Haitian Women To Get Aid From Pediatrician
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LENOX -- The United Nations Population Fund estimates there are as

many as 37,000 pregnant women among the earthquake survivors in 
Haiti. Like hundreds of thousands of others, these mothers-to-be are

competing for food, water, shelter and medical care -- not only for

themselves but for their unborn children, and in many cases, their

other children, too.

So when the opportunity came to volunteer to help in Haiti, Lenox

resident Siobhan McNally, a pediatrician and mother of three, applied

to go without hesitation.

"I just keep on saying to myself, I've got to go there," she said.

Though she has the emergency training, this is her first time

responding to a mass disaster.

This morning, McNally will be traveling from Boston to the Dominican

Republic-Haiti border. There, she will join an emergency response

team of three midwives and a public health and trauma specialist from

different parts of the country, organized by Circle of Health

International (COHI).

Based in Bolton, the nonprofit organization has a mission to build

capacity for women's health care services in a crisis.

"Disaster responses always involve a prioritization of needs:

Drinking water, sanitation, food, shelter and medical needs. But

during this whole crisis, women are still having babies," said

McNally. "What we're going to try to do once we land is implement the

guidelines the United Nations have for women and children."

Taking measures

One of the major goals is to prevent death, which will be no easy

effort. According to COHI, before the earthquake, Haiti suffered from

the highest maternal mortality rate in the Western hemisphere, with

607 women per 100,000 dying in childbirth.

Leilani Johnson, a public health professional and executive director

of COHI, said that McNally was chosen for the team because of the

pediatrician's training and knowledge of the Minimum Initial Service

Package (MISP) for Reproductive Health developed by the Women's

Re fugee Commission and the Re pro ductive Health Response in Cris es

Consortium. MISP gives specific guidelines and plans of action which

will help to address the medical needs of some of Haiti's most

vulnerable: pregnant women, women in labor, children, and women

affected by sexual violence.

According to MISP, "gender-based violence" often manifests in refugee

and post-disaster environments. Johnson said this can include rape,

domestic abuse or even trade of supplies in exchange for sexual

favors, which in turn, can spread sexually transmitt ed diseases.

McNally's team will be working with four midwives already on the

ground working in Jimani, a major thoroughfare between Haiti and the

Dominican Republic, as well as the Haitian town of Fonds Parisien,

just outside Port-au-Prince. They will conduct Rapid Health

Assess ments, a survey of conditions and needs of women, which will

be reported back to the U.N.

"Already we've seen in Jimani pregnancy and health needs. There have

been many bone crush victims; one pregnant woman we saw had a broken

pelvis," said Johnson.

Though McNally has some clue as to what is happening, she is

expecting the unexpected.

"Nervousness is definitely in the forefront," she said. "But there's

more than enough to do. I think you've just got to follow your gut

instinct, trying to figure out where to go so you can be of the most

help, being resilient, making sure morale stays up, and all the while

figuring out how to survive on Power Bars for two weeks."

Being well-prepared

McNally herself is traveling with her basic personal items, such as

food, water, a tent and clothing. She received many donations of

medical supplies from Berkshire Health Systems and Berkshire

Pediatric As sociates, such as masks, gloves, IVs, antibiotics,

bandage materials, infant formula, baby bottles, oral rehydration

materials. Sup plies such as gloves and headlamps were donated from

the Arcadian Shop in Lenox.

She and the COHI teams will work side-by-side with U.N. and other

international relief workers, as well as resident Haitian medical

workers. McNally and COHI sees working with the people of Haiti as a

crucial element in the nation's long-term efforts to recover and

rebuild itself.

"Our goal is to find out what's lacking and to help prioritize the

needs to fill the gaps," Johnson said.

For McNally, her personal goal is to be successful in joining the

local relief efforts for Haiti.

"I've been grateful for the outpouring of support not only for me,

but overall for what people in Berkshire County are doing for the

relief effort," she said. "Recovery from this impact will be a long

one. And everyone has something to give, whether it's hands on --

getting on a plane and contributing a certain skill set -- or

donations of money or of supplies, or even a prayer. Together, we can

help make a difference."

To learn more about women's relief efforts:

www.cohintl.org
www.womensrefugeecommission.org
http://misp.rhrc.org
