
N
ow and again one 
comes across a story 
so remarkable that it 
is well worth the 
telling. I heard one 

such story from a nurse whom 
everyone called ''Konda, the 
doctor '', working in an up
country area of central Africa lOO 
kilometres away from the nearest 
hospital . Listen to this ; 
it is his story and that of his 
villagers. 

''When I was posted to Kisingu, 
a large village of more than 80 
smallholdings, I found myself in 
a health post which simply bore 
its name inscribed above the 
entrance. 

"The consulting room was 
minute, no more than a few 
square metres , so that there was 
no possibility of examining a 
patient when he or she was lying 
down . This lack of space, 
annoying in itself, was com
pounded by an almost per
manent shortage of medicines. 
I lived - I hardly dare to say 
'worked ' - under such conditions 
for some years. Nobody 
bothered about my situation. 

"One day, the district medical 
officer came to visit me. He sur
prised me in the middle of exam-

22 

White flags 
are flying 

by Michel jancloes 

ining a patient outside the health 
post, which I had to do because 
of the unhealthy conditions 
inside. He gave me some encou
ragement and afterwards visited 
me regularly with supplies of 
medicines . I took heart again and 
soon the villagers themselves 
became aware of my working 
conditions. 

'' They passed the hat round 
among themselves and collected 
enough money to buy a brick
making machine . This helped 
them to build three well-roofed 
houses : one for me and my 
family, one for the maternity 
ward, and one for the patients 
under observation and their 
families . 

"Now at last it would be pos
sible to change things, because I 

felt inspired to start some innova
tions . Soon, in this new 'village 
hospital' I ran consultations for 
mothers-to-be and for mothers of 
babies , I informed the political 
authorities that I wanted to start 
regular health meetings . With 
their agreement, I was able to 
invite all the village leaders for 
discussions and proposed to 
them a programme to improve 
sanitary conditions. They said 
'Finel We'll see what advantages 
your programme will bring us.' 

" I began by putting my own 
new house and my own piece of 
land in order . This meant fixing 
up a pit latrine, complete with a 
cover and an excrement hole, 
and also making a pot for 
drinking water. I examined my 
children's stools and treated 
them successfully for parasites . 
Then I explained to the villagers 
why I had done this for my 
family . 

''What meetings and discus
sions we had! It was necessary to 
use all the means at my disposal
my imagination, and the simple 
teaching aid which I had brought 
with me on leaving nursing 
school - in order to animate the 
health education sessions; songs 
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with health messages, public and 
private counselling . .. But above 
all , I had to convince the villagers 
by producing visible results . 

''By now I was arranging stool 
examinations for all the inhabi
tants, beginning with the village 
chief. In this region parasites in 
the intestines are very common. 
The positive cases were treated 
and the ascaris (roundworm)· 
excreted during these treatments 
would often be my chief 
witnesses . Not only did they gain 
me a reputation for producing 
results , but they also served as 
visible justification of my preven
tive efforts. The battle against 
these 'internal worms' had to be 
carried out systematically with 
everyone taking part . 

"Next , I told the villagers 
'When all the plots of land have 
been cleaned up , we will build a 
concrete-lined well to give us a 
clean water supply, with a filter 
to block all impurities . Then we 
will hang up a white flag as a 
symbol of cleanliness and health 
of the village , and hold a feast in 
honour of our ancestors so that 
they will protect us.' 

'' This programme took several 
months . We needed technical 
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advice about how to build the 
well . Many meetings had to be 
held in order to share out 
responsibilities and collect the 
necessary funds. But everyone 
took a pride in helping me 
because they trusted me . On the 
day of the feast, the district 
medical officer came to offer his 
congratulations to all the vil
lagers of Kisingu. 'When are you 
coming to our village? ' asked the 
people from neighbouring 
communities . So I began to visit 
them too . 

'' In the morning I worked at the 
health post and in the afternoon 
paid visits to villages within a 
radius of 12 kilometres, all of 
which I had to do on foot. The 
villagers saw that I · attached 
importance to what they were 
doing. As I couldn't do all the 
work alone, they helped me by 
appointing nursing assistants for 
the health posts and several 
health leaders in each village . 
Eventually I had become the 
'doctor' for 50 villages. I cannot 
say that white flags were flying in 
all 50 of my villages because it 
was difficult to maintain regula
rity , and as soon as the level of 
hygiene dropped b e low 'what 
was needed the villages no 

longer had the right to display 
the white flag. 

''But encouraging competition 
between individuals and 
between the villages themselves 
is very effective. A local proverb 
neatly illustrates this: 'A palm nut 
on a cluster is never the only one 
to mature and redden'. Today 
village chiefs come from far 
afield to visit our well . Through 
our inter-village cooperation 
people have learnt a lot from 
each other. Since that 'Operation 
White Flag ' all sorts of develop
ment activities have been encou
raged, especially those aimed at 
improving nutrition. But I go on 
taking a lot of trouble with cura
tive care, because I am con
vinced that preventive medical 
activities can only succeed after 
good quality curative medicine 
has already been established. 
Indeed, it is because of the care 
he provides that the nurse is 
respected and listened to. '' 

If you want to learn more about 
the follow-up to '' Operation 
White Flag'', write to Dr Michel 
Jancloes, Office of International 
Cooperation, WHO, 1211 
Geneva 27, Switzerland. 
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