Health project targets ethnic minorities 
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	A doctor treats a child patient at the Muong Te District Hospital. A programme on training healthcare staff has been running since 2006 in the district. — VNA/VNS Photo Nhat Anh


LAI CHAU — As she was feeling tired and it was raining outside, Nguyen Thi Dao chose a dark corner in which to relieve herself, instead of going to the nearby toilet. But while she squatted, she was bitten by a krait snake, and died roughly 10 hours later, after being hauled 120km by motorbike and boat to the nearest clinic in Muong Te District, in northern Lai Chau Province. 

The worst part was that Dao's life could have been saved if the local health care staff had cut the wound and let it bleed out instead of wrapping it with a tourniquet, said Dr Tong Van Bac, head of the district's Department of Health.

A few months have now passed, but Dao's husband, Nguyen Manh Tuan, can still vividly recall his wife walking back into their house, anxiously telling him that she might have stepped on something outside, a stick, or maybe a snake. 

"She looked completely normal when she came back in," he recalled.

Tuan went to the village health care centre to ask for help after they realised it was a snake bite, but staff could do very little for Dao, who was already beginning to lose consciousness.

"We thought it best to use a tourniquet for this case," said the health care staff at Ma Mu Gia Commune. 

"We tried our best, but the venom was too strong and had already spread into her heart," said Bac. 

In areas like Thu Lum Commune, where ethnic minority groups such as the La Hu and Ha Nhi make up a majority of the population, health care services are still a luxury that doesn't always exist.

Poor facilities and inadequate health care staff can only provide local people with very basic help, and there is little knowledge of vaccinations, hygiene or sanitation.

According to Bac, of the 210 health care staff members, only 14 are doctors, and only one is able to perform surgery. As such, they are responsible for a population of 50,000 people scattered over an area of more than 3,600sq.km. 

Health care staff had to manage both work at the clinics and trips to the villages to provide services for Government vaccination programmes, which sometimes took days or even weeks, said Bac.

Although the district has 125 health care staff, the department must still set up week-long re-training classes every quarter to maintain knowledge and skills.

Seeing the urgent needs of locals in the district, the Church World Services Organisation (CWS) set up a programme in 2006 on training health care staff and communicating hygiene and sanitation issues to raise awareness of local people. 

The project is being piloted in three communes of Pa Ve Su, Bum Nua and Bum To where the majority of La Hu, one of the endangered ethnic minority groups in the country, and Thai ethnic minorities live. 

In addition to two six-month training classes, which provide health care knowledge and skills to more than 40 people, the project also holds talks and communication programmes to improve awareness of hygiene and sanitation. 

"They need facilities and the skills to use them in the long run," said Ngo Quoc Dung, CWS project manager.

A network of information education communication groups, with three members from the local Women's Union, the health care sector and village heads, talks with local people about hygiene and sanitation and helps encourage the use of toilets in rural areas. 

These groups function as monitors and active participants, initiating measures and approaches to break through old traditions and bad habits.

"Training them is more than just telling them how to do something. It's studying the traditions so that people will accept the changes," said Dung.

"It's a long process to bring [hygiene and sanitation] into the collective mindset in these areas. They've been used to this way of life for centuries, so it will take some time to introduce permanent changes," he said. — VNS

