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In Ma rch 2000, An dy Creeden was rec ru i ted by Vo lu n t a ry
S ervi ce Overseas (VSO) to work as a rad i ogra ph er on a
t wo - year placem ent in Ma l awi . Here he shares his
e x peri en ces to - d a te .

Ma l awi is a small co u n try in So ut h ern Af ri c a , bordering Ta n z a n i a
to the nort h , Moz a m bi que to the east and sout h , and Za m bia to
the we s t . With a pop u l a ti on of a pprox i m a tely 11 mill i on , it is the
worl d ’s sixth poorest co u n try. The avera ge ye a rly income stands at
a round $180, a l t h o u gh since the co u n try is also the second wors t
of f in terms of equ i ty of wealth distri buti on , the majori ty of t h e
pop u l a ti on have an income cl o s er to around $40 per ye a r.

Health indicators in Ma l awi are very low. L i fe ex pectancy is
c u rren t ly around 38 ye a rs and infant mort a l i ty is 149 per 1000 live
bi rt h s . De s p i te this, the total health ex pen d i tu re per pers on is on ly
$ 1 5 . HIV/AIDS is having a cri ppling ef fect on the co u n try with at
least 10% of the pop u l a ti on infected and esti m a tes of up to 70%
of hospital beds occ u p i ed by su f ferers of the disease.

Improving standards
I am based at Mzuzu Cen tral Ho s p i t a l , a brand new 400 bed refer-
ral hospital, built and paid for by the govern m ent of the Rep u bl i c
of Ch i n a . It was open ed by the Pre s i den t of Ma l awi , Dr Ba k i l i
Mu lu z i , in Decem ber 2000 and receives pati ents from all over the
n ort h ern regi on . Previ o u s ly the healthcare needs of this regi on
were met by a net work of health cen tre s , d i s tri ct hospitals and
s m a ll mission hospitals. Pa ti ents requ i ring invo lved tests or proce-
du res had to travel to the capital Lilon g we , a two - d ay bus journ ey
f rom the regi on’s nort h ernmost town s . The majori ty of peop l e
could never dream of being able to afford a car, and many were
u n l i kely to be able to afford the bus fare .

My role at Mzuzu is to help set up and run the rad i o l ogy dep a rt-
m en t , and to improve the standard and capac i ty of rad i ogra phy
s ervi ces to the nort h ern regi on of the co u n try.

The x-ray dep a rtm ent at the hospital has a gen eral x-ray room ,a n
u l trasound scanner and a basic flu oro s copy room . The gen eral x-ray

room has a floor- m o u n ted tu be wh i ch makes a lot of ex a m i n a ti on s ,
p a rti c u l a rly tra u m a , very difficult. However, with a little bit of
t h o u gh t ,p a ti en ce and improvi s a ti on , a lot is po s s i bl e . A dark room
fed proce s s or is used to process film, with wet devel oping tanks as a
b ack u p.Th ere is also an image inten s i f i er in the opera ting theatre and
an OPG machine in the dental dep a rtm en t . The provi s i on of a
m obile x-ray machine would also have proved useful – we are cur-
ren t ly seeking funding from the Chinese govern m ent in order to
buy on e .

The Chinese govern m ent have provi ded a rad i o l ogist to work in
the dep a rtm ent for a peri od of up to five ye a rs , and there are also two
Ma l awian rad i ogra phy tech n i c i a n s , t h ree dark room assistants and
t h ree pati ent atten d a n t s . The rad i ogra phic technicians are very well
tra i n ed . Th ere is a lot I can learn from them as well as being able to
pass on some of my own skills and ex peri en ce .

Un fortu n a tely, Ma l awi has a ch ronic short a ge of tra i n ed health
profe s s i on a l s . I am one of on ly 16 rad i ogra ph ers regi s tered with the
Ma l awi Medical Co u n c i l . The HIV/AIDS ep i demic is part ly re s pon-
s i ble for this – in many areas of the civil servi ce , the govern m ent is
finding that staff a re being lost to HIV/AIDS faster than they can be
tra i n ed . Tra i n ed staff a re also being lu red to work abroad by the
pro s pect of h i gh er wages and a bet ter standard of l ivi n g.

A busy schedule
Al t h o u gh I arrived a couple of m onths before the hospital open ed ,
t h ere were sti ll a lot of prep a ra ti ons to be made – ordering stock ,
ch ecking and te s ting equ i pm en t , training staff and agreeing po l i c i e s
and procedu re s . Even before the hospital was of f i c i a lly open ed , t h e
dep a rtm ent was alre ady receiving a nu m ber of o utp a ti ents from the
l ocal health cen tre . This proved useful as it en a bl ed us to phase in serv-
i ces and iron out teething probl ems wi t h o ut having to go thro u gh a
‘big bang’ s tyle open i n g.

Th a n k f u lly I was not thrown into my role at the deep en d . Pri or
to leaving the UK I spent abo ut three weeks attending a nu m ber
of re s i den tial training co u rses or ga n i s ed by VS O. The co u rses cov-
ered  a nu m ber of topics including training skill s , ad a pting my
ex i s ting skills to a devel oping world healthcare envi ron m en t , gen-
eral overseas devel opm en t , l ooking after my own health wh i l s t
overseas and HIV/AIDS aw a ren e s s .

On arrival in Ma l awi , I then spent a furt h er two - a n d - a - h a l f
weeks with 21 other newly - a rrived vo lu n teers as part of an in-
co u n try training progra m m e . This invo lved learning abo ut theMy coll e a g u e , Mr Nko s i , scanning a pa ti ent in the ultra sound roo m .
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po l i tical and econ omic situ a ti on in Ma l awi , as well as an inten s ive
co u rse in ‘Ch i tu m bu k a’, the predominant language in the north of
the co u n try. The training culminated in an overn i ght stay in a
trad i ti onal ru ral vi ll a ge com p l ete with mud hut s , pit latrines and
nsima (the local staple diet) coo ked over an open fire – an ex pe-
ri en ce I wi ll never for get !

Si n ce arriving at the hospital I am finding the language qu i te
difficult to learn and am making slow progre s s . It is not hel ped by
the fact that most people here speak two different local language s
and happ i ly swi tch bet ween them , of ten in mid-sen ten ce . Lu ck i ly,
most of the people I work with also speak good Engl i s h ,t h o u gh
t h ere have been several cultu ral misu n ders t a n d i n gs . A nu m ber of
times my co lleague would say “I am com i n g”and then confuse me
by leaving the room . It took me several weeks to work out that he
actu a lly meant he was coming back .

My accom m od a ti on is provi ded by the hospital. I have a ‘ we s t-
ern styl e’ t wo bed room flat on the oppo s i te side of town to the
h o s p i t a l , su pp l i ed with both el ectri c i ty and running water
( a l t h o u gh in Ma l awi nei t h er are very rel i a bl e ) . The flat is very
com fort a ble – mu ch bet ter than I was ex pecting and the envy of
the other VSO vo lu n teers in the town .

The hospital also provi de a living all ow a n ce , wh i ch is topped
up by VSO to MK 9000 per month (abo ut £80). This amount is
en o u gh to live a healthy but basic life s tyl e ,a l t h o u gh there is very
little left over for We s tern lu x u ries su ch as proce s s ed foods or
ph one calls hom e . I am very gra teful to the SoR for kindly agree-
ing to con tri bute £1000 per year from the Overseas Placem en t
Fund to assist VSO in paying for my fligh t , tra i n i n g, ad m i n i s tra-
ti on and healthcare .

And finally. . .
As I h ave de s c ri bed , t h ere are many probl ems facing Ma l awi and
it would be very easy to get dem ora l i s ed in the face of su ch over-
wh elming od d s . However, the opening of the new hospital should
bring major improvem ents to the standard of h e a l t h c a re provi-
s i on to Ma l awians living in the north of the co u n try, and there is
a great deal of en t husiasm and optimism for the futu re . I hope
that I wi ll soon be able to report on the differen ce work bei n g
done here has made to peop l e’s live s .

Contact Andy at cafedotcom@sdnp.org.mw inserting ‘message for
Andy Creeden’ in the subject line.

What is VSO?
VSO is an international development charity with nearly
2000 volunteers working in Africa, Asia, the Pacific region
and, more recently, Eastern Europe. They send volunteers
from a wide range of professions to share their skills with
local people in communities where skills are most needed.

For more information on working as a volunteer overseas,
contact VSO, 317 Putney Bridge Road, London, SW15 2PN.
Tel: 020 8780 7200. Fax: 020 8780 7300.

For details of the Society of Radiographers’ Overseas
Placement Fund contact Gill Smith at SoR Head Office on
Tel: 020 7740 7203 or email: gills@sor.org.
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