
A Talk to Village Leaders 
The following is a shortened form of a talk given earlier this year 
to village council members in the Gambia by Or E. M. Samba, Director 
of Medical Services.ltwas delivered in the Mandinka language because 
most of the audience spoke only that tongue; most of them were also 
illiterate. Afterwards the village councillors asked Dr Samba to repro
duce his statement in writing so they could use it during follow-up 
discussions in their villages, where very often their sons, who could 
read and write, would act as translators. The net result has been 
that village leaders in the Gambia are proving very receptive to the 
concept of primary health care and are responding actively to external 
stimuli for do-it-yourselves health care. Dr Samba himself commented: 
"Clearly PHC will do well in this area. We are very hopeful that, long 
before the year 2000, we in the Gambia will achieve health for all." 

(

feel very honoured to have this 
opportunity to talk to you about the 
role of primary health care in the 
social and economic development of 

our nation. First of all, let us define PHC. 

In the pas t when we talked about health, 
people thought of doctors, hospital, 
nurses, working largely in urban areas 
and affecting the lives of less than 20 per 
cent of the population. 

PHC is different from this in many 
ways. The emphasis here is on villages 
where more than 80 per cent of the peo
ple live. The villagers themselves, with 
the collaboration and support of health 
professionals, plan, implement and eval
uate PHC, while other ministries, such as 
those of economic planning, community 
development, education, agriculture and 
local government all take an active 
part in it. 

In PHC the emphasis is on health rather 
than disease. Health is more than the ab
sence of disease ; a healthy person should 
enjoy physical, mental and social well
being. To have good health a person 
needs enough nutritious foods, whole
some water, good sanitation, good per
sonal habits, vaccination against child
hood diseases, maternal and child health 
including family planning, and an org
anization that will make it possible for 
every person to enjoy all the above 

Village leaders in the Gambia gather to discuss 
their problems with a visiting politician. 
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items easily, at a cost which he or she 
can afford. 

We have agreed, as you will remem
ber, that each village committee should 
consi.st of the village chief, the religious 
leader, the traditional birth attendant, a 
prominent businessman, a representative 
from the women's group, the youth lead
er and anybody else in the village who 
can be of some service, together with 
a representative of any ministry in the 
village. 

The committee's functions should in
clude keeping the village clean, looking 
after the wells, organizing village gardens 
to grow supplementary foods, organizing 
expectant women and children for MCH 
(maternal and child health) clinics or for 
vaccinations, working on village farms to 
support PHC needs, selecting somebody 
among the villagers to be trained as a vil
lage health worker, and keeping village 
basic vital statistics, e.g. children born, 
their sexes, deaths, common ailments 
and so on. 

And we agreed that the village health 
worker (vHw) should have the following 
qualities: a good character; he should 
be permanently settled in the village and 
not likely to leave for the towns ; he 
should enjoy serving people without 
demanding higher remuneration, or 
pleading tiredness when he is called out 
at night to help; if he can read and write 
in English or Arabic this will be an addi
tional advantage, but is not absolutely 
essential. 

"The future of our 
country depends 
on young mothers 
and children. 

CJhey need our 
special attention .. , 
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We in the Ministry of Health will train 
the VHW for three months to enable him 
to look after basic village needs, such as 
simple sores, general body pains, 
malaria, early diarrhoea, anaemia, intes
tinal parasites. He will be taught to 
handle aspirin, chloroquine, iron tablets, 
piperazine, and prepare oral rehydration 
fluid (water, sugar and salt). 

The community health nurse from the 
key village will visit him regularly and 
together they will organize health educa
tion, collaborate with the trained tradi
tional birth attendant to look after the 
mothers and children, and organize them 
for the vaccination teams. They will also 
look after the village wells, latrines and 
general sanitation. Regularly short 
courses, seminars and talks will be orga
nized to upgrade the knowledge and 
capability of the VHW, and he will be 
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encouraged to collaborate as much as 
possible with other rural extension 
workers in agriculture, animal husbandry 
and community development. 

Let us look at food. Our concept of 
food is something with which to fill the 
stomach. But, there is more to it than 
this. Food should have five qualities. It 
should provide energy for the body
carbohydrates. Then it should contain 
materials for body building- proteins. It 
should provide heat for the body- fat. It 
should contain small elements without 
which the body will not function proper
ly- vitamins and minerals. It should be 
free from contamination and disease. 
Therefore it should be clean. 

In our country, the meal consists of a 
large bowl of rice covered with a stew 
containing meat or fish, oil and vege
tables . The whole family sits round this 
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Left: 
"To grow big and strong and to stand up to 
disease; the child needs more proteins than 
father . .. The lesson here is that children and 
mothers should eat as much protein as 
father, if not more." " 

(Photo WHO/ UN) 

Right: 
A woman at the well in the Gambia. "We 
cannot live without water. Since it is so 
important, we have to look after it properly 
and make sure it does not contain impurities 
which might poison the body." 

(Photo WHO/ UN/A. Holbrooke) 

to eat. The children confine themselves 
to the rice. If they reach for the meat or 
vegetables they are reprimanded for be
ing rude and ill-mannered. Mother eats 
mostly rice and a bit of the meat and 
vegetables. Father eats everything as he 
likes. This is our tradition. 

Now we have to change this. To grow 
big and strong and to stand up to dis
ease, the child needs more proteins than 
father. Mother's needs fall somewhere 
between father and child. We should 
therefore ask the children to eat more 
meat. Children are more prone to illness 
and suffer more than adult males . Also 
in our society the women work very 
hard, especially during the rains when 
they become very weak. This is why chil
dren born during this period are small 
and weak and die easily. The lesson here 
is that children and mothers should eat 



as much proteins as father, if not more. 
Most protein foods are readily available. 

Many families believe strongly in cer
tain food taboos. Thus pregnant women 
do not eat eggs because these will make 
the baby dumb or have a bald head. Fish 
is supposed to cause intestinal worms 
and poor growth in children or expectant 
mothers. Expectant mothers drinking 
milk will suffer from congestion of the 
breast and breast inflammation. Rich 
foods , bread, butter, bananas all cause 
large babies, and therefore difficult 
labour. Pregnant mothers eating meat 
will suffer from excessive bleeding after 
the baby is delivered and their healing 
process will be delayed. Mothers who eat 
hot peppers will have babies that cry a 
lot, and those who eat garden eggs and 
bitter tomatoes will have children that 
suffer from ring worms. Giving the 

baby oysters and snails to eat will cause 
it to dribble. 

You will see that any woman adhering 
to all these will not eat all the food she 
needs. Unfortunately, many women and 
men believe in these taboos. It is our 
duty to help these people to change these 
harmful beliefs. All these foods should be 
eaten in plenty by both mothers and 
babies. They do nothing but good. 

You all know that water is a very im
portant part of life and it forms the 
greater part of our body. We can live for 
weeks without food but we cannot live 
for days without water. Water serves a 
greater purpose than just quenching our 
thirst, and without it no part of the body 
will function . Since it is so important, we 
have to look after it properly and make. 
sure it does not contain impurities which 
might poison the body. 

Open wells, rivers and pools are ex
posed to the atmosphere. Dust contain
ing disease-causing germs settles in the 
water. When we drink the water these 
germs get into the body and make us 
sick. Or the faeces, urine and washings of 
humans and beasts may contaminate 
wells, rivers and pools. Sometimes a 
whole animal may die and rot in them. If 
we drink water from these places we will 
definitely get ,sick and may sometimes 
die. Very often, of course, the sickness 
may not be acute but will continue in 
low-grade form for many years . When I 
talk to such people they say "Ah, but we 
have been drinking from this well or riv
er since our grandparents' days" . My an
swer is: " You think you are all right but 
I know you are not. Inside you there are 
worms of various kinds and many germs 
which are slowly making you unhealthy. 
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You will probably die younger than you 
would have if you did not drink directly 
from these places". 

How do you avoid contaminating 
your water? Your water receptacles 
should be clean and covered from the 
open air. Wells should be deep and 
covered, and sited away from contami
nated places like latrines. River water 
should never be drunk directly. If it must 
be used then we should boil and filter it. 
The same goes for pool water. 

All over the country now the Govern
ment is constructing deep cement-lined 
wells fitted with foot pumps. Many peo
ple are not using these wells because they 
say the water is not " sweet" . What they 
really mean is that it tastes different from 
the contaminated uncovered wells they 
are used to. These deep wells contain 
good pure water. Our traditional open 
wells are heavily contaminated and natu
rally taste different. 

Let me go back to food and nutrition 
again. I forgot to mention breastfeeding. 
This is very important especially now 
that we have salesmen telling us that 
bottle-feeding is good. Mother's milk is 
the best for the child. It contains food, 

water, antibodies which help to keep the 
child healthy and, very important, in the 
process of breastfeeding there is a heal
thy child/mother relationship which is 
useful in developing good social habits. 
Of course, by the time the child is three 
months old the mother's breast alone 
will not be enough so that supplemental 
feeding will be needed. But the child 
should still be breastfed until he is two 
years old. This is our tradition. It is good 
and we should keep it. 

Bottle-feeding on the other hand is 
very dangerous and in our situation in 
the village it should be banned outright. 
The village mother does not know how 
to use it properly. The bottle is not 
cleaned properly, the water is not boiled, 
sometimes the feeds contain too much 
sugar. 

The best supplementary feed is a 
cleanly prepared cooked mash contain
ing carbohydrates, proteins, a bit of 
groundnut oil, and vegetables . This 
should be eaten while it is still fresh. We 
also have a lot of milk. Gambia has more 
cows than human beings. Sheep and 
goats ' milk are also good. The milk 
should be cleanly collected and boiled 
before being given to the child. 

Foundation of health 

Remember the old saying " Cleanliness 
is next to Godliness"? Cleanliness is the 
foundation upon which good health is 
built. A dirty person is an unhealthy per
son. Dirty surroundings breed disease 
and disease-carrying organisms such as 
flies , mosquitos and rats . It is the duty of 
the village committee to keep the village 
clean. Many villages now organize youth 
groups to collect all the refuse from the 
village regularly and dump it into 
manure pits. This manure is the best fer
tilizer- much better than chemical ferti
lizers which are both expensive and 
sometimes dangerous to health. 

With the help of the health inspector, 
the VHW and his collaborators in the vil
lage will also build proper latrines in 
each compound. Everybody should go to 
the toilet in these latrines. These latrines 
should be at least 100 feet away from the 
nearest well. They should be covered so 
that flies cannot enter them. Nobody in 
the village should go to toilet in the open 
in or outside the village. 

What about good personal habits? I 
am sorry I have to touch on this. You are 
all grown-up men, leaders in your vil-



l 

lages ; but I noticed a few very dangerous 
habits which I would like to discuss. 

Many villagers now smoke. I observe 
small boys aged about ten smoking in the 
streets. In this gathering of 15 people, 
only three do not smoke. This is very 
serious. Let us all smile and show our 
teeth. Look at the teeth of the smokers 
and compare them with the non-smok
ers. You wash your mouths many times a 
day and in spite of all that the cigarettes 
make your teeth so dirty. What do you 
think your lungs would look like? They 
are worse because you cannot wash 
them. So you see, my friends , smoking is 
very bad. Besides, it is expensive. Most of 
you smoke more than one packet of 
cigarettes a day. With that money you 
can feed your child with very good food 
and keep him healthy. 

Left : "The child should still be breastfed until 
he is two-years-old. This is our tradition . It is 
good and we should keep it ." 
(Photo WHO/ UN) 

Right: "The village committee's functions 
should include keeping the village clean , look
ing after the wells, and organizing village 
gardens to grow supplementary foods ." 
(Photo WHO/ UN/A. Holbrooke) 

Even where the Gambia is more than 
96 per cent Muslim, alcoholism is gradu
ally getting hold of the younger genera
tion, especially the young executives who 
are the future leaders of this country. 
You may notice that our young girls are 
also slowly joining in the mess. With in
creasing alcoholism in the society, road 
accidents, crimes, promiscuity and 
venereal disease also increase. All these 
contribute to a sick society. We are a 
developing country and we can ill-afford 
our young people, upon whose education 
we have spent so much, going to rot like 
this. I therefore commend this very 
serious health hazard to the care of the 
village committee. 

You have heard of the EPI team going 
round the country. Before they come to 
your village you will hear it on the radio. 
Fortunately every household in the 
Gambia has at least one transistor radio. 
When you hear the announcement, it is 
for the village committee to organize all 
the mothers and their children to assem
ble at a convenient place so the team 
from the Expanded Programme on Im
munization can vaccinate them. With the 
help of the VHW, the team will protect the 
children against tuberculosis- at birth or 

soon after; DPT (diphtheria, pertussis 
and tetanus) in three doses at two, four 
and six months. Every pregnant mother 
will be given tetanus toxoid. We hope to 
vaccinate 90 per cent of the target popu
lation by 1990, and by the year 2000, 100 
per cent of the target population will 
have been immunized against these 
dreadful diseases . 

The greater part of our population 
consists of young mothers and children. 
The future of our country depends on 
them. They are very weak and vulnerable 
to disease. They therefore need our spe
cial attention. The VHWs, traditional 
birth attendants and community health 
nurses should help organize all mothers 
and children to make full use of the facil
ities provided by the MCH service, includ
ing family planning. 

You see, my friends, we cannot have it 
both ways. Before we medical people 
came into the scene, " nature" has main
tained some balance between births and 
deaths. By our activities we are already 
drastically cutting down the deaths. How 
then can we leave the birth rate to 
" nature" ? We should not. We should 
also control this side of the coin. Other
wise we will be heading for trouble. • 


