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Useful information about medical volunteers at the Huttel Heath Centre in Ghana.

Dr Sophie Kuhn & Dr Jackie Harris: last updated June 2008

This guide is to provide prospective volunteers with a little more info on our Ghana project than is to be found on the website.

This project is a fantastic and rare opportunity to become part of a rural West African community: to learn about their customs, food, language and beliefs. It is a challenging experience due to the remoteness of the project, the cultural and language differences, lack of running water and frequent power cuts. 

Your first cultural lesson will be one of greeting. Walking though the village can be a tiring experience just in terms of how many people you must greet in order not to offend and dealing with the excitement of the children to see a white person: “Obruni coco mache” (good morning white red person) is shouted from every corner. I have tried to tame them to no avail! However irritating this can become it is never meant in any other than a friendly way. The Ghanaians are the most hospitable people who will make you feel very welcome.

Work At the Huttel Health Centre

The Health Centre

It is a rural primary care centre, which provides health care for a population of about 8000 in around 13 farming communities, some of which can be accessed by car but most only by bicycle or walking. It can be a 4-hour walk to the furthest communities. In the average day 10 to 15 patients attend for treatment, up to 25 on market days. We have around 4 antenatal consultations daily at maternity with about 15 births a month. (This is handled by the midwife- don’t worry!) There is someone on call at all times but attendance out of hours is fairly low. (i.e. after 5 during the week and at weekends) An ambulance service is also available to take emergency referrals to the nearest hospital. 

There is a maternity block with a consultation room, labour suite and a lie-in ward. Working our way round the building there is a dressing room, injection room, a female ward with 2 beds, a dispensary, laboratory, waiting room, doctor consultation room, male ward and office. The setting of the clinic is beautiful with 10 acres of farmland surrounding it in the green rural African bush. There is solar power so there is electricity for the lab, lighting and most importantly to charge electronic gadgets in case of mains power cuts.

The medical conditions seen are generally medical with all the chronic diseases well represented e.g. hypertension, diabetes and arthritis. There is a lot of malaria, gastroenteritis, skin infection and minor injuries. We occasionally see TB, Schistosomiasis haematobium, onchocerciasis, typhoid and HIV. 

Staff members

fhn coordinator is Vasco, Assistant co-ordinator David, Admin assistant Adjei (better known as Secretary). Health centre staff are: Senior nurse Victoria; Nurse assistant Georgina; Midwife Agnes; Midwife assistant Afriyie; lab technician Kingsley; cleaner Agnes, gardener Dauda; watchman Abdul; Health Extension workers Mabel, Janet and Howa and 26 heath volunteers representing a man and woman from all the communities.

All the clinical staff live on site and the others (except Vasco) live locally.

Volunteer role
The clinic has been running independently with local staff. As a result the role of volunteers is one of quality control, trainer, health promoter and taking health care out to as many as possible in the community.

As quality controller you will generally be observing and making sure that patients are treated in the best possible way taking into account local constraints. There is a clinical role to see patients but the emphasis is to work closely with the staff so that they continue to be the front line carers and your role is more supervisory and supportive. There will be times where the senior nurse is sick or wants annual leave in which case you will step in.

As a teacher you will help in training and the further education of staff and health volunteers. All these have different learning needs and prior levels of education and levels of English. Weekly teaching sessions plus adhoc sessions at other times are held with staff, and another weekly session is held with the community volunteers.  

There is a list of projects that will be sent to you and a discussion where you are interested in developing any of these areas. If you want to apply for funding it is easier to get it if you go out with a specific aim. 

Health Promotion.

We had a weekly program to visit 1 or 2 of the communities with a health promotion meeting led by the volunteers. Topics covered included: Malaria and mosquito nets, worms, HIV, antenatal care, TB, Buruli ulcer, family planning, vaccination, washing hands and hygiene. A campaign of malaria prevention, family planning and HIV testing has taken place. The volunteers have been trained in running this so they will be able to do the presentations, which can be revised and expanded on.

Outreach Clinics

I combined the health promotion days with a mobile clinic. Anyone who wanted to see a Dr could see me. I would take an essential list of medication, wound dressings and medical equipment 

This outreach work has helped to increase attendance at the Huttel Health Centre, and attend those unable to access the clinic. A medical assistant from a local clinic usually joined me. The health volunteers helped out with translation as will Vasco or David. Freeman Donkor was very good at translating and helping with the pharmacy though I would recommend taking a health extension worker too to supervise dispensing of drugs. A way to avoid having to take so much medication about, and save time is to leave a prescription which patients can then pick up from the health centre,  I asked the volunteers to form a register asking name and age. I would see between 15-30 patients under a hot tin roof. Most presenting complaints were minor and chronic e.g. back/neck pain, headaches, dyspepsia; with occasional more major findings which really tested my diagnostic skills.

Management of health centre

Vasco is the co-ordinator assisted by David, they both have a non-medical background. Teamwork is therefore needed to manage quality and supply of essential drugs. Liaising with the district health department to get cheaper drugs, mosquito nets and contraception is an ongoing task, as is wrangling with the staff at the National Health Insurance Scheme office. Most government people have an interesting attitude! 

Other interests

There is 10 acres of land which the health volunteers and gardener are trying to cultivate to bring revenue for the clinic. There are plans to reforest some of the land, which needs to be followed up. Schools and sanitation are ongoing issues. The communities need support in obtaining this infrastructure

Prior preparation

It is ideal to have had some general medical training (i.e. GP), and some Accident and Emergency experience would help. We strongly recommend the Diploma in Tropical Medicine. It makes the whole experience more interesting. The main diseases to read up on are malaria, schistosomiasis, Tuberculosis, HIV, tropical skin infections, meningitis in the tropics, gastroenteritis, amoebiasis, and typhoid fever. 

Learning some basic Twi before leaving can be difficult but worth the effort. fhn has a book and language CDs that can be copied  - even better is to find a native speaker in your area. Everyone will help you learn when you arrive and there are several books in the clinic.

The village

Boamadumasi is a rural market village. It is 4km from the main Accra road and surrounded by many more remote communities. The village is beautiful in its own way, mainly mud huts, but has a fair number of institutions such as two schools, five churches and a mosque as well as the health centre. There are ever more small stalls and general stores popping up. At night the street lamps illuminate the “high street”. The effects are very romantic as people gather to chat. A couple of televisions occasionally show the football or other major events at a local bar surrounded by hoards of children. Every Friday there is a very lively and colourful market where local traders sell their goods. The village transforms itself into a busy trading centre with the bustle of people, goods and transport. Most of the population there are farmers, some are traders, and very few are formally employed. A reasonable proportion have attended primary school, but few have more than a handful of English words. The predominant language is Twi. This is fairly easy to learn at a basic level because the words are very short. There are some Twi books at the clinic and all are very keen to teach you. The health centre staff speak good English so translators for work are not a problem. 

The village is surrounded by farms of cocoa, plantain, cassava, maize and orange groves. What used to be rain forest has only a couple of dispersed tall trees. This makes the climate very hot and humid. Some days are slightly cooler and some nights even lend themselves to sleeping with a light sheet. The dry season is between November and March, the wet season April and September. Both times are hot, but in the rainy season the down-pours are very intense; everything will stop and resume once the rain has fallen. 

Orientation week in Agogo

Agogo Hospital is in a town about 1 hour away from Boamadumase and shares some historical links with the Huttel Health Centre. I think it is advisable to spend at least one week there after you arrive, shadowing Doctors in various departments to get an idea of the secondary services available, and the laboratory facilities. There is accommodation available. It is also a little cooler there and a good place to get acclimatised. Particular to Agogo is the Western medical staff. They are good contacts for work questions, relaxation and weekend trips. Vasco the co-ordinator is based there and can introduce you to the fhn ‘family’, who will look after you. (Patrick,  Abbas etc.)

Location and directions

Boamadumasi (the clinic site), is located in the Ejisu-Juaben district, in the Ashante region. It is off  the Accra to Kumasi main road, 240km from Accra, 33km from Kumasi. On a map you can find it located between Konongo and Ejisu. Ask for a small place called Duampompo on the main road from where you can catch a taxi to Boamadumasi, a five minute drive. The clinic is a drive straight through the village and everyone knows where it is.

You will be picked up by someone like Vasco (the coordinator) but in case you are going straight to the village or wish to travel before starting, and want to be flexible about your arrival see below for details.

Getting to the village if coming independently

Most flights arrive in Ghana’s capital, Accra at night so it is a good idea to spend one night in an Accra Hotel. Hotels include: The Shangri-La (expensive but very near airport) or the Presbyterian Guest House (very cheap) or the Pink hostel (middle range, but near the STC bus station).

In Accra, take a taxi to the government run coach station (STC) and get a coach to Kumasi (regular departures, tel:+233 21 221 912). Ask the driver to drop you at Duampompo, about 20 minutes after Konongo just after New Koforidua. Then get a taxi to Boamadumasi. The journey takes about 4-5 hours.

For Agogo ask the driver to stop at Konongo. Get a shared taxi from the Konongo junction to Agogo (50p) or take one by yourself (£4).

Accommodation

This traditionally has changed over time. There are plans to build new accommodation on the health centre compound. The Mensa family have kindly allowed volunteers to stay in the “luxurious house” an atypical house for the village so people tend to still think you are living there. Unfortunately this is no longer an option so until the new accommodation is complete volunteers are sleeping in the maternity block, there is a room that is separate from the ward that is suitable, but the male ward can also be used if you prefer or if you are male. An alternative is living with the staff behind the Health centre, as different blocks are vacated at different times. This can be arranged nearer the time, as in the absence of any volunteers the rooms tend to go back to their original use. All rooms have mosquito nets covering the windows and mosquito nets to string up above the beds. About once a week there is a maternity case in the night or a medical emergency. The watchman is there to inform the staff of a case so you are completely entitled to sleep though it all, but of course if you want to be involved you are more than welcome. There is a toilet and shower in the maternity block or beside the dispensary but it is unfortunately not the most pleasant although cleaned daily. To warn you rather than put you off, there are unfortunately cockroaches only seen at night in the toilet, which are harmless, and I got used to. There are only a few and never in your room! There are pleasant  bucket shower facilities where Effrieye and Kingsley live in the compound behind the clinic, which we use. Water can be taken from the borehole on the side of the clinic in a bucket. There is also a large rainwater tank in front of the dispensary that can be used especially during the rainy season. For the room there is minimal furniture and a list of this is with David. There are cooking pots and pans, and a gas stove to cook on. Anything else you need, can be bought froms the Friday market or the local store. There is always electricity at the clinic, as it is linked to the grid and has solar power for when there are power cuts (frequent). Despite this,you will still find having a head torch is very useful at times.

Safety

Ghana generally is a very safe place (my comparison is London).  Of course like anywhere you must look out for your belongings. The health centre is also always locked and has a watchman. The village is safe to walk around at night but because there is poor illumination you need a torch as to avoid potholes, small children and/or goats!

Food and Water

For drinking only use the water that comes in plastic sachet and they are supplied free by the clinic. I have never had any problems with this although some bags can taste a bit strange. For washing and cooking use the rainwater or the water from the clinic borehole. There is a gas cooker and a fridge in the office with a few mice and lots of ants that invade anything left outside. There are limited ingredients available locally (plantain, yam, rice, spaghetti, bread, tomatoes, onions, aubergine, okra, chillies, eggs and fish) but a more extensive market in Konongo and supermarkets with imported foods in Kumasi. It can be arranged that you eat with Effrieye (midwife assistant) who is a good cook. I usually paid her 2 gcd( $2) for a meal and let her know if I am eating elsewhere, as there is also good food from stalls in the village at night. Alternatively, previous volunteers have arranged to eat with a local family at a small cost. There are only about 6 different meals most with smoked fish, some quite spicy. I did not get ill once from the food as it is cooked for a long time and always fresh since there is no refrigeration.

Common dishes in the village

Breakfast

I ate bread, bananas or oats and milk and squeezed my own OJ at home. You can also buy koko, which is a maize-based porridge. Locals eat what is listed under lunch for breakfast. 

Lunch

Redred-Red red is black eye beans, spicy palm oil, gari (ground cassava), and fried plantain. 

Rice, beans and stew.

Kenke- fermented maize wrapped in plantain leaves served with spicy tomato relish.

Rice, fish and spicy sauce.

Dinner

Ampesi- boiled plantain or yam with a yam leaf and fish stew (like spinach), or aubergine stew.

Fufu- pounded boiled cassava and plantain. With light soup (hot tomato based soup with smoked mackerel), palm nut or ground nut soup. Swallow the fufu dipped in soup, do not chew it. It does grown on you I promise and becomes quite fun to eat and is very filling. 

Banku- maize served in balls with okra soup or palm nut soup.  

Rice balls and groundnut soup.

Rice and spicy tomatoes, fish and chilli stew.

Jallof rice- rice with meat, usually chicken.

There is a supermarket in Kumasi which sells most Western foods so you can cook yourself. Most vegetables can be bought in Kumasi or Konongo market.

Money and expenses

The currency is the Ghana Cedi and exchange rate is currently around 1.9 gcd to £1. The cedi has recently undergone revaluation with 10,000 old cedis worth 1 new cedi. This can be confusing, especially when traders quote the old price (and neglecting to say the ‘thousand’).

Bring money as Sterling, Euros or dollars and change this at (legal or illegal) money exchanges in Konongo or Kumasi. I usually bring most of my money in cash as it is fairly safe. You can also get money out using Visa (MasterCard is very difficult) but may only be able to get £40 out from machines at once (although you could put card in as many times as you want). You can also get Visa cash from most high street banks, you need your passport for this and it takes about one hour. Travellers Cheques can only be changed at Barclays in Kumasi so are probably not worth the bother.

Flight costs depend on where you are flying from. UK BA direct flight £500 low season ,£850 high season. 

Travel from Accra to Kumasi on STC (the national bus company) is about £4. Boama to duampompo shared taxi is 15p, to hire the cab is 60p. Duampompo to Kumasi using ‘tro-tro’ mini bus 40p.

Street food meal costs about 25p, more in tourist places. Water is provided free by the clinic. Living costs are negligible and accommodation is free.

Activities

Opportunities for English conversation can be limited, so be prepared to entertain yourself! It is also very hot so it is difficult being motivated and energetic all the time. Read lots of books, there are around 10 good English fiction books at the clinic but bring lots. I also made good progress in guitar playing and meditation.

fhn volunteers are generally exercise freaks. It is difficult initially. I enjoyed a morning run to Duampompo or along the road to Amanguase and back as the sun came up and birds sang. Others have done yoga in the entrance to the maternity block, which is screened or turned the grassy area into a circuit-training course. Apparently it had quite a following and the locals expect you to be dong strange things so don’t feel embarrassed.

Painting, Drumming (there is a drum) writing, learning Twi and any other things you can think of. Bring personal music players and a short wave radio – BBC World Service can help remind you there is life outside Boumadumasi.

Visa

You need a visa to go to Ghana. From the UK see their web site http://ghana.embassyhomepage.com/ .It is adisable is a multiple entry visa so that you are free to visit neighbouring countries if you wish. This allows you 60 days in the country and can be easily extended at the foreign office in Odum in Kumasi before it runs out. Put down that  the purpose of your travel as tourism and contact me for contact addresses. It is a good idea to bring 4 passport photos as these are easy but quite expensive to get.

Communication

Mobile phone reception is patchy , I spent many an evening sat  under the tree and many cedis on phone credit. I brought an unlocked phone with me and bought a local sim-card (about £5 with some credit). MTN or One-Touch had better reception in Boamadumase than other providers. E-mail is available in Konongo, Agogo and Kumasi but its use is limited due to regular power cuts, and sometimes very slow computers (gmail seemed to work better than Hotmail). This means it can be difficult to be in touch with friends and family very regularly – except by text message.

Things to bring

I am sure you have your own individual needs but this may be helpful.

Lots of things to do: books, instrument, nice pens to write in diary, battery operated or rechargeable radio and personal music players. 

Many things can be bought or made at the Boama market. Take light clothes with some cool long-sleeved evening wear. Ghanains  take great pride in their appearance and dress very smartly.  Women always wear clothes that cover their thighs so bear this in mind when thinking about dressing in a culturally sensitive way. What women wear on their upper body does not seem to be so important, just make sure its cool.

You can buy most things very cheaply in Ghana so don’t bring too much,

But do bring:

· Lots of mosquito repellent

· Sandals and light, closed shoes if there during rainy season

· Light raincoat or sturdy umbrella (usually when it rains you stay under shelter till it stops)

· Medical books – see attached list of library books.

· The clinic has an ophthalmoscope and oroscope, stethoscope thermometer and BP cuff. But take your own for outreach clinics plus some good batteries and a supply of tongue depressors.

· Sun cream, you can buy most other toiletries but limited choice and similar price so better to bring own especially sanitary stuff.

· Wet wipes

· Quick dry towel

· Ear plugs

· You can get most medication at the health centre so no need to stock up too much. Bring malaria prophylaxis and drugs for any specific medical problems. 

· Swimming stuff

· I used a silk or cotton sleeping bag liner and brought my own sheet and pillowcase. Bring light pyjamas as it is hot at night.

· Head torch with supply of batteries. Ideally bring rechargeable batteries and a solar charger. 

· Unlocked mobile phone (you can get a fairly cheap one in Ghana also)

· Mosquito net (you can get an impregnated net very cheaply at the clinic but a small lightweight one is ideal for trips away)

· A quality penknife or multitool can be useful for all sorts of things.

· A set of reasonably smart clothes otherwise you will feel underdressed at parties! 

There are cooking things at the health centre and most things can be bought.

If you can think of anything I have missed out please contact me.

Travelling opportunities
It is worth taking the time to travel around Ghana whilst there. Take lots of long weekends travelling back on Monday and longer times as getting around can be slow and there is so much to see. The Bradt Travel Guide is useful and informative and gives more comprehensive information than given here. It is generally fairly easy and safe to travel alone.  Most western travellers in Ghana are volunteers of some sort and usually supportive of others. There are lots of volunteers and researchers staying in Agogo who should make good contacts for advice and travel  companions for weekends away. 

General travel

Try to travel during the day when it is light, as there are fewer road traffic accidents then (taking scheduled STC coaches at night is sometimes unavoidable however).  Travel in the early morning is usually much easier than in the afternoon.  When going away for short trips, it is best to take only essential luggage in a small bag that can fit comfortably on your lap (space can always be found for larger bags if needed).  Road quality varies depending on where you are, heavy traffic jams are common, particularly when entering/leaving cities such as Kumasi and Accra.  It is difficult to predict journey times, particularly to more remote parts

Most journeys are be made in Trotro’s (mini-buses) which are cheap, and usually filled to the brim.  Prices are fixed for each route, and you pay your money and state destination to the drivers “mate”.  You can hail down, or be dropped off by a trotro anywhere on the route, but they usually wait until they are full before setting off.  Standards of driving and vehicle repair vary.

Taxi’s either work as shared taxi on some routes, which has to fill up before leaving and gives you a set price or as private hire, which involves negotiating the price before leaving. 

STC is a comfortable national coach company with air conditioning. It is the best way to travel but if you want to be certain of getting a seat it is recommended to get a ticket a day before. To get to the coast we used to spend a night in Kusmasi, get the STC bus at 4 am and continue to sleep on the journey. 

Weekend trips

Kumasi, Ghana’s 2nd biggest city is about one hour away for a ‘city fix’, western food, more reliable internet and shopping in the biggest market in West Africa. 

Getting there from the village and back. Get a taxi out of the village to drop you at Duampompo on the main road. Cross to the other side to pick up a “trotro”, which can take some time and is easier in the mornings. They usually drop you at central market and you can ask people for directions of where you want to go.  

Places to stay that are very reasonable are the Presbyterian Guest House and the Guestline Inn. To get back to the village, ask someone or get a taxi to drop you off at the “trotro” station for Konongo. From Duampompo, you can take a taxi or walk back to the village in 20 minutes.

Lake Bosumtwi is about 2 hours away and is and incredible meteorite created fresh water lake which is great for swimming and cooling off. You travel to Kumasi then to Abono, Lakeside. 

The place I recommend is Rainbow Gardens (www.rainbowgardenvillage.com) (text them before you go if you want a single room but you can just turn up as there is always space in the dormitory). You can get a taxi from Abono to take you there for about $5 as their road is really bad or walk 1 hour in the heat though 4 villages and you can’t miss it. It is usually very hot but beautiful and the children are quite excitable!

Bobiri Forest Reserve, only 5 miles from Boama with its beautiful guesthouse and nature is a bit of a sanctuary. I sometimes went there during the week for the evening by taxi and arranged for them to pick me up in the morning. There is always space and often some interesting biologists to chat to. They ask you to bring your own food but they always have food when you get there. 

Cape Coast or Takoradi ( possible in 3 days if you get to kumasi on Friday evening and get the early bus at 4am and travel back on Monday)

Stayed in Anomabo beach resort, which is very nice. You get  out at cape coast and take a trotro towards Accra but get out after about 30 min the drivers know it.

Along past Takoradi the Green turtle lodge or the Calafornian beach resort is very lovely and remote but try to text them to book as often full. 

Visit Kakum national park ( you can get there by totro but getting back you may need to get one of the many taxi there).

Longer trips

For longer trips there are beautiful tropical beaches, the historic relics of the transatlantic slave trade and savannah grassland with heards of antelope and elephants.  You can also travel to Burkina Faso, Mali, Togo and Benin if you have at least a few weeks. 

Some Customs and basic Language tips

Greetings are very important so if there is nothing else you learn to say in Twi, learn how to greet people.  There are many different ways to greet people and it can seem quite complex. Before getting down to business, it is always necessary to take time to greet people you are talking with

Take time in the morning before starting work to greet everyone in the clinic.

Throughout Ghana and West Africa, your left hand is seen as unclean, so avoid shaking hands, waving, passing/receiving money/goods with this hand as it is seen as a sign of disrespect. 

The women wear waist beads around their hips which you will never see apart from on small children, as they are only to be seen by your husband. I made the mistake of buying some of these beads and wearing them around my neck and was very confused why everyone asked me why I was wearing them.

Greetings

Spelling is how you would say it in English

Chose one of he following of each 

A) greeting

Maache- good morning

Maaha- good afternoon

Maajo- good evening

B)Reply 

Ya Ena – if female elder

Ya Anua- if equal to you man or female

Ya Ejia- Male elder

A)
Wo hote sen –how are you 

(Or) ete sen-how are you

B)Reply

Eye- I am fine

Eye paa- I am very well

Me ho ye- I am well

Poco- good

Other useful phrases

Aane – yes

Daabi –no

Woo din de sen?- what is your name ?

Me din de.. or me fri …..-my name is…

Wo fri he?- were are you from?

Me fre …-I am from…

Medasi-thank you

Medasi paa- thank you very much

Mepachau- please

Otchena- see you later

Nante yie- safe jouney

Da Yie- sleep well

Akwaaba- you are welcome

Wo te twi /  borofo- do you speak twi/ English

Me bumi ka twi kakra kakra- I speak a little English

Me ko Clinic- I go to clinic

There are twi books and dictionary in the health centre library

Useful phone Numbers

Precode to Ghana is 0233

Vasco- 0242207439

Yaw/ Emanuel 0273087545 vascos friend who can get hold of him if you cant get hold of him

David 024858569752
Kingsley 0207 163118

National Ambulance service 0531 24787 or 0242160210 or 193

Director of district health service 0244417911

District Health Pharmacist Amoa 0208 158730

Disease control officer 0244828918

Bomfa health centre 02078188218

Please send me your local phone no as soon as you get there so that I can get hold of you.

 Sophie uk based volunteer coordinator 0044 7779586950 sophiekuhn@gmail.com or

 Ed Gold 00447974656489 
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