Medical

volunteers

Fox Valley doctors hook up with international
nonprofit groups for goodwill medical missions

By Shawn Rhea
cent statf writer
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The photo shows a
jageed hole where lips
should be.

Several years ago in the
town of Rutshuru, Astrid
witnessed her husband
and children being mur-
dered by one of the many
rebel factions fighting for
power during a devastat-
ing civil war in what is
now the Democratic Re-
public of the Congo.
Astnd’s testimony won
convictions of the killers,
but her bravery also pro-
voked retaliation from the
remaining rebels, who cut
off her lips with a pair of
SCISSOTS.

The mutilation was a
disfiguring reminder of
the violence inflicted
upon her and her family.

In January, Fox Valley
plastic surgeon Dr. Todd
Van Ye traveled to the
Congo as a volunteer with
Doctors On Call for Ser-
vice, a U S.-based nonprof:
it organization that pro-
vides medical care and ed-
ucation to impoverished
communities in East and
Central Africa. While
there Van Ye operated on
Astrid, forming a new pair
of lips out of skin taken
from other areas of her
body.

“It's just a very reward-
ing position to be in. It's
very rewarding to help
somebody improve their
quality of life,” said Van
Ye, who for the past 13
years has traveled to
places like the Congo,
Tanzania and Kenya to
provide medical care.
Through his work Van Ye
has repaired innumerable
cleft palates, cleft lips and
other disfigurements.
Equally as important,
however, he has taught
local physicians the tech-
niques for performing
these vital surgeries.

7

DR. TODD VAN YE perfnrmed recunstruc-
tive surgery on Mwarini Kwabo, 8, enabling
the African girl to open her mouth for the
first time. The girl was born with a sheet of
bone that fused her jaw hinges together.
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DR. MICHAEL VRABEC, an Appleton ophthalmologist, spends time each year doing work for Orbis, a nonprafit fly-
ing eye hospital. He traveled to Ethiopia in March.

Van Ye is among a
number of Fox Valley
physicians who are using
their expertise — and in
some cases their own
money — to bring much-
needed services and medi-
cal education to develop-
ing international commu-
nities.

From internal medicine
specialists to ophthalmolo-
gists 1o plastic surgeons,
area doctors are taking
time out from their own
practices to bring critical
medical attention to peo-
ple who otherwise would
not receive care. Their
work helps address devas-
tating illnesses and crip-
pling conditions. The
physicians are working
through a variety of non-
profit groups.

Earlier this month, Dr.

Sullivan

Okundaye

Michael Vrabec, an oph-
thalmologist with Valley
Eve Associates in Apple-
ton, boarded a flight
bound for Ethiopia carry-
ing an unusual package.
Inside a lunchbox that he
had borrowed from his
daughter were nine
corneas, The valuable or-
gans were used in trans-
plants that restored sight
to patients too poor to pay
for the surgeries,

The operations were
performed through Orbis,

a nonprofit flying eye hos-
pital that has been set up

inside a converted DC-10
airplane. For the patients,

the procedures were life al-

tering, but equally as im-
portant was the learning
opportunity the surgeries
provided for Ethiopian
physicians.

Mearly 150 doctors ob-
served the surgeries and
learned the procedure.
Programs such as Orbis
are often the only means
by which physicians in
poorer countries receive
specialty and advanced
surgical training.

Doctors in developing
nations often are forced to
go to Europe or the Unit-
ed States to gain training
beyvond their medical

See MISSION, B-3

Health
volunteers

Faor more information
about volunteer medical
programs check out:

W Doctors On Calls for
Service (DOCS) at
www.docs.org.

M The Free Rural Eye
Clinic at www.frec-sight.
org.
W The Kurgan Sister
City Program at waw.
foxcitieskurgan.org,

M Orhis at
www.orbis.org.

I Health Volunteers
Overseas at
www.hvousa.org,

Note: The Orbis fiying
eye hospital's DC-10 jet will
visit the Fox Valley area in
July. Check the group’s Web
site for more information,

MISSION: Doctors join forces with nonprofit groups
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school residencies. Once over-
seas, many are enticed by higher
standards of living and choose
not to return home. As a resul,
developing countries often lose
their most talented physicians.
By bringing advanced educa-
tional opportunities to their for-
eign counterparts, physicians
like Vrabec hope to help doctors
remain in their communities,
where they can improve the
quality of care,

For Vrabec, who has wit-
nessed some rather ingenious
surgical techniques while work-
ing with physicians overseas, the
learning opportunities are mutu-
al. “It's a two-way street. A lot of
these doctors have become very
crafty at making due,” he said,

Dr. Robert Sullivan, an oph-
thalmologist and founder of the
Sullivan Eye Center in Apple-
ton, has seen firsthand how the
delivery of medical services can
improve the quality of life for
peaple in countries where treat-
ment is either too expensive or
unavailable,

Owver the past eight vears Sul-
livan has traveled to the Philip-
pines with The Free Rural Eye
Clinic, a nonprofit organjzation
founded by retired University of
Wisconsin ophthalmology pro-
fessor Dr. Guillermo de Vene-
cia. Through cataract surgeries
Sullivan has restored sight to
hundreds of patients, many in
their 205 and 30s,

During his trip in January, he
and another physician spent two
weeks working out of the same
operating room, performing as
many as 25 surgeries daily.

“It’s hard work, and it's very
challenging circumstances but
it's worth it,” said Sullivan, who
pays for his own airfare and
food and brings his own surgical
nstruments.

“The patients have to be
blind in both eyes to qualify for
surgery,” he said, “That's some-
thing you rarely see in Apple-
fon,

One nonprofit group provid-
ing medical services overseas is
the Fox Valley's own Kurgan

“We have
abundance, and we
have to think about
what we can do (to

help others).”

Dr. lfueko Okundaye

Sister City Program, a resource
exchange program with Kurgan,
Russia, that features volunteer
medical training.

Established in 1999 through
a federally funded grant received
by ThedaCare, the Sister City
medical program was instru-
mental in helping the financially
challenged Russian community
set up a primary care clinic in
the City of Shchuchye. The goal
was to focus on illness preven-
tion, said family physician Dr.
Montgomery Elmer, who volun-
teers as a consultant on the pro-
ject.

*{Our) work has been more
from a mentoring standpoint,”
Elmer said. “The Russians are
very educated, but they needed
Lo focus on shifting to primary
care medicine.” .

Though the has
been successful, the federal
grant runs out May |, and the
group has yet to secure funds for
continuing the medical work.

Americars generally have ac-
cess Lo significantly better
health care than what is avail-
able in many parts of the world.
As a result, the average United
States citizen can expect to live
40 vears longer than the average
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Zambian. This, said Nancy
Kelly, director of the Washing-
ton, D.C -based nonprofit
Health Volunteers Overseas, is
why efforts like the ones being
made by these Fox Valley physi-
cians are so important,

“The presence of volunteers
is crucial,” Kelly said. “In the
LLS. we have one physician for
every 450 persons. In Ethiopia
there may be one for every
15,000."

This significant lack of medi-
cal resources in parts of the
world has compelled some Fox
Valley doctors to focus their en-
ergies on training physicians
who can provide ongoing medi-
cal care.

For some Fox Valley doctors
the chance to do overseas medi-
cal missionary work is also an
opportunity to give back to their
places of birth. This was certain-
ly the case for Dr. lfueko Okun-
daye, an internal medicine spe-
cialist who in 1999 spearheaded
a mission to deliver medical sup-
plies to Jesse, Nigeria, following
the explosion of a natural gas
pipe that critically injured thou-
sands. Okundaye, who set up
her practice in the Fox Valley
nearly 15 years ago, grew up just
25 miles away from Jesse and at-
tended medical school at the
University of Benin in Benin

"THE BEST POOH FILM YETT

||nmj.mnu1ugle|

b by Bacss Vs Fovsss {lonibeins Ty Laieririees, ln

MARCUS
HOLLYWOOD CINEMA
AI-A558

REGAL
COLLEGE AVENUE

City, Nigeria.

*I probably knew their rela-
tives,” said Okundaye of the vic-
tims who lived just a short drive
from her childhood home,

Okundaye’s motives for help-
ing to heal patients thousands of
miles away echoes the feelings
of other physicians who volun-
teer their skills and time,

"We have abundance, and we
have to think about what we can
do (1o help others),” she said.

Shawn Rhea can be reached at 920-993-1000,
ext 526, or by
srhea@posicrascent.com
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