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Quality care in the South Pacific 
Ruth Start & N. Ngapoko Short 

A nurse practitioner working on the outer island 
of Penrhyn, Cook Islands . 

Specially trained nurse 
practitioners are bringing 
health care to residents of the 
far-flung Cook Islands. 

I t is no easy thing to bring quality 
health services to remote island 
communities, but health officials 

in the Cook Islands have found a way. 
In collaboration with WHO, the 
government has given six experienced 
nurses a special one-year nurse 
practitioner course to prepare them to 
work on remote islands in the South 
Pacific where there are no doctors. 

Well over half of the Cook 
Islands' 19 000 people live on 
Rarotonga, where they have access to 
hospital and public health services. 
But the rest live on 11 small islands 
scattered over 800 000 square miles 
of ocean. 

The newly trained nurse 
practitioners are now working on five 
of the outer islands, where radio 
contact enables them to consult with 
the doctors in Rarotonga. These 
women have learned to diagnose and 
treat common health problems, 
deliver babies and handle 
emergencies. Most importantly, they 
have learned how to tell when a 
patient is seriously ill and needs a 
doctor's care. 

We visited some of these young 
women to see for ourselves how they 
were working. A four-hour flight 
brought us to Manihiki. There we 
observed the nurse practitioner, 
Moeroa Mokoha, caring for patients 
in the clinic and making a home visit. 
The people told us that they felt safe 
when Moeroa was on the island, and 
that just talking to her made them feel 
good. 

Reaching Rakahanga required a 
three-hour ride on rough seas in an 
open 12-foot aluminium boat. Nurse 
practitioner Emily Tuteru was caring 
for a seriously ill patient. She 
diagnosed acute appendicitis, and 
contacted the surgeon in Rarotonga by 
radio. The surgeon agreed with the 
diagnosis, and the patient was started 
on intravenous antibiotics until he 
could be evacuated for emergency 
surgery. Emily cared for the patient 
through the night. 

The next day we managed to 
transport the patient by boat to 
Manihiki, but the plane to Rarotonga 
was delayed by one day. At that point, 
Moeroa relieved the exhausted Emily 
and stayed at the patient's bedside 
through the long night. He was finally 
taken to the waiting plane in the only 
available vehicle- a tractor! Four 
hours later he was admitted to the 
Rarotonga Hospital. Timely nursing 
care had saved his life. • 
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