Global public health community responds to devastation in Haiti


Donya Currie
In a country already facing high rates of HIV/AIDS, problems with access to care and staggering poverty, the devastation left behind by the earthquake that hit Haiti in January has called for an unprecedented public health response.

The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the American Red Cross have led the United States’ official public health response to the disaster, sending medical supplies, support equipment and several teams of people to provide care. Some of the most critically ill and wounded were being cared for in the early weeks after the earthquake on the U.S. Naval Ship Comfort, a large hospital ship that arrived from Baltimore with more than 600 medical personnel on board.

“We are working as quickly as possible to meet the medical needs here in Haiti,” said Capt. Andy Stevermer of the U.S. Public Health Service, who is commander of the HHS Incidence Response Coordination Team. “The most common medical problems which are being treated are traumatic injuries from the earthquake and exacerbations of chronic disease caused by lack of access to care.”





A doctor helps transfer a seriously wounded Haitian girl to a gurney for airlifting to a U.S. hospital ship in late January.
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HHS medical teams had treated more than 18,500 patients by Jan. 29, performed 63 surgeries and delivered 23 babies, according to the weekly HHS summary report, which is updated regularly at www.hhs.gov/haiti. Public health experts from the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention were on hand in the early weeks after the earthquake to help Haitian officials gauge the scope of the damage to safe water and food supplies. CDC staff deployed to Haiti included specialists in epidemiology, veterinary medicine, environmental health and infectious diseases.

“All offers of assistance are greatly appreciated, but we hope everyone will keep in mind that deployments depend on current needs and logistics,” said HHS Secretary Kathleen Sebelius. “Simply making resources available to the relief effort is a significant contribution.”

The international response to the crisis has been led by the World Health Organization and Pan American Health Organization, which are coordinating with U.S. public health officials to try to bring needed care to the region. Relief efforts were hampered by many challenges, including the fact that United Nations buildings and WHO offices in the Haitian capital of Port-au-Prince suffered damage in the earthquake.




A Brazilian UN peacekeeper gives a sack of rice to a child at a distribution point in Port-au-Prince, Haiti, in January.
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Coordinating U.S. volunteer efforts, the U.S. Agency for International Development dispatched a Disaster Assistance Response Team to Haiti and activated partners to help. Air Force Gen. Douglas Fraser said by late January the United States had delivered 1.4 million bottles of water, 700,000 meals and 22,000 pounds of medical equipment to Haiti. The earthquake killed about 100,000–200,000 people, with American Red Cross officials estimating the aftermath affected more than 3 million residents.

APHA’s efforts have included a new Web page, atwww.apha.org/programs/globalhealth/issues, that underscores the public health emergency in Haiti, features answers to frequently asked questions such as how to help, and gives an overview of the U.S. response. APHA also co-sponsored a webinar with the American Medical Association for health and medical responders who want to help in Haiti’s recovery, and encouraged APHA members to donate their money, time and skills.

“I want to thank the tremendous response from the public health community to this heart-wrenching disaster that has left millions in need of shelter and clean water, to say nothing of emergency and daily medical care,” said APHA Executive Director Georges Benjamin, MD, FACP, FACEP (E).

Coordinating the response effort continues to be one of the most daunting challenges, and PAHO Director Mirta Roses Periago, MD, said after a late January trip to Haiti that rebuilding there will require long-term support and will only succeed if the Haitian government and people lead the effort.

“This will be an enormous challenge, not least because many of Haiti’s most qualified people perished in the quake,” Periago said.

Public health responders stressed that monetary donations were most helpful because donations of equipment and even well-meaning and trained health professionals could quickly overwhelm the response system.

Learn about the U.S. and global public health response atwww.whitehouse.gov/haitiearthquake, www.usaid.gov and www.redcross.org.

How to help in Haiti: Donations, supplies, health care skills needed

Monetary donations are still the best way to lend help to earthquake-ravaged Haiti, according to U.S. and international public health officials who are working to bring needed care to the region.

Consider the following ways to help:

· Contribute online through www.clintonbushhaitifund.org or text QUAKE to 20222 to charge a $10 donation to the Clinton Bush Haiti Fund and the donation will be added to your cell phone bill.

· Donate $10 to the American Red Cross — charged to your cell phone bill — by texting HAITI to 90999. Contribute online athttp://american.redcross.org/supporthaiti.

· Learn about the Pan American Health Organization Foundation’s Haiti appeal at www.pahef.org/donate.

· Access lists of the most-needed medical supplies atwww.who.int/hac/crises/hti/appeal/medical_supplies/en/index.html.

· Help bring needed medical care to victims of the earthquake by supporting Partners in Health, which has been working in Haiti for more than 20 years, at www.standwithhaiti.org/haiti.

If you are interested in volunteering, send an e-mail to haiti.volunteer@hhs.govand include your name, clinical area, specialty skills, degrees and language capabilities, especially whether you speak Haitian Creole or French and if so, your level of fluency.

Also, the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services is asking health professionals to make it easier for government officials to find qualified volunteers in the aftermath of future international or domestic health crises. Consider reaching out to the Emergency System for Advance Registration of Volunteer Health Professionals by e-mailing esarvhp@hhs.gov or learning more about the Medical Reserve Corps online at www.medicalreservecorps.gov.
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