding, but it's also one of the most rewarding things I've ever done," she said. While Byer said this year's trip was the most successful yet, he isn't resting on his laurels. Already, only weeks after returning, he is working on improving things for the next go-around, seeking feedback from the group on how things could work better. He is also looking for a new place to keep all their donated materials between trips. 

To Dr. Barry Byer the work has proved that small groups of people can do big things. "It showed me what one can do with hard work," he said.

