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where nearly one-quarter of the children will die of malaria or mal-
nutrition before reaching age five.

According to Cohen, these are the statistics with which Malians
are most concerned and are the reason why MHOP has eschewed an
Òexpressly AIDS-based activist agenda.Ó

ÒNot that AIDS is not important,Ó she says. ÒMalians I spoke with
said it didnÕt concern them because their children were dying of
malaria, starvation, or other issues. ItÕs ineffective to address AIDS
[exclusively] if youÕre not addressing the fact that people donÕt have
enough food to eat.Ó

MHOPÕs signature project, Sigida Keneyali (Bambara for ÒHealth
in Our Homes), is similar to many humanitarian initiatives in its
emphasis on improving infrastructure and health care access. The
defining difference between Sigida and other programs is its
approach. Every program is implemented in a three-way partnership
with the town and the government to jumpstart mutual investment
in the health infrastructure of slums. Rather than working from an
external agenda, Sigida projects are prioritized by those most knowl-
edgeable about how they might be effectiveÑthe Malian people.

CohenÕs view is that if you want to know 
how to triage African hardships, then youÕd 
better ask the Africans. 

ÒMalians have a lot to say about what they
want to do with the development aid that
comes into the country, but they donÕt get [to
do] much of it,Ó she says. ÒSo addressing the

priorities of the community in the order they want them addressed
was very important to me.Ó 

Sigida is run by a committee of local citizens charged with plan-
ning projects that focus on education and resource acquisition to
benefit public health and infrastructure. In just a year, the committee
has launched a network of health advocacy programs in which li fe-
saving medical practices are shared. Cohen, now back in the U.S., is
currently organizing a fundraising campaign for Sigida to catalyze
the construction of a clinic for 28,000 people and a badly needed
trash disposal system.

CohenÕs long-term plan is to adapt the MHOP model to benefit
other African populations living in similar conditions. ÒA simple idea
[like Sigida] can be radically redrawn as appropriate for the commu-
nity in question,Ó she says. 

For more information on Sigida Keneyali, visit www.malihealth.org.
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At the start of the summer of 2005, Caitlin Cohen Õ08 MDÕ12, a
recipient of a prestigious Royce Fellowship, left the comforts of
campus to conduct AIDS vaccine research in Bamako, Mali. She
arrived eager to work, but soon came to something of an epiphany:
She wasnÕt that into research. 

ÒI just donÕt enjoy it. I think thereÕs a ton of research in this world
and not a lot of action coming out of it,Ó she explains. ÒUltimately, I
was much more interested in doing something. Not to say that
research is a bad thingÑbut public health research without the
action component is a waste.Ó

By 2007, Cohen had turned what was supposed to be a summer

vacation into an extended leave of absence from Brown. Her efforts
culminated in the founding of the Mali Health Organizing Project
(MHOP), an initiative aimed at addressing the most critical health
issues in MaliÕs densely populated slum areas. Having decided on
early retirement from research, the development studies concen-
trator traded in her survey instruments for 501(c) tax forms, grant
proposals, and all the Òbureaucratic hoo-haaÓ that goes into starting
a non-profit organization from the ground up.

MHOP is headquartered in Sikoro, Mali, a town of 60,000 where
citizens have limited access to drinking water and electricity,where
90 percent of the population lives on less than two dollars a day, and

ÒItÕs ineffect ive to address AIDS [exclusively]  if
youÕre not addressing the fact that people donÕt
have enough food to eat.Ó

ZOOM

Caitlin Cohen 

in her

Providence

apartment

Hawa, Cohen’s

host mother,

prepares for a

wedding. 

BY JUMOKE AKINROLABU

UP CL OSE AN D PERSON AL  W I T H  CAI T L I N  COH E N

THE ACTIVIST’S AGENDA
A PLME upstart Òjust says noÓ to research.

Once a run-down

building, the Hakili

“mind” community

center was repaired

by MHOP.

The center serves

as a training and

meeting place for

local groups. 
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